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Pre-Season





Chapter         

One
“Shit, I’m late.” The watch on Hope’s wrist ticked another minute, and she cringed. She wasn’t just a little late—she was over an hour late. The driver who had picked her up had waited patiently, but she couldn’t help it. Her agent had fucked up this schedule massively. How she could think that Hope could be in two places at once was ridiculous.
It was impossible.
“I’m so sorry for making you wait.” Hope leaned forward to catch the driver’s attention. She wanted her apology to be as sincere as possible.
“Don’t worry about it, ma’am.”
Ma’am? Hope cringed. Had she aged up in the last few years in a way she wasn’t aware of? That or she just had to admit that thirty-five was finally showing on her face. Suppressing the turmoil roiling inside her, Hope quirked her lips up and plastered a smile on her face. “I’m sure you have other places to be.”
“No, ma’am. I’m your driver for the day.”
“Oh.” Hope swallowed the lump in her throat. She wasn’t used to this special treatment. Then again, she was going from just a regular daytime cooking show, which she’d been doing for several years to build up her brand, into something more challenging and exciting. To say she was a little bored with the routine was an understatement. She needed something that she could sink her teeth into. “Like all day?”
“Yes, ma’am.” The woman gave a little chuckle from the driver’s seat. “I’m Lyric.”
“Gorgeous name.” Hope curled her lips upward, easing into the conversation. She was never one to remain quiet for too long. She always needed to be able to talk and chat, even if it was about nothing other than the color of the sky or the shape of the clouds. “I’m Hope.”
“I know.” Lyric laughed lightly. “Otherwise there might be a problem if you were in my car.”
“Right.” Hope eased back into the seat. “How long of a drive is it? Not that I’m worried about spending time with you in a car, but I’m curious how late I’m really going to be.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Lyric said again, and Hope honestly believed it.
Something in Lyric’s demeanor said she wasn’t upset about the fact that Hope had messed up the entire schedule. Or rather, her manager had. She frowned slightly, but caught it quickly and turned it upside down.
“It’ll be about forty minutes.”
“Great.” Hope bit the inside of her cheek. This wasn’t exactly how she wanted to meet the co-star of her new show—late, frazzled, and definitely not ready for this preliminary photoshoot, but she couldn’t really control that now, could she? “Do you know anything about what you’re taking me to?”
“No, ma’am. I’m just the driver for the rich and famous.”
Hope choked. “Rich and famous? Ha. That’s amusing, and definitely not me.”
“You’ve been designated a driver to take you from one set to another location, ma’am. I’m pretty sure that qualifies.”
Whistling, Hope shook her head. “Nope, just me. Chef Hope Lawrence, ready to cook up the next great meal that will blow up your taste buds.”
Lyric laughed. “Really?”
“Well, I like to think so.” Hope’s cheeks tightened into a grin. “Most days. I’ve definitely burned my fair share of meals and have screwed up another fair share of them because of my own stupidity. It happens.”
“That’s my motto in life.” Lyric glanced in the rearview mirror, and for the first time their eyes locked. “Shit happens.”
“It’s a good motto.” Hope smiled again.
The drive to the studio didn’t take as long as she thought it would, and Lyric got her there in record time—at least according to Lyric. But after that pleasant ride, she was hopeful that Lyric would be there to take her home at the end of this brutally long day. Because she wasn’t sure that she was going to be able to drive.
Hope got out of the car and was ushered into the studio by an assistant. She didn’t catch the woman’s name, but she’d make sure to do that later. She seemed so frazzled about the fact that Hope was now two hours late for this photo shoot and that they were going to be butting up against Angelica’s shoot.
But, shouldn’t they be doing some photos together?
Hope didn’t say anything as she was settled down into a makeup chair and told to stay put. The flutter and flurry of activity around her was insane. She wasn’t used to this many people being around her and fussing over her at once. She tried to make small talk, but was often told to hold still or move a certain way as they removed the makeup she had put on that morning to shoot an episode and started from scratch.
Had her makeup really been that bad?
Hope tried not to look in the mirror, her fear over whatever they were doing to her body far too much to control if she did catch a glimpse. Where was Rex when she needed him? Right, not there, because this was a photo shoot, not an actual episode shoot. She winced and then was promptly scolded to keep her face neutral.
She wasn’t someone who could do that.
Everything was written across her face. She had no ability to keep her thoughts from showing up on her features—despite how many times she’d tried to learn that skill. She barely had a chance to glance in the mirror before she was sent off to a dressing room to get herself in whatever outfits had already been chosen for her.
Staring at them, Hope frowned. The chef’s jacket was an obvious choice. This one was black and had her name emblazoned in gold across the breast pocket and the show logo on her upper right arm. She ran her fingers over it. The other outfits, all five of them, were way out of the norm for her. Business suits with dress shoes.
Who did they think she was?
She wasn’t the hotel manager. She barely even considered herself a business owner, even though she was, by definition at least. She owned four restaurants and had plans to expand beyond those four and into newer and bigger cities. She had a plan, and this job would help her accomplish that. She didn’t care about the cameras.
She cared about the food.
Food was her passion.
Well, food and her family. She couldn’t forget them. Her lips quirked upward at the thought of Rex and Eva, her beloved husband and daughter. She was doing this for them, and working with Rex on a show? That would be an experience that they both would have to figure out how to deal with.
Snagging the chef’s jacket, Hope turned around to put it on. The knock at her door startled her. She frowned and opened it. “Yes?”
“They want you in the suits first, then when Ms. Shields gets here, we’ll take some photos with you and her in those and then your chef’s jacket.”
Hope stared at the young man with an earpiece and a microphone pressed against his cheek. He hadn’t even introduced himself, and she had no idea who he was other than he knew far more about what was happening today than she did.
Putting her hand out in front of her, she opened the door a little wider and grinned at him. “I’m Hope.”
“Tanner. And you’re really late, so we need to get going to get your head shots and individuals in before Ms. Shields shows up.” He put his hand on the doorknob.
Hope’s lips pulled upward to the side. “I’ll be right out. I promise.” She winked at him and then allowed him to close the door on her. Had she really messed up the schedule that badly?
“You ready?” The knock echoed through the small room and berated Hope’s ears.
She hadn’t even had a chance to unbutton her pants yet. “Almost,” she said, cringing at the sound of her own voice. Always happy. Always flirtatious. It had gotten her a long way in the end, and she was thankful for it, but some days, she preferred to throw the pots and pans in her kitchen in a fit and live into the anger that simmered under the surface. She just hated when anyone saw that.
It exposed her in a way she never wanted others to witness.
Only Rex could catch glimpses of that.
Again she wished he was here. New places always gave her nerves a run for their money. And she was ready to be done with this part of her new job so she could dive into the work that she was really excited for—restoring and rebuilding mis-managed kitchens and giving them as much life and future as she possibly could.
“This is Wade. He’s the photographer for today.” Tanner pointed out a man hunched over a camera as he squinted into it.
Hope breathed through her nerves, keeping that ever-present smile plastered on her lips. She could do this. This wasn’t why she was in the business. It was just the side of it that needed to be done in order to do what she wanted. Popping her lower lip out, she started toward the photographer to introduce herself.
“Hi, I’m Hope.” She grinned at him.
“Oh, good to meet you.” He smiled and took her hand in a firm shake. “Did Tanner give you the rundown of what’s happening?”
“Yeah,” she said, although she didn’t quite feel like she had the entire rundown. It would have to suffice. Because she didn’t really want to ask for a play-by-play and tick anyone off. She didn’t have enough pull yet. “I’m excited to see what you come up with.”
Wade winked at her. “Oh, it’ll be excellent.”
“Perfect.” She loved confidence. It was one of the sexiest things alive.
“Why don’t you step in front of the backdrop and we’ll take some test photos to check the lighting?”
“All right.” Hope smoothed her clammy palms against the front of her thighs as she did as she was told. She even smiled for the test photos.
She stood there awkwardly while Wade made a few minor adjustments to the lights and big umbrella things. No matter how many times Rex told her what they were, she could never remember. Reflectors? Alien silver thingamabobs? She preferred the latter description.
“Why don’t you cross your arms and turn to the side slightly? Bend your front knee.”
Hope held her breath, mimicking the pose that he wanted her to make. When he whispered accolades, she relaxed. It didn’t take long for Hope to start joking with Wade and a few of the others who were there to assist them both. She was laughing hard when Wade snapped a picture, and then froze.
Turning to the side, Hope locked her eyes on a stunning woman. Now, she had confidence in spades with loads to spare. Hope bit her lip, unable to wipe the smile from her lips as she watched the woman walk around the table of snacks that had been placed out for everyone. Her curled blonde hair bobbed against her shoulders, and the smart blazer that she wore was open in the front, revealing a bright red blouse underneath.
The black slacks fit to her curves like a glove, and they had a sharp line right down the front of them that drew Hope’s gaze downward to her heel-clad feet and then back up. She said nothing as this woman stood next to Wade, talking quickly and quietly. But the tension in her shoulders, the tightness in her jaw and cheeks was undeniable.
She was upset about something.
Huffing, she turned and locked her gaze on Hope. A shiver ran through Hope’s body, tightening every muscle that she knew existed and ones she never paid attention to. Still, she kept that grin plastered onto her lips.
It was now or never.
Because she knew exactly who this woman was.
There was no denying it.
“It’s good to finally meet you, Ms. Shields.” Hope held her hand out, breathing deeply to keep herself steady. Why did she feel like she was floating? She’d never been stunned or shocked into silence before, and certainly not by a woman who had done absolutely nothing to her.
“Mrs. Lawrence.” Angelica Shields took Hope’s proffered hand.
And that was a mistake.
Hope’s knees went weak, turning instantly to jelly. She gripped Angelica’s hand hard to keep herself upright, not letting go when she should have, when it was appropriate for her to do so. Instead, Hope kept the physical connection until Angelica took one simple step closer, a brown eyebrow raised in concern and curiosity.
“It’s good to meet you in person,” Angelica said, her voice commanding even though it seemed slightly lighter than it was moments ago. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be there when you were vetted.”
Right. Hope was the last-minute addition to this television show adventure. She hadn’t been their first choice. Or their third. She was their last choice. And she was going to have to work her tail off to prove that she should have been their first. Sliding her hand from Angelica’s, Hope put her hands on her hips and quirked her lips up to the side.
“Yes, that is a pity. It would have been nice to see that we actually have some chemistry to make sure that this show goes off without a hitch.”
“Chemistry?” Angelica’s voice rose high in surprise. “Wrong kind of show, Hope.”
Oh, the way Angelica said her name that time. There was a definite tease there. Hope nearly melted again, but she managed to keep herself upright without assistance this time.
“Oh, it’s exactly the right kind of show.” Hope let out a little chuckle, biting her lower lip again as she lifted her chin up to look Angelica over. “If the two of us don’t have chemistry, I’m fairly certain the show will fail.”
“It won’t fail,” Angelica snapped back. “I won’t let it.”
Hope had no comeback for that. Her heart thundered, pounding against her ribcage to the point that it was painful. Her knees still felt weak, and her words were lost. That never happened. She shook her head slightly and struggled to find any word that might be useful right now, but she failed.
“Great! Those are some great shots,” Wade said loudly, catching Hope’s attention.
Hope shook her head at him. “What shots?”
“Of the two of you meeting.” He stared down at the back of his camera, clicking his tongue. “Yes, this might just be what we want for some of the promotion.”
“Naturally,” Angelica mumbled under her breath.



Chapter         

Two
Angelica stayed to the side, eyeing Hope. She’d studied her already, looked at her CV, and watched a few of her shows when she had a chance. She was bubbly in a way that Angelica never would be, and she played to the camera in a way that Angelica struggled with. Angelica wasn’t warm, and she certainly would never be accused of being personable.
Their gazes locked.
The breath left Angelica’s lungs, her heart speeding up and taking over her entire body. Hope was so much better looking in person than on a screen. Wasn’t it supposed to be the opposite?
“It’s good to finally meet you, Ms. Shields.” Hope held her hand out.
Angelica hesitated to take it. What if she was trembling so bad that Hope could feel it? She bit the inside of her cheek hard, waking herself back up. Her fingers slipped against Hope’s warm skin, a sizzling electricity under the touch. It nearly burned. But Angelica kept her hand in place, firmly shaking Hope’s hand. “Mrs. Lawrence.”
Hope gripped Angelica’s hand hard, her other hand coming up to cup Angelica’s almost like a caress. Angelica dropped her gaze to their fingers before flicking her eyes back up to the blue-eyed brunette beauty in front of her. Her hair, curled, was down around her shoulders. Angelica had never seen her like that before—all the videos and pictures had her hair up and out of her face. But this way made her seem so much softer, not just more welcoming, but gentle somehow.
Angelica cleared her throat. “It’s good to meet you in person.”
Why had she said that? God, she was an idiot. Hope would know she’d been looking her up on the Internet, wouldn’t she? Because she was damn sure that Hope had googled her. She’d be an idiot not to.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t be there when you were vetted,” Angelica added. And she truly was. To meet the first time when they were in front of a camera wasn’t ideal. And she definitely wanted to know where this feeling—whatever this feeling was—was coming from. Because seriously, it was knocking her off her feet and plopping her down on her ass.
And she would have loved a forewarning of the power that this woman held over her.
“Yes, that is a pity. It would have been nice to see that we actually have some chemistry to make sure that this show goes off without a hitch.”
Oh my God, is she actually flirting right now? Angelica had to bite her cheek again. This woman didn’t just have power, she was fucking bold with it. Tightening her jaw, Angelica squared her shoulders and evened out her stance. She had to find some way to defend herself against whatever this was.
“Chemistry?” Angelica’s voice rose with an unexpected tease. Fuck, she was enjoying this flirting way too much. And the fact that Hope had teased her into joining in? This was going to be a long photo shoot. “Wrong kind of show, Hope.”
The chuckle that reached Angelica’s ears sent a shiver through her body. This woman would be the death of her, no doubt about it. “Oh, it’s exactly the right kind of show. If the two of us don’t have chemistry⁠—”
Fuck, why did she have to say it like that?
“—I’m fairly certain the show will fail.”
Angelica stepped in even closer, lowering her tone. The teasing was over. The fact that Hope had managed to spell out Angelica’s biggest fear in the span of seconds? She wasn’t going to allow it. “It won’t fail. I won’t let it.”
Looking directly into Hope’s crystalline eyes, Angelica held her gaze. She wanted to make damn sure that Hope understood what she was saying and what she wasn’t saying. She would put all of her energy and passion and time into this project to make sure that it got off the ground and that they were renewed for a second season. She wouldn’t have it any other way.
“Great! Those are some great shots,” Wade said loudly, catching Angelica’s attention. She dropped the intensity and stepped to the side, turning around to face the photographer. She’d worked with him before, and he was excellent. Especially at catching those candid pics of her that were the make-or-break shots they needed because she wasn’t good at posing on command.
“What shots?” Hope asked curiously.
“Of the two of you meeting.” He stared down at the back of his camera, clicking his tongue. “Yes, this might just be what we want for some of the promotion.”
“Naturally,” Angelica mumbled under her breath.
It would damn figure that the intense feelings she had rushing through her would show up on camera, and he would be the right damn photographer to catch it.
“I need to change.” Angelica looked at Wade. “Then I’ll be back.”
“Good timing. Hope needs to change, too.”
“I do?” Hope asked.
“Into your chef’s coat. Ange, yours are labeled in the order I want you in them.”
Angelica said nothing as she pressed her lips together tightly and started back toward her dressing room. She wasn’t a fan of nicknames, and certainly not ones she didn’t give permission for, although she was grateful he knew her well enough to put everything in order. Fewer decisions made for an easier day for her.
The outfit hanging up made her pause.
What the hell was Wade thinking?
Sliding into the outfit, Angelica stared at herself in the mirror and cringed. It was gaudy compared to what she would typically wear. But she put it on, not arguing with the expert. She didn’t have time or energy for that today.
As soon as she stepped back into the studio, she understood. Hope’s chef’s coat was black, and it set off the color in her eyes like a beacon of light. It matched her dark brown hair, letting the auburn highlights in it shine brightly and give her even more dimension. The way the chef’s coat fit to her body, the tightness against her chest and stomach, across her hips and the black leggings she wore to match—Angelica’s mouth went dry.
Fuck, this isn’t good.
“I get it,” Hope said as soon as Angelica stepped in front of the backdrop. “Opposites.”
“Well, they do attract.” Angelica cursed herself. What the hell was she doing? Hope had been commenting on the fact that her pants and jacket were pure white, and her blouse black with a deep V that was showier than Angelica was usually comfortable with. She wasn’t talking about the fact that often people were attracted to those completely opposite of them.
Hope laughed, shaking her head. “I didn’t peg you as having a sense of humor.”
“No one ever does.”
“Can you two stand shoulder to shoulder, slightly turned back-to-back, arms crossed? Then look directly at me.”
Angelica clenched her fist hard, digging her nails into her palm to wake herself back up. This had to be a dream, right? This wasn’t the kind of person she was. Maybe since Hope had just gotten the job because of Rex, she would be gone quickly.
“Do you keep it hidden?” Hope asked.
“Keep what hidden?” Angelica responded, staring directly at Wade, no doubt with a menacing look on her face because try as she might, she wouldn’t be able to smile right this minute. Hope smelled amazing, like lilacs after a fresh summer’s rain.
“Your sense of humor.” Hope turned a little, looking directly into Angelica’s eyes. “Or is it the world’s worst kept secret?”
“I bet you’d like to find that out.” Angelica’s lips pulled upward in a half smile. Hope took another second, but she mimicked the move, the lightness blossoming on her face and reminding Angelica of all the good things that she missed out on in the world.
“You know. I would.” Hope winked at her before turning back to look at Wade. “And I’m fairly certain I’m going to get a front row seat to your quirky sense of humor.”
“Oh are you? Also, bold assumptions there, Mrs. Lawrence.”
“Assuming that I’m getting a front row seat? Or assuming that you have a quirky sense of humor?” Hope was facing her again, arms still crossed. She stood at least three inches taller than Angelica, with her heels on, which meant without them—Angelica stopped that thought immediately. What was the point of it?
Facing Hope, Angelica dropped her gaze from her eyes to her lips and then flicked them back up, raising a curious eyebrow in the process. “Considering I’m a producer and lead and you’re a last-minute addition to the roster, bold assumption on both.”
“I doubt you’re humorless,” Hope leaned in whispering. “You’ve just proven otherwise.”
“Oh?” Angelica’s entire body was tuned into Hope. Every move Hope made, Angelica would be hyperaware of what was going on.
“You might be one producer on this show, Ms. Shields. But I’ve been in show business long enough to know that nothing is as straightforward as you just made it seem.”
Angelica hummed, her mouth pulling tight. “Touché.”
“So, back to that quirky sense of humor.” Hope winked again and then took a step back. “Was it your idea that we dress in opposites? Or should I blame Wade over there?”
Laughing, Angelica shook her head and tossed a glance to their poor photographer who seemed to have his finger glued to that clicker. She’d hate this later, wouldn’t she? Looking at the photos as soon as they were edited was going to be a stark reminder of the visceral intensity of this moment.
“Always blame Wade,” Angelica whispered before moving to face him, a light accusatory look in his direction. He wouldn’t mind. So long as he got the shot, he would take the abuse she was throwing at him now. They at least knew each other well enough for that.
“Yes, yes, blame me!” Wade chimed in, moving his hand in the air as if he wanted them to keep going. “Don’t stop, Hope. I can never get the Ice Fairy to smile when she’s in my studio.”
“Ice Fairy?” Hope repeated, that damn curiously flirtatious tone back in her voice.
Angelica wrinkled her nose and glared at Wade. “Is that what they call me?”
“Everyone calls you that, Ange. You just ignore the fact that they do.”
“Of course I do.” Angelica tossed a look at Hope. “There’s nothing wrong with being a little icy.”
“No, some of my favorite things to eat are served cold.”
If Angelica didn’t have as much self-control as she did, she would have moaned out loud right at that statement. What in the world were they doing? Playing with fire and ice at the same time?
“Ice cream, for instance,” Hope continued, as if she hadn’t just thrown Angelica into a horny tailspin that wouldn’t end any time soon. “Tiramisu. Mmmm, I make a mean tiramisu.”
It almost made Angelica want to try it. Then again, the thought sent a wave of nausea through her belly. It was exactly the wake-up call that she needed. And she wasn’t about to comment on Hope’s ability or inability to cook. That was only one part of her skills that they needed, and if she had her own cooking show, she could actually make a meal. Angelica was far more interested in her ability to run a kitchen well, and to clean up the messes she was about to be thrown into.
“Then again, sometimes the heat goes well with the cold. I had a hot honey ice cream once that was to die for.”
Again, Angelica’s stomach recoiled at the very thought. She straightened her shoulders and looked at Wade directly. She had to end this, whichever way she could. “What other shots do you need today?”



Chapter         

Three
“How did it go?” Rex asked.
“How did what go?” Hope dropped her bag onto the kitchen counter, eyeing her husband. They rarely had a minute together with the two of them home when Rex was filming something. Luckily, he hadn’t started filming on Hotel Bombshell yet. Which meant they could find these quiet moments to quickly connect.
“Meeting the Ice Fairy,” he said with a little chuckle as he slid some bowls into the dishwasher.
“Fine.” Hope furrowed her brow. “Don’t you think it’s a bit mean to call her that?”
“Nope.” Rex laughed again. “I think she likes it.”
Hope wasn’t convinced of that, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the way that Angelica had smiled at her during the photoshoot that afternoon. Her heart skipped a beat at the memory. She dashed her tongue across her lips, Rex catching her attention.
“You haven’t worked with her yet. Trust me, you’ll get the full view of who she is once we start filming.”
Hope pressed her lips together, pulling them to the side. She never liked when other people tried to inform their opinions of others on her. She had a particular way of getting to know people and making them comfortable around her, and that was a whole lot harder when there was a cloud of opinion hanging over her head.
“I think Wade got some good photos. He seemed happy at least.” Hope leaned on the countertop, watching her husband intently. She did love a man who didn’t mind cleaning, and the fact that he was doing dishes already would probably earn him some bonus points tonight. Then again, it only confirmed the fact that he was leaving in a few hours. It was days before she was to head out to Dallas for filming. She would be the last one to arrive on set, but it was the only way they’d managed to make the scheduling work with her prior commitments.
“Mommy!” Eva skidded through the kitchen, her socked feet sliding on the tiled floor. She pressed her face into Hope’s side as she wrapped her arms around her.
“Hey baby.” Hope smiled, hugging Eva tightly to her and holding on until Eva indicated that she wanted to move. She’d read in a book once, or maybe it was a social media reel that she’d long forgotten about, that when your kids hugged you it was important to let them guide how long, how tight, and when to let go. She’d taken it to heart and never stopped, and Eva always proclaimed that she gave the best hugs now. At least it had built some sort of security and attachment for Eva, which had been Hope’s goal all along.
Especially with the busy lives they had and all the travel they did. And were about to do.
“Are you all packed up?” Hope asked, brushing her fingers through Eva’s long hair.
“Yeah!”
“She is,” Rex confirmed. “And I went through her suitcase to make sure that she actually packed what she needed and not the twenty stuffies that she insisted on taking with her.”
Hope chuckled at that. She’d been on the packing end of Eva’s insanity more times than she wanted to count, so she understood the pain Rex had gone through that morning. Eva went straight to the pantry and pulled out a packet of Ramen and held it out to her mom. “Can I have this?”
“Sure, why not?” Hope nodded toward her. “But you’re old enough to make it yourself.”
Eva grinned and squeaked. She immediately snagged a bowl from the upper cabinet, climbing up onto the counter to reach it, and started to make her meal. Hope watched her with rapt attention. How much of this would they miss while they were on the road for so long? Twelve weeks was a long time to be gone. And if all went well, Rex had hopes that it’d be even longer for season two.
Hope had signed a three-season contract, but she had no idea if they’d even make it beyond season one. And with Rex’s complaints, she doubted that the show would continue. Still, it was an opportunity that she wanted.
“I need to go to San Francisco to check out my restaurant there as soon as we’re done filming. There’s something going on internally that I can’t figure out.” Hope traced her fingers in a circle on the cold marble counter.
Rex shot her a concerned look. “Like financial?”
“No, financially it’s doing fine.”
“Then what is it?” Rex shut the door on the dishwasher and crossed his arms as he leaned against the counter.
Hope smiled at him, walking her way around to lean into him and press her lips to his. Rex hummed, holding the back of her head to deepen the kiss.
“That’s nice,” he said.
“It’s good to see you,” Hope whispered, pecking his lips again. Eva weaseled her way in between them, hugging them both at the same time. Hope laughed and pulled her daughter up onto her hip to hold her. She never would have predicted that this was what her life would be like ten years ago. She thought she’d have more kids, that she and Rex would spend all their time together—not really, but definitely way more than they did—but she did think the white-picket-fence idea hadn’t been half bad. Now? She wouldn’t trade this for anything.
She loved Eva with everything she had.
And she loved the life that she and Rex were building together. The fact that they could both be so passionate about their jobs and dive deeper into them each day and support each other was a dream come true.
The microwave beeped, and Eva wriggled her way out of Hope’s grasp to run to it.
“It’s probably hot, babe. Be careful.” Hope eyed Eva as she reached in and tested the bowl that held her favorite snack on the face of the planet. She’d been concerned over Eva’s pickiness when it came to food, but the doctors all assured her it was normal. And since she was a chef, Hope had to work extra hard not to take offense at it every time Eva turned her nose up at something she cooked.
Rex put his hand on Hope’s waist and tugged her in for another kiss. “Was there anything that you wanted me to get done before Eva and I leave tonight?”
Cold washed through her. She was trying really hard not to think about that fact. Typically if Rex was on location somewhere, then Hope at least had Eva there with her. But it was easier for Eva if she traveled with Rex rather than dealing with Hope’s hectic schedule for the next week. It’d be so quiet, though.
“No, I can’t think of anything.” Hope shook her head and wrapped her arms around Rex’s middle. She breathed in his scent deeply, closing her eyes and just lingering in the feeling. “We’ll work together well, won’t we?”
Rex hummed, the deep rumble in his voice lighting through her body. “I think we’ll make it work.”
“That doesn’t sound very hopeful.” Hope swallowed the sudden lump in her throat.
“I did specifically request to film mostly with Angelica when possible. So you and I have a bit of separation.” Rex moved his hand up and down Hope’s back. “I’m not sure that’s the better idea or the worse idea.”
“Why’s that?” Hope pulled away slightly to look at him in the eye.
“Because she and I clash. I mean she clashes with a lot of people, but I struggle to deal with how harsh she can be sometimes.”
“Harsh or straightforward?” Hope asked.
“I’ll let you determine that one.” Rex kissed her loudly on the lips before shifting and moving away. “But I think you and I will figure it out. It’ll be nice to have you with me all the time.” He grinned at her. “Like we actually like each other or something.”
Hope found herself laughing again as she turned to lean back against the counter and gripped it tightly. “We do like each other, right?”
“Hmmm, I don’t know about that.” Rex looked her over, a mischievous glint in his eye. “You’re never home, you’re always working too hard, and gosh, you never ever meet my needs.”
Hope snorted, shaking her head. “Oh the tragedy of not having a proper wife to take care of you.”
“It’s the worst ever.” He winked at her as he started to wipe down the kitchen counters. “But to answer your question honestly, I do think we’ll figure out how to make it work. It might take a few episodes for us to find a rhythm, but you and I always seem to figure out what we need to do in order to get to the next day.”
“You’re right. We’re very good at communicating.” Hope relaxed slightly. She just had to remember what their strengths were as a couple, and he wasn’t wrong. That was one of them. It was also what made her such a good manager—at least in her opinion.
“And at problem solving!” he added, pointing a finger in her direction with a quirk of his lips. “Eva, you better eat up quickly. Our driver is almost here to pick us up.”
Eva squeaked and started shoveling food into her mouth. Well, at least she had inherited that trait from her mom. Hope stood still. She hated this. Goodbyes were the worst, and while she knew Eva would have a blast, that she’d thrive with her tutors and nanny and living on set for a while, it was still insanely hard for Hope to watch them go.
They were a family, even if they were rarely together in the same room, but she worked so hard for this life to want to change it now.
Rex finished wiping down the countertops and rinsed the scrubby before setting it on the edge of the sink. Hope would have to reset everything for their final couple days of filming in the morning. Who was she kidding, she would do it that night when she couldn’t sleep in her too still and too quiet house.
“I’m going to get the luggage.” He brushed his hand down Hope’s arm and kissed her cheek. “Love you.”
“Love you, too,” Hope answered, distracted by her thoughts of what was about to happen.
Eva was just cleaning up her empty bowl when there was a knock on the door. Hope didn’t want to answer because she knew what it meant, but she walked to the door anyway. When she opened it, her jaw dropped.
“Lyric?”
“Mrs. Lawrence.”
Hope shook her head. “I didn’t realize you were picking up Rex. You just dropped me off thirty minutes ago.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Lyric tilted her chin downward, her cheeks lit up with a slight blush. What was that all about? “It made sense for me to just take on the role of driving the Lawrence-Daystrong family today.”
“Oh, did it now? What’d you do, drive around the corner and park for thirty minutes? You could have come in, you know. I could have made you a snack or something.” Hope shook her head with a light laugh. “Come on in.”
“No, I didn’t just park and wait. I refueled the car and checked the flight times.”
“Right.” Hope brushed her hands down her sides. “They’re just getting the bags.”
Hope stood awkwardly. Normally she would make small talk and engage someone in conversation, but the loneliness was already settling in. She really should avoid that.
“You’re not going to Dallas, are you?”
“I am,” Lyric answered, a smile on her lips. “I work for the production company, so I go where they go. I’m picking you up from the airport in a few days.”
“Are you now?” Hope eased at that. “Is there a reason why they don’t just hire new drivers? Not that I don’t like you, but it just seems a bit excessive.”
Lyric hummed, her lips pulled tightly. “Ms. Shields can be a bit…particular.”
“Are you her personal driver?”
“Yes.” Lyric’s cheeks lit up.
“So when you say production company, do you mean actual production company or do you mean Angelica Shields?”
“Ms. Shields owns her own company.” Lyric nodded to someone behind Hope. “I can get those.”
Without hesitating, she stepped farther into the house and snagged the two large suitcases from Rex. He let her take them, and Lyric deftly pulled them outside.
“Eva! Go to the bathroom before you hop in the car.” She heard Eva scramble down the hallway, and without hesitating, Hope snagged Rex for another kiss. She hummed and closed her eyes. It’d be a long few days, but they’d be back together soon enough. She just had to remind herself of that. “Text me when you take off, and land, and get to the hotel.”
He kissed her quickly. “Do you also want me to text you pictures of the kitchen when I get there?”
“Um, yes, was that even a question?” She laughed as she kissed him again. “I’m going to miss you.”
“I’ll miss you too.” Rex pulled away, snagging a light jacket off the front hook by the door. “Eva’s really going to miss you.”
“Same!” Hope grinned as Eva barreled toward her with arms open, expecting another long hug. Hope gladly obliged. She had Eva get her shoes and her jacket on, giving her another kiss as they made their way out to the car.
“I love you both.”
“Love you, Mommy!” Eva grinned as she slipped into her car seat, which Lyric had somehow managed to put into the car already. When had she done that?
Hope snagged Rex’s hand, gave him one last kiss, and then stepped back as they got into the car. She watched until Lyric drove off, the car out of her sight and a chill setting into her bones before she made her way back inside. With the door firmly shut behind her, and locked, and her shoes off her feet and stashed near the front door, Hope sighed heavily.
Now what?
Her phone buzzed. Frowning, she pulled it out of her pocket, expecting Rex to have texted. But it wasn’t Rex. It was a number she didn’t recognize. She unlocked her phone and pulled open the text, expecting it to be one of those stupid spam texts that was trying to scam her out of money.
But that wasn’t what she found.
 

(307) 222-8903: I thought we could get some work done before your arrival. 

Hope stared at it, canting her head to the side. Her thumb hovered over the keys as she debated what to say. She wanted a break from work that day. She’d been going strong since four in the morning, and she deserved to at least relax a little, didn’t she?
 
Hope: Who is this? 
 

(307) 222-8903: Angelica Shields. 

Hope gritted her teeth. Had Angelica waited to text until Rex was gone? Or was the timing purely coincidental? Hope didn’t know her well enough to make that judgment call, and she wasn’t sure how she wanted to respond yet either. She bit her lower lip and answered.
 
Hope: What do we need to work on? 
 

Angelica: The shoot. 

Hope rolled her eyes and groaned. This woman didn’t understand a request for more information when it hit her square over the head, did she? Hope walked directly toward her kitchen, needing a snack as much as Eva had.
 
Hope: What specifically about the shoot? 
Three little dots appeared on Hope’s phone before they vanished. Then again. She frowned as she reached into the fridge to grab some leftovers from the dishes she’d made that morning during the shoot. What was Angelica avoiding?
 

Angelica: Something came up. We can talk when you arrive. 

Was that the end of it? Really? Hope took a bite of food, not tasting it as she stared at her phone. Was she even supposed to respond to that? She shook her head, closed her phone, and pocketed it. All it meant was that she could actually relax tonight like she wanted. A few hours off work before she dove deep into it again in the morning. This was perfect.



Episode One
DALLAS, TEXAS - MATLOCK MANOR





Chapter         

Four
“How was your flight, Ms. Shields?” Lyric asked as she pulled away from the curb.
“Good.” Angelica had her face down and focused on her phone. She had a slew of emails, phone calls, and texts that she needed to answer. Luckily, Lyric understood how she worked and wouldn’t be offended if Angelica didn’t give Lyric her full attention.
One of the emails was titled “resignation.” Angelica’s stomach dropped. She clenched her jaw as she glanced at the name and sighed. She’d known it was likely coming, but ultimately she still didn’t like it. She opened the email to find a very formal letter. Resignation effective in two weeks, at her star hotel. It’d been six months since she’d stepped foot inside that hotel, but she was still in regular contact with her managers.
Everything there was going well, so she hadn’t seen a need.
Angelica closed her eyes and sighed. The last thing she wanted to do was hire a new manager while she was in the throes of filming a brand-new show. How would she even manage it? She’d be flying back and forth any chance she got, and she’d have to temporarily bump up the pay of the assistant manager who was going to take on a lot of the tasks and work in the meantime.
Fuck, this was just a mess.
“Ms. Shields?” Lyric asked.
“I’m sorry, what?” Angelica drew her gaze back to Lyric as she got onto the highway.
“Were you able to eat dinner? Did you want to stop and get something before we head to the hotel?” Lyric’s gaze met Angelica’s in the rearview mirror for a brief second before she focused back on the road in front of her.
“No, let’s just go to the hotel. I don’t have much of an appetite after this email.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Angelica read the email over again. Leanne had wanted more responsibility, but Angelica hadn’t given it to her. Her curse of micromanaging and control was coming back to haunt her now. Especially because she really didn’t have anyone set up who could do the interviews for her. She brushed her thumb and forefinger over her lips and looked out the window.
“Everything all right?” Lyric asked.
“Just got a letter of resignation. I don’t suppose you have work experience in hotel management, do you?”
Lyric laughed. “You know I don’t.”
“Pity. I could use a hard worker like you in all parts of my life.”
“You have me,” Lyric answered, her voice far softer than it had been before.
Angelica would have to watch out for that one. She’d pegged that Lyric was queer, and she’d pegged that Lyric had a crush on her. But she’d never made a move in that direction. Then again, in the last six months, she hadn’t exactly been looking for romance since her forced breakup.
But this resignation sealed the deal on that, didn’t it?
Leanne wasn’t just leaving her life as her girlfriend, she was leaving her world as a business. Who was she kidding? This resignation wasn’t because Leanne had wanted more responsibility. It was because Angelica had ended it swiftly, and she’d broken both of them in the process.
It was her own fault. She should have known better than to date her employee. And Josef had made his point clear. He wouldn’t work with her if she didn’t clean up the PR disasters that could come her way. Being a lesbian wasn’t the issue. It was the fact that she played fast and loose with the rules sometimes.
Angelica hit reply on the email and typed quickly.
Leanne,
I’ve received your letter of resignation, and I thank you for all the time and work that you put into making The Riviera Retreat what it is today. I will schedule a time with you and Aubrey tomorrow to talk about transition items.
A. Shields
She’d almost written Ange but she’d stopped herself. She needed to be professional. Leanne hadn’t crossed the boundary into personal since they’d broken up, and Angelica needed to respect that. She had enough problems to deal with. She didn’t need to add a new one into the mix. Well, not that this one was new.
It took them thirty minutes before Lyric pulled up at the hotel. The photos the Matlocks had sent didn’t do the hotel justice. Matlock Manor looked run down and on its last legs.
“This is it?” Angelica asked.
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll make sure your things get to your room.”
“Thank you,” Angelica said as she stepped out of the vehicle. She wasn’t more than ten feet into the lobby when Josef found her, a worried look crossing his rounded face as his dark bushy eyebrows drew together. “What’s wrong?”
“We have a meeting with the Matlocks. Now.” He glanced at his watch and then nodded his head to the right. “In the conference room.”
Angelica was surprised they even had one. She followed Josef curiously. They’d had several Zoom calls with the Matlocks already, and she knew they were going to be a tough couple to handle. Then again, Angelica had worlds of experience on them. When she wasn’t fucking things up—literally.
They stepped into the conference room, and a chill raced across Angelica’s skin. It was cold in here, way colder than it was in the lobby. She nodded toward the Matlocks and smiled at them.
“Mr. Matlock. Mrs. Matlock.” She shook each of their hands before settling into a seat. She was going to let Josef run this, since he knew what it was about. “It’s good to meet you in person, finally.”
“You as well, Angelica,” Mr. Matlock said.
The sign of disrespect hit her squarely in the chest. She’d used salutations to show respect, and he had completely disregarded that. Still, she wasn’t going to comment on it unless she had to.
“You had some questions you wanted us to answer,” Josef said, sitting next to Angelica.
“A few.” Mrs. Matlock looked like she’d just eaten something really sour. Angelica kept her eyes on the woman. Which one of them was going to be the bigger problem? It was difficult to size them up over video and phone calls, so now was the time to get a real sense of who these two people were. “Your crew is taking over the hotel. We don’t have any room for guests.”
Angelica tightened, but she managed to keep her face as bland as possible. “We’re all staying here, yes. That was part of the initial agreement and contract. It reduces our costs and gives you a boost of being full and having the experience of what it’s like to need to function with customers.” She wanted to add that the customers were employees so they’d be a whole lot more forgiving than regular people staying there, but she kept that thought to herself. Now wasn’t the time to start picking at them.
At least not yet.
“You can also expect the restaurant to be full for the opening and closing nights of filming. We’ll make sure that the seats are filled with hungry people and that you can manage to serve them all without causing a scene.” Had she said that out loud? The look on Josef’s face told her yes, and she wasn’t going to stop now. “This is what you agreed to, and we’re going to deliver on it. You need our help to fix your hotel and rectify the mistakes you made. You can either accept that help or not.”
Mrs. Matlock huffed sharply. “And where do you suppose we should put the actual paying customers?”
“After the show airs, you should have plenty of them to figure that out.”
“That won’t be for months.”
“You’re right.” Angelica raised her chin, staring down her nose at Mrs. Matlock. “It’ll be quite some time before the show airs, but there is press that will happen before that, and if you do what we tell you to do, you might not need the show to boost your revenue.”
Angelica looked to Josef. She had thought at one moment he would take charge of this conversation, but she’d bulldozed her way right in there, hadn’t she? She should have known herself better than that.
“What other questions do you have that can’t be answered in the briefing tomorrow?” Angelica asked.
The silence was loud, and before either one of them could answer, Angelica pushed her agenda forward. “Right, then we’ll do the briefing in two days when Mrs. Lawrence arrives and we can talk to everyone about the plan of action going forward.” She flicked her gaze toward Josef. “Do you have anything you wanted to add?”
“No, I think you about covered it.”
Angelica nodded toward him, and then she stared at the Matlocks until they got up uncomfortably and left the room. Angelica sighed heavily, relaxing into the chair a bit more now that they were out of the way and gone. She really should have known that she’d be dragged into something as soon as she arrived.
“How was the flight?” Josef asked, his voice far softer than it had been before.
Why did people always seem to ask that? Angelica wasn’t a fan of small talk to begin with, but she’d now had that question posed twice in a short period of time, and she had no answer to give. It was a flight. They took off, they landed, and she arrived. What more could a person possibly want from that question?
“Fine,” she said, knowing that was the most basic answer she could give in response and get away with it. There was a knock on the door, and Lyric popped her head in, a smile on her lips.
“I have your key, Ms. Shields.” Lyric set the small plastic keycard on the table in front of Angelica. “You’re in room 504, and I put your bags just inside the door for you.”
“Thank you, Lyric.” Angelica took the keycard and ran her fingers over the edges. Without another word, Lyric left the room. Why couldn’t all people be like that? Give her the information that she needed and leave the rest alone. Angelica sighed again, looking directly at Josef. “Have they been bugging you all day?”
“Most of it.”
“Sorry I couldn’t be here sooner, then.”
“Be glad you weren’t.” Josef eyed her carefully. “And how is Leanne?”
Angelica tensed. She clenched her jaw hard as she raised her gaze to meet his. “She resigned today.”
“Pity. I’d hoped you two would be able to figure out how to work together without drama, but I suppose this is for the best.”
Angelica swallowed hard. She wasn’t sure about that, but she didn’t exactly have another choice, did she?
“We need to make sure that we get this project off the ground this time. We can’t afford any more delays.”
“I’m well aware.” Angelica started to move the keycard back and forth between her fingers. It was the only thing calming her racing nerves right now. “We’ll get there.”
“We will.” Josef nodded at her. “I’m going to make sure that it happens.”
Was that an unveiled threat or simply a statement of assurance? She wasn’t sure, and she wasn’t about to ask for clarification either. She’d be able to determine what Josef really thought of the situation in the next few days.
“I need you to play nice with Hope Lawrence.”
“What makes you think I won’t?”
“Because I know you.” Josef eyed her carefully. “And you know you. Hope is our last hope, ironically enough. We need her to stay in order to film.”
“I know what’s at risk.” Angelica tensed, the muscles in her shoulders and back hurting, they were so tight. “Mrs. Lawrence and I met in LA before I flew out here, and we’ve already begun working on the plan of action. It’s all going well, so far.”
“Well, that’s good to hear.” Josef put his hand flat on the table. “Because we’re about to meet with Rex and Kyle to discuss the scenes we’ll be shooting.”
“Now?”
“Yes.”
There never was a break, was there? Angelica should have known better. It would be a long time before she could step under the spray of the water and clean off the gunk from traveling, and even longer before she could slide under the covers in her new home for the next two weeks.
“All right.” Angelica pulled out her iPad and set it up. If they were going to have these discussions, then she was going to need to take notes. She didn’t have the brain power to remember everything they were going to throw at her in the next hour or two.
“One other thing,” Josef added, making sure that she was paying attention before continuing, “Rex has Eva.”
“Eva?” Angelica furrowed her brow in confusion. “His daughter?”
“Yes.”
“What difference would that make?” Angelica was thoroughly confused now. “Will she be in the meeting?”
“Yes. The nanny they hired couldn’t come until tomorrow, and we’re throwing this meeting on him. She’s six so I wanted you to be warned.”
“Warned…” Angelica trailed out the word. “Warned why?”
“I wasn’t…” Josef stopped, contemplating his words. “We weren’t sure how you felt about kids.”
Angelica needed to choose her words wisely. She took the time to find them. “Because I don’t have any?”
“Well, yes, and because… well, you don’t seem like the type of person who would like a six-year-old just hanging around.” Josef looked down at his fingernails as if this conversation and the intensity of Angelica’s stare were making him feel uncomfortable.
Good, he should.
“So you made the assumption because I’m fifty-five years old and don’t have any children that it must be because I don’t like them.” Angelica narrowed her gaze at him. “Would you make the same assumption if I was a man?”
The silence spoke volumes.
When he didn’t answer, Angelica hummed. “That’s what I thought. I don’t have children because I made a choice to focus on my career, and I’ve never found someone to have children with. It has nothing to do with whether I like them or not.”
“Ah.” Josef seemed thoroughly scolded, but the conversation shifted when the door opened loudly.
A little girl clung to her father’s hand. She looked exactly like her mother. There would be no mistaking that this was the daughter of Hope Lawrence. They had the same rounded face, high forehead, the same fluffy dark, almost-black hair that curled slightly but looked more wild than tame. They had the same bright blue eyes, though this girl’s were a whole lot bigger than Hope’s.
Angelica’s heart pattered sharply as she looked up to make eye contact with Rex. There was some of him in the girl too, though definitely not as much.
“Kyle?” Angelica asked.
“On his way,” Rex said with a tight smile. “She won’t be loud, I promise.”
“Why does everyone think I hate kids?” Angelica rolled her eyes and shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “It’s as though you would think I was the wicked witch of the west instead of just an Ice Fairy.”
Rex and Josef laughed at that, which was exactly what Angelica had been going for. Break the tension now and maybe they wouldn’t have to deal with it later. They had work to do, and she needed to focus before her weary mind decided to give out for the night.
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“Is it a habit for you to always be late?”
Hope froze at the sound of Angelica’s voice. She’d literally just stepped into the hotel they were there to fix up. Her neck ached from the angle at which she’d fallen asleep on the plane, and her knees were telling her that she was seventy-five instead of thirty-five. And Angelica’s anger laced with annoyance and something else underlying it all wasn’t what she wanted to hear as soon as she arrived.
“No,” Hope answered, halting her progress and gripping the small carry-on bag that she had taken with her. “But I can’t make the rush hour traffic go away as much as I would love to have that magical power, and I certainly haven’t figured out how to create a site-to-site transporter.”
Angelica paused, her brows knitting together in confusion before she relaxed. “You flew in today.”
“Yes, I did.” Hope shifted her luggage to the side so Angelica could see it fully. “I had to finish filming my show before I could leave.”
“Right.” Angelica sighed heavily, her gaze flicking from Hope to behind her.
Was there someone there? Hope wasn’t sure, but she didn’t want to look away from Angelica either. She was back in her black suit, which Hope was thinking was going to be her normal garb. Comfortable but professional slacks, white cotton-looking crew neck, and she clearly had another layer of a white tank underneath it. And oh what those layers were doing to Hope’s insides.
But why? Because layers in clothing? That seemed ridiculous.
“Do you have a minute?” Angelica asked, sliding her hand into her pocket and popping her hip out slightly.
“I suppose I do.”
“Good.” Without saying anything else, Angelica started to walk away.
Hope stared after her for a few seconds before Angelica glanced over her shoulder and nodded in the direction she was headed.
“Coming?”
“I guess I am,” Hope murmured under her breath. She took her luggage with her, rolling it along the tiled floor, the wheels clicking every time they rolled over a line of grout. The sound echoed loudly in Hope’s ears, the exhaustion from a long day of work that morning and travel that evening weighing heavily on her shoulders. She wanted a sweet dessert and a drink that was too strong for her taste buds and to crawl into her bed with Rex and Eva and close her eyes and forget the last few hours had happened.
Angelica stopped at a door and held it open. Hope stepped inside and froze. It was a conference room, the large table in the center of it littered with papers and folders, binders and more. Hope jumped when the door clicked shut loudly.
“I thought we could talk about next week.”
“Next week,” Hope repeated, wishing that she’d heard incorrectly. Her brain wasn’t ready for this kind of conversation yet. She’d barely managed to catch her breath with arriving here and now Angelica wanted to talk business? She hadn’t even done the homework she knew she needed to do. She’d been so focused on finishing up the season of her cooking show in record time, having smooshed together the last few days of filming just so she could arrive here a day after everyone else.
“We need to come up with a plan.” Angelica slid into the chair she’d clearly decided was hers and started moving papers around. “So we know how we’re going to tackle the problems here.”
Hope’s heart sank. “Can we do that in the morning?”
“Unfortunately, we can’t.” Angelica held her hand out, indicating the seat next to hers. “I’ve been going over the cost analysis, and the restaurant is way over budget.”
“They don’t have a budget,” Hope mumbled as she stashed her suitcase against the wall, dropped her backpack next to it, and then slid into the chair that Angelica had offered her moments before.
“They say they do.” Angelica flicked her gaze to Hope before focusing back on the paperwork in front of her.
“They don’t.” Hope sighed heavily, picking up a piece of paper at random and narrowing her gaze at it as she tried to read it. “They’re bleeding money. So while they might have a budget for the sake of having a budget, absolutely no one in that kitchen is following it.”
Angelica took the paper from Hope’s fingers and set it down. “That’s the cost analysis for reception.”
“Oh.” Hope’s cheeks burned, and she slipped her hands into her lap and folded them together. “Do you have anything to eat in this makeshift office?” Hope looked around but found nothing.
Angelica wrinkled her nose and shook her head, then she checked the time on her phone before setting it down. “I forgot about dinner.”
“F-forgot?” Hope turned to her sharply. “How do you just forget about dinner? About a meal?”
“Not everyone thinks about food all the time.” Angelica’s voice dropped low and quiet. Was she ashamed by that fact? Did she think she should be thinking about it?
Hope thought about food the majority of the time, but she was a chef. She lived and breathed food. It was her passion, and she wouldn’t have it any other way. She also fully understood that the majority of people in the world weren’t like that. But surely they didn’t just forget to eat meals.
“I suppose it’s too late to get something from the kitchen to test it out.” Angelica looked directly at her, her eyes wide, but her face in a slight grimace.
Now what was that all about?
Hope hated that she was struggling to read her. She was typically fairly skilled at working out what people hated and loved. It was the key to working in a kitchen and the rapid-fire nature of the environment. They had to work together as a team. Which meant communication and understanding was key to functionality.
Perhaps Angelica worked differently.
“I wouldn’t touch that kitchen until I can get my hands on it and figure out what’s going on in there.” Hope crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at Angelica. “That is what we’re here for, isn’t it?”
What happened to the flirty attitude she’d had when they first met? Hope missed it. She wanted it back. That was so much easier than whatever this was.
“It is.” Angelica seemed pleased with Hope’s response.
“Pizza?” Hope snagged her phone and immediately opened DoorDash. “We both need energy if you’re going to keep me up all night.” There, that was much closer to the tone of conversation that Hope wanted for them. Keep it light and they’d make it through this first hotel fix. But if she let the weight of the job bring her down then she wouldn’t survive even the first one.
“Sure.”
“What do you want on it?” Hope was already flipping through the food chains. She wanted something greasy, something familiar, and something that would fill her belly.
“Cheese is fine.”
“Just cheese?” Hope questioned. “No meat? No veg?”
“Just cheese.” Angelica pulled her computer over and woke the screen up. She was typing furiously on it and ignoring Hope. What was this all about? As much as Hope wanted to know, she wasn’t willing to pry. At least not yet. She needed to have more mutual respect and understanding with Angelica to begin to dig deeper into her personality.
Angelica hadn’t been joking when she’d said “icy” during the photo shoot. She was a completely different person here than she had been that day. The contrast was stark. And Hope wasn’t sure that she liked it. She wanted the woman from before back —the bombshell who slid into fun like she was made for it.
“Ordered.” Hope also sent a text to Rex, letting him know she was at the hotel but that she’d been pulled into an unofficial-official meeting with Angelica and it’d be a late night.
Angelica didn’t comment. She just continued to work on her computer. Hope frowned. Was she supposed to be doing something?
“The biggest issue is room service,” Angelica said, still not taking her eyes from the computer screen.
“Biggest?” Hope asked.
“Well, biggest for you.” Angelica flicked her gaze to meet Hope’s. “You do know how to fix room service, don’t you?”
“Uh, yeah.” Hope furrowed her brow. She actually had no clue. She never owned a restaurant in a hotel before, and none of her restaurants participated in delivery. She’d meant to research that portion of this job before she got there that night, but she’d been so distracted with wrapping up filming and getting everything ready to be out of the house for twelve weeks straight that she hadn’t managed to find the time for it.
So she knew exactly what she’d be doing tomorrow morning when she first woke up.
“Hmmm.” The sound reverberated around the quiet room, putting Hope on edge. Angelica didn’t look at her again, focused on the papers and the computer.
Hope really had to get her brain working again, and now, because she didn’t think Angelica was going to let her out of this impromptu meeting any time soon. “The kitchen is a money pit,” Hope said, trying to add in her two cents. “I’ll likely have to fire a few people on the line just to make sure they stop bleeding money.”
“You can probably start with the head chef.”
“Why would you say that?”
Angelica slowly turned, her gaze dropping from Hope’s eyes to her lips before she shook her head and softened. “You haven’t been here the last few days. The food? Makes my stomach roil to think about it.”
“That bad?” Hope was surprised. They claimed they were a five-star restaurant, so they should at least have some standards. Then again, she’d seen a few restaurants that were all ego and no skill. Perhaps this was one of them.
“You can judge it tomorrow.”
“Perfect.” Hope sighed. “I’ve been working on the menu already. They have way too many things on it to do well, and they need to lean into the seasonal a bit more. Would you like to taste everything?”
“I’m fairly certain Rex has already planned that for one of the shots.”
“Oh, has he?” Hope’s eyebrows rose high. They hadn’t talked about filming at all—at least not in terms of what scenes he wanted to shoot or not. Hope needed to find out more though, because she didn’t want to piss Rex off by doing something behind his back unintentionally.
“He hasn’t talked to you about the schedule?” Angelica paused her perusal of the paperwork and focused back on Hope.
“No. Not at all.”
Angelica sighed, pursing her lips and squaring off her shoulders. “Did you look at the call sheet?”
“Is it set?” Hope frowned. She wasn’t used to this kind of television show. She was used to the film crew coming into her home, shooting episode after episode for a few weeks and then leaving again. But this was more like an actual television show, one with timelines and schedules. This wasn’t just a solo journey anymore, and she had to remember that.
“Mostly.” Angelica flicked through a few things on her screen, pulling something up. She shifted the laptop in front of Hope and pointed to it. “No one sent it to you?”
“They might have, and I might have missed it.” Hope squinted. Her eyes were so tired that it was difficult to see. “Who wrote the schedule?”
“This shoot? I did.” Angelica immediately sent it to Hope in an email. “There, you should have it now.”
“Thank you.” Hope’s stomach rumbled from the hunger. She checked her phone, surprised that the food was already delivered. How long had they been talking? “Dinner’s here.”
It didn’t take her long to walk to the front desk and snag the pizza that she’d ordered, but her feet dragged on the way back. She should have ordered something with caffeine in it to keep her awake while she was at it, but she hadn’t been thinking clearly. Something about being in Angelica’s presence kept that from happening.
“I forgot plates,” Hope said as she stepped back into the conference room.
“I think we’ll survive.” Angelica closed the lid on her computer and stood up, making space for the pizza box. “I think we’re going to need to work on this hotel simultaneously. But I don’t think it’ll be too difficult to whip it into reasonable shape before we leave.”
“Have you ever done this before?” Hope handed a slice of pizza to Angelica before immediately taking a bite of her own. She moaned around the grease, melted cheese, and semi-warm bread as it hit her tongue. This was exactly what she’d needed.
“What? Eaten pizza late at night?” Angelica’s laugh was lyrical, and Hope craved to hear it again.
“No.” Hope slowed herself. She needed to figure out the best way to get Angelica to smile like that again. “Come in and fixed hotels that were on the brink of bankruptcy.”
“Yes.” Angelica nodded, picking at the cheese on the pizza before sliding it between her lips. “I started with consulting ten years ago.”
“Oh.” That old feeling of inadequacy was rearing its ugly head again, and Hope wanted it gone. “I’ve never come into a restaurant with the specific purpose to fix it.”
“And you’ve never worked in a hotel before.”
“How did you…” Hope trailed off, stunned.
“I do my research, Mrs. Lawrence. You should too.” Angelica popped a morsel of cheese into her mouth, her tongue dashing out to lick off the sauce that stayed on her lips.
“And if I were to do my research, what would I find?”
“About me?” Angelica leaned forward to drop the half of a slice she hadn’t eaten back into the box.
“Yes.” Hope reached the crust and immediately devoured it. She hadn’t realized how critically hungry she actually was.
“Well, I’m not very nice.” Angelica folded her hands in front of her, eyeing Hope seriously. “And I’ll piss you off more times than I’ll make you happy.”
“Said as a boss or a friend?”
“We’re not friends.” Angelica’s voice took on a raspy quality, one that was full of honesty. “And we won’t be. Not as long as I’m a producer and you’re on my show.”
“Right.” Hope finished the slice of pizza, and as much as she wanted to reach for a second one, she hesitated. Something about this moment warranted giving her full attention to Angelica. “Is that just because you don’t care about the people who work for you? Or is it because you refuse to admit that you do?”
Angelica’s lips parted in surprise. The silence between them was so loud. Hope had overstepped. She knew it in a second. She’d taken it too far, and Angelica was going to retaliate in an instant, and Hope would have to face the consequences for a long time to come.
“It’s because we have a professional relationship, Mrs. Lawrence. We’re not here to make friends. We’re here to do our jobs and to do them to the best of our abilities.”
“I don’t disagree with you there.” Hope cocked her head to the side. “But working together doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”
“Oh, it absolutely does.” Angelica crossed her arms, her stare fierce.
What wasn’t Angelica saying?
Hope held Angelica’s look for a second longer before breaking it and grabbing the second slice of pizza she’d been craving. “I guess we’ll just have to find out.”
“No, we won’t,” Angelica retorted.
“Hope?” Rex’s tenor tones reached Hope’s ears, the door to the conference room opening.
“Hey!” Hope softened, glad when Rex came over to lean down and press his lips against hers. “What are you doing here?”
“Eva was asking for you.” Rex flicked his gaze to Angelica and then back to Hope. “If you’re done for the night, I know she’d love it if you could tuck her in.”
“Oh.” Hope looked directly at Angelica. “Are we done?”
Angelica waved her hand slightly, focusing back on something on the table. Hope wished she could see what it was, because it didn’t look like something she’d been studying before. In fact, Hope wasn’t convinced that Angelica was actually reading the paper at all.
“I guess I’ll see you in the morning,” Hope said as she pushed herself to stand up.
“We have several meetings with the owners, managers and staff tomorrow. Together and separate. Don’t be late.”
“I won’t.” Hope folded her hand into Rex’s. “Just email me the schedule and I’ll be there.” And she’d wake up three hours early to start in on the research she’d been called out for not doing.
As soon as they were in the hall with her luggage being dragged behind Rex, Hope relaxed. “Eva’s really still awake?”
“No,” Rex answered. “I just didn’t want to leave you with the Ice Fairy for too long. Can’t have her freezing you out before the shoot gets started.”
Hope laughed lightly, her lips curling upward into a smile. “I don’t think she’s as frigid as you all make her out to seem.”
“Oh, you haven’t been around long enough. Just you wait.”
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Six
“Can you believe that?”
What they’d heard still boggled Angelica’s mind. She’d looked to Hope several times throughout the course of their interviews, but Hope didn’t seem to get it.
These owners should have filed for bankruptcy a year ago.
And the information they’d been given originally before they arrived was all wrong.
“Believe what?” Hope leaned back into the chair at the conference table, which was now cleared of all the work Angelica had finished last night.
Sighing heavily, Angelica tensed her shoulders. Her mind whirred with all the questions she now had, and anger simmering under everything. She’d done her research so many times over when it came to which hotels they would go into. How had they missed this? Who had missed it?
“They’re not drowning in debt, Hope. They’re drowned.” Angelica shook her head slowly, throwing her pen onto the table. She stood up suddenly, the urge to move strong. She needed to yell at someone. She needed to rail against the fact that they hadn’t figured this out before. “Where’s Josef?”
“Uh…”
Angelica ignored Hope and snagged her phone, sending off a text to the two other producers on site that day, and the director. They needed to have a meeting. Now.
“He’s coming,” Angelica said, though she didn’t really care if Hope agreed with her or not. “I don’t even know where to start.”
“With the biggest crack,” Hope answered, tapping her finger against the tabletop.
“Which is?”
“Their manager—Bryant.” Hope looked directly at Angelica. “Being in management requires good communication, and he clearly admitted to thwarting others for his own pleasure by miscommunicating or just not giving people the information they needed.”
“Agreed.” Angelica stared Hope down. Maybe she wasn’t as bad at this as Angelica had first thought she would be.
“I think the kitchens are the least of the problems here.” Hope put her hand flat on the table and pushed herself to stand. “I’m going to check them out.”
“Mrs. Lawrence…” Angelica paused. What was she going to say? That she wanted Hope in on this conversation? That she didn’t want Hope to leave just yet? That was asinine. The problems were with hotel management, not with the kitchens. Hope had pegged that quickly, which meant they were Angelica’s problems, not Hope’s.
“Did you need something?” Hope asked, raising an eyebrow in curiosity.
“Oh, uh… no.” Angelica clenched her jaw and relaxed into the chair again. Maybe she was just running face first into the stress of a new venture. She’d been here before, and she understood how she reacted to these types of situations.
This was no different.
Hope said nothing as she walked out of the conference room. But Angelica couldn’t take her gaze off Hope’s pear-shaped body, the way her ass and wide hips swished from side to side in the tight black stretchy jeans she wore, the soft gold shirt fluttering around her waist and back.
Wade should have put Hope in gold instead of black. The colors matched her slightly darker-toned skin in a way that made her positively glow and brought out the auburn and red in her nearly black but definitely brown hair. The color suited her so much better, and yet, Angelica was supposed to be the star of the show. Who was she kidding? She wasn’t here to be a show runner. She was here to do the work that she loved and enjoyed and maximize on the income.
Angelica drew in a breath and held it tight in her lungs as the door shut lightly behind Hope.
What the hell was she thinking?
Her thoughts strayed back to Hope, to the distracted look on her face while they’d been interviewing managers, to the confusion that swam in her eyes the night before. Why did that haunt Angelica so much? She’d barely slept a wink. She traced a circle onto the top of the table, her mind spinning in thoughts and conversations, to the hopes and stresses of what this entire show was.
This was her one shot.
She wasn’t sure she could put herself through this again.
The door snicked open loudly, and Josef, a short portly man, stepped in with raised eyebrows as if expecting her to have all the answers already. Angelica sat up straighter in her chair. “We need to rework our plan of action.”
“You mean your plan of action?” Josef sat down next to her. “What happened?”
“I’m going to suggest termination of Bryant and the current chef they have.” Angelica flicked her gaze to him. “But we’re going to need a backup plan to come in temporarily in order to keep things moving along here.”
“Any suggestions?”
Angelica let out a little sigh, her gaze flicking back to the door. She wished Hope hadn’t left just yet. She wanted to see what she was made of, if she would be able to find solutions—creative ones—when they needed it the most. But she wasn’t here for that any longer. Which left Angelica in charge of this part of the process.
Perhaps it was because Hope didn’t understand everything that was going into this show.
It was just one more reason that Hope wasn’t the right person for this job.
“Angelica?”
“I’ll call in a favor for the hotel management. I can probably have someone in place before we start filming. As for the chef…” That was a bit outside of her normal contacts, which was why she’d wanted to partner with someone who knew more about that realm than she did. And she was saddled with Hope Lawrence, celebrity chef who had a daytime cooking show, owned a couple restaurants she probably barely visited, and got this job because her husband was an assistant director. If Angelica had any other choice, she would have taken it.
“You might want to talk to Hope about that,” Josef said.
“I will.” Though she didn’t want to. Angelica crossed her arms and stared down at the table. “They’re filming interviews tomorrow, right?”
“Yes.”
Angelica already knew that. But she was asking just to confirm that Josef knew it. They would do the backstory interviews on the owners and staff, collect more information, and start actual filming. The thought of that sent jitters through Angelica’s body. She’d worked on this side of the business before, she’d opened her own hotels to filming decades ago, but she’d never much been one for being on the screen—though she had on occasion.
The directors and producers had all said she was a natural behind the camera. Angelica had just treated it like it wasn’t there.
“They won’t survive after we leave,” Angelica whispered, flicking her gaze to Josef. “Or if they do, then they have more gumption than I can determine.”
“Maybe we should do a follow-up episode next season on all the places we visit this year.” Josef’s dark eyes locked on hers. “You and Hope can go back and visit, and it’ll add a second connection.”
“If we make it to a second season,” Angelica mumbled, not quite sure she wanted to say that out loud, but also needing it to be in the room. Because that was her fear, every second of last night and today. That somehow they wouldn’t make it beyond the first season. That as soon as they started filming the first full episode everything would fall apart in seconds.
“Don’t let anyone else hear you talk like that.” Josef eyed her. “You knew this was a risk when you were approached for the project.”
“A calculated one.” Angelica pursed her lips, eyeing him back directly. “You said you could make it happen.”
“And I have, for this season.” Josef leaned over the table toward her. “Just make sure you’re not the reason it fails, and we’ll have a second season, even if we have to find a new chef to work with you.”
Angelica’s heart sped up. She’d never seen Josef look so serious before.
“I know how you work, Ange. And I know what a hard-ass you can be, but this isn’t your world anymore. It’s mine. Don’t fuck it up.” Josef pointed at her before sliding back.
Angelica nearly trembled, but she didn’t. She held her ground. She and Josef had become decent friends for a while there, at least decent work acquaintances. He came to her when he had a filming project, and she would bend over backward to make sure he had what he needed to get his project done.
She’d never thought she’d be on this side of the camera back then. But now? How would this change their work life? Would she ruin yet another business connection while trying to do something new?
That was always the risk, wasn’t it?
“I’m not the only one who can fuck things up, Josef.” She eyed him carefully, not backing down. She hated threats, even ones that were founded. And she wasn’t going to let him get under her skin. She just had to remember that she didn’t have any friends here, and like she’d told Hope, she wouldn’t ever have friends here. This was work and nothing else. “Next week will show us if this will truly work or not.”
“I know it will.” Josef shook his head slightly and stood up. “It’ll show me if you were really ready for this or not. I fought for you, Ange. Don’t make me regret my decisions.”
He walked away, leaving Angelica alone in the conference room. She leaned back in the chair, sighing heavily. The weight on her shoulders was so much. Didn’t he see that? Even if he did, he wouldn’t care. He wasn’t there to care about her, he was there to care about the show, and nothing else. And in all fairness, that was exactly why she was there.
She had to make this work.
She never failed at anything.
Standing up sharply, Angelica walked quickly away from the table and out of the room. She walked directly toward the restaurant and kitchen, knowing that was exactly where she would find Hope. Angelica stepped into the kitchen and froze.
It wasn’t her first time being in a commercial kitchen, but it was her first time hearing Hope laugh like that. It was so much more than the beautiful and flirtatious lilt when they’d first met. This was loud and boisterous, like she was having the time of her life in there. Pausing at the door, Angelica debated entering.
But she’d come down here for a reason.
Hadn’t she?
“Oh, Ms. Shields.” Hope’s face lit up as she made eye contact with Angelica. “I didn’t expect to see you down here.” She stepped out from around the counter and dropped her gaze down and then up Angelica’s body. “Did you need something?”
“No.” Angelica’s voice broke. Why did this woman seem to always have some kind of power over her? A power that she couldn’t even name.
“All right.” Hope looked over her shoulder. “This is Antonio, he’s the head chef here. He was just showing me the recipes he’s created for the menu.”
“Oh.” Angelica managed to hold back her grimace, but barely. The pizza that Hope had bought the night before was the first decent thing she’d eaten since she’d arrived there, and she was half tempted to order out for all of her meals from now on.
Hope canted her head slightly, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Hold that thought.”
Angelica really didn’t want to.
But Hope moved quickly as she swung around the counter, snagged a white plate, and then came back with it. The plate was filled with little nibblings, but more importantly, it didn’t look like anything Angelica had been served from the restaurant up until that point, and it didn’t seem like anything that Antonio would make.
“What’s this?”
“I had to test out some recipes, and Antonio was kind enough to lend me part of his kitchen so I could play a bit. Isn’t that right, Tony!” Hope was grinning and laughing with the chef again.
Angelica furrowed her brow. Did this woman honestly flirt with anything that moved?
“Try it,” Hope insisted, pushing the plate a little closer to Angelica. Then she lowered her voice to barely above a whisper, “I promise, Antonio didn’t touch it.”
Drawing in a deep breath, Angelica held it tightly in her lungs. She was either going to have to trust Hope on this or she was going to have to walk away and assume the worst.
“This one is watermelon with feta crumble and cucumber and a touch of mint.” Hope pointed, and Angelica couldn’t take her eyes off it.
That one should be okay to try, right? Her mouth went dry, but when she looked up into Hope’s gaze, she couldn’t deny at least a small taste. Plucking the cube of watermelon between her two fingers, Angelica popped it in her mouth and chewed slowly. It wasn’t bad, overall. The flavors were nice, but the texture of the watermelon was about to do her in. She swallowed and nodded.
“It’s good.”
Hopefully that would get her out of trying any of the other ones, because looking at what was left on the plate, the last thing that Angelica wanted was to eat anything else.
“This one is your standard twist on a caprese salad.” Hope picked up the small toothpick that held the cherry tomato cut in half with a tiny mozzarella ball in the middle and drizzled with balsamic vinaigrette and a perfectly placed basil leaf.
And that right there was the one that Angelica didn’t want to eat.
As much as she loved the flavors, she knew exactly where it would lead her, and she didn’t want to go there. But Hope held it out for her like she was going to take it. Angelica licked her lips, already feeling them tingle. She hated that feeling. But she wasn’t about to back down in a room full of people she didn’t know and with Hope staring at her like her entire world depended on Angelica’s reaction and opinion.
Angelica took the morsel and bit into it. The flavors burst on her tongue, the juice from the tomato sliding into her mouth and down her throat, coating it. She loved that flavor. She closed her eyes, humming in pleasure and remembering the last time that she allowed herself a taste.
“It’s good, isn’t it?” Hope asked.
“Excellent,” Angelica whispered before setting the toothpick back down. She swallowed the sudden lump in her throat. “And this? What’s this?”
Maybe if she ate that then the tingling would stop.
“Beet pesto crostini. Here.” Hope was already picking one up and handing it over. “These are my favorite.”
Angelica was already eating it before she could stop, but something about the texture of the pesto was off, and it hit her tongue and made her mouth water, but not in a good way. She swallowed, because she couldn’t bear to see Hope’s reaction if she didn’t like it.
“The flavors are good.” She could at least agree to that.
Hope grinned brilliantly, and she lit up the entire kitchen with just that one look. Oh what Angelica would do to see that look every day if she could. But it would be impossible. Like she’d told Hope the night before, she wasn’t a likable boss, and she’d certainly piss Hope off more than once in the next few days.
“Are these on your new menu?”
“Maybe.” Hope set the plate down. “We’ll see what Antonio comes up with.” She was looking over her shoulder at him again. “I always want to give people a proper chance before I destroy all their hopes and dreams.”
That sent a shiver through Angelica. “Right.”
They couldn’t be more opposite in how they approached things, could they?
Hope flirted.
Angelica bulldozed.
Hope collaborated.
Angelica ordered.
It was only a matter of time before they would know who came out on the winning side.
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Seven
“Thanks for coming down,” Hope said to Angelica as she slipped in through the door, a camera immediately following her.
No one had warned Hope about the heat. Not just the heat from the kitchen, which was already brutal when everything was in full swing, but the heat from all the camera equipment and all the extra people shoved into the tiny backward kitchen that she felt she could barely move in.
Sweat pooled at the small of her back, and she was fairly certain that if she left this room, she would reek to high heaven. Maybe that was the wrinkle in Angelica’s nose. Hope and Antonio had been working their asses off, a little competition that she’d designed to show him he sucked at cooking and that she was actually right.
Two could play at games, but only one could win.
And Hope needed to make sure that Antonio understood his limits. And quickly, because she only had two more days with him in this kitchen, and if he didn’t figure out that he couldn’t cook worth shit in the next hour, she was going to have to fire him.
Angelica raised her eyebrows at Hope, expecting some sort of explanation.
“Antonio and I did a little test, and we need you to be the judge.” Hope snagged the two plates and set them on the counter in front of Angelica. “So… you get to reap the benefits of our little competition.”
“Benefits?” Angelica asked, flicking her gaze straight to Hope’s. That look wasn’t only surprise—it was filled with something else.
Hope found herself leaning in slightly, lowering her voice, and wishing on all things holy that there wasn’t a damn camera watching their every move. “Yes, lunch for you and a win for me.”
“Well, you’re certainly confident, aren’t you?” Angelica’s lips twitched slightly, but they didn’t move into a smile. “It’s your job to take care of the kitchens, Mrs. Lawrence. I trust you know how to run them.”
“Oh, I do.” Hope slid back slightly. “I just thought that you could be the judge.”
Angelica let out a little breath, her lips slightly parted, and again she was looking down at the plate like she’d just smelled something disgusting. “Run your own damn kitchen.”
Angelica spun on her toes and stalked out.
Hope gripped the edge of the counter, leaning on it heavily. She was lost in the wake of whatever that was. She’d never been so put in her place before, so shoved into a corner with no room to move or make her own way. And yet Angelica had done it in two seconds flat without Hope even seeing it was coming. She was so much better at reading people than that—she knew she was.
“Well then…” Hope straightened her shoulders and stretched out her neck. She needed a new plan of action as quickly as possible, because this was one of five filming days and she’d just wasted a good chunk of time. “We’ll let the servers pick which one is best.”
Missing only a beat or two, Hope set up the backup plan to her little competition. And like the true chef she was, she won. Antonio threw down his towel and stormed out the back door, a quick kick in the proverbial balls for him that Hope wasn’t going to play into. He needed to understand that his skills weren’t up to par.
Hope set up the kitchen to start cooking her new recipes, a short and condensed menu that would be easy for them to learn before they started to add things to it. She’d already planned for that in the long run.
The unsettled anger continued to gurgle inside her, growing stronger and stronger each minute that passed as she ruminated on Angelica’s reaction. They were a team, weren’t they? They were supposed to work together to fix this hotel, not separately. They were co–stars, not just two employees who never talked or did anything together.
The director called cut and the crew started to break apart, and Hope was done. She undid the top three buttons on her chef’s coat, finally letting the cool air touch her skin, but it wasn’t enough. How dare Angelica talk to her like that, as if she was less than. It was so different from the way they had started this hotel fix. They had worked toward figuring out the answers together.
But this?
Fuck this.
Hope stormed out of the kitchen and made her way straight up to the conference room. She had absolutely no doubt that Angelica would be sitting on her throne and ordering people around. Hope clenched her jaw as she grabbed the handle on the door and shoved it open. Her eyes locked on Angelica’s sky-blue ones, and the Ice Fairy was shocked.
How many people dared to barge in on this woman without knocking?
Well, Hope might very well be the first one, but she wasn’t going to back down. Not now. Not when she had something to say and she knew that Angelica needed to hear it.
“I thought we were doing this together!”
“Excuse me?” Angelica’s voice cracked, her gaze flicking to somewhere Hope couldn’t see.
But she had tunnel vision. And all she could focus on was Angelica in her seat behind the large conference table and the iPad sitting in front of her. There was nothing and no one else in the room as far as Hope was concerned.
“You call me in here to plan how we’re going to work together to fix this hotel from hell and then you just throw it back in my face that it’s my job? What happened to collaboration? What happened to communication?” Hope leaned over the table, her sweaty palm planting on it and sliding unexpectedly. She managed to catch herself and right her body.
Angelica huffed, sliding to stand up to her full height. Hope matched it, inches taller even with Angelica in heels. Two could play at this game, and Hope needed Angelica to learn a lesson—she wasn’t someone who could be walked all over.
“We are working together, Mrs. Lawrence.” Angelica kept her hands to the side, her lips pursed as she glared daggers. “You’re in charge of the kitchens and the staff there, and I’m in charge of the management and rest of the staff. By comparison, your job is far smaller than mine. You know what you’re doing, don’t you?”
Hope’s voice caught in her throat, and she had no comeback for that. Of course she knew what she was doing. Angelica knew that, didn’t she? She wouldn’t have gotten this job if she didn’t have the skills to do it.
“So do your damn job.” Angelica clenched her fist against her side, her jaw clenching tightly. “I shouldn’t need to babysit someone who claims to be a professional chef.”
“I’m doing my job,” Hope threw back at her, but even as the words left her lips, she knew they were weak.
“Are you? Or are you up here complaining to me because I didn’t want to play your stupid little game?” Angelica shook her head slowly. “We’re not here to have fun, Mrs. Lawrence. We’re here to save jobs and livelihoods. Get that through your head or you’re never going to save Matlock Manor.”
Hope clenched her jaw tightly, the muscles aching already. She had come in here to give Angelica a piece of her mind, not to be scolded like a toddler who had broken all the China in the cabinet. She breathed heavily, staring Angelica down. The silence permeated the entire room. Hope finally looked around, finding camera after camera turned toward them, and the boom from the sound operator hanging over their heads.
Tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them back.
Hell if she would give Angelica that satisfaction.
This wasn’t about some stupid game, and if Angelica couldn’t see that, then Hope wasn’t sure she wanted to work with her any longer.
This was about the two of them and finding a way to work together to actually do something good for these people, for Antonio. But as much as Hope tried to say those words, they wouldn’t leave her lips. They clogged up in her throat, making it hard to breathe and swallow.
She stumbled a step closer to Angelica, who stayed put, as if she had been expecting it. Hope breathed in deep, getting the full scent of Angelica’s subtle perfume. Would she have noticed it before if she weren’t standing this close? Outside of the kitchens of course, because in them, all Hope could smell was whatever was cooking.
Hope’s lips parted, and she looked down at Angelica’s mouth, finding the muscles there tight with tension and anger. How much had her own anger inflated Angelica’s? And at this point, were they both just mad to be mad?
“I’ll respect you a whole lot more if you just do your job,” Angelica said, her voice low and quiet. Was she whispering or was she just threatening it?
Hope stepped back, trembling as that anger burbled its way up into her chest again. That was an accusation. And Hope didn’t miss it. Angelica didn’t think that she was doing her job, and that meant that Angelica was tempted to step in and take over for her. What the hell was up with this woman?
Or was it because Hope was a woman? Was it because Angelica had twenty years on her and clearly had a chip on her shoulder from something that Hope had no idea about. Saying nothing, Hope turned on her toes and stalked out of the conference room, slamming the door behind her for good measure.
She was still pissed.
And she needed Angelica to be acutely aware of that fact.
Because if she wasn’t, then what had been the entire point of that?
Grinding her teeth, Hope skipped the elevator and took the steps rapidly. She descended to the basement where the kitchen was and stood in the center of the room as everyone who was still there cleaned up. That anger was so strong. It was impossible to resist.
“You can all go home,” she said loudly, making sure that every single person in the room heard her. She might regret this decision later, but her present self was going to live into it. “I’ll clean it up.”
“You sure, Chef?” Antonio called.
“Absolutely.”
She waited, chomping at the bit, while the kitchen cleared out. As soon as she was alone, Hope ripped off her microphone, turned it off and threw it onto the counter. They had left the kitchen exactly as she’d found them in it. Messy and in the process of being cleaned. Hope gripped the edge of the counter, her knuckles turning white from how hard she squeezed.
“Damn it!” she shouted into the empty room, her voice reverberating.
Growling, Hope snagged the closest pot and threw it onto the floor. The clanging noise hit something in her that the curse hadn’t. Satisfaction. She picked up another pot and threw it, savoring the pain it must feel as the sound ricocheted through the room and straight into her heart.
It felt so good.
She did it again and again, smirking slightly when she tipped over an entire container of silverware. The chinking brought the exact release that she was looking for. She shivered as she breathed out slowly, calming her racing heart.
What had she honestly expected walking in there like that?
And the fact that she’d completely forgotten that everything was being recorded? Ugh. What would Rex think when he saw that? She was embarrassed by her behavior. Shamed by it. She should have done better, and Angelica was right about that. Hope was there to be a boss, not a follower, and she’d been having far too much fun just screwing around.
“Hope…” Rex’s voice surprised her in the empty kitchen.
She frowned, staring down at her toes. Her cheeks burned from the embarrassment that she didn’t want to feel, which only intensified the feeling. “Who sent you in here?”
“Josef.”
That would figure. She rolled her shoulders, huffed out a breath of air, and looked up at him. “I hate her.”
“She’s not easy to get along with.” He stepped around the kitchenware that littered the floor and pulled her closer by her belt. In an instant, he wrapped his arms around her shoulders. Hope melted into him. She pressed her face into his shoulder and neck, allowing the tears to flow freely this time.
“She warned me she was a bitch,” Hope said with a wry laugh as she clung onto him. “I didn’t believe her.”
“You should have.” Rex rubbed his hands up and down her back and held her. “What happened?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Hope sniffled, staying in the safety of his embrace for a little bit longer before pulling away and wiping her eyes. “She was right.”
“Don’t let her hear that.” Rex laughed. “We’ll never hear the end of it.”
“I doubt that,” Hope muttered. “Besides, she already knows, and that’s the worst part about it.” Sliding her hands against her hips, Hope stared at the mess she’d made. “Are they going to use that footage?”
“Don’t know.” Rex shrugged. “I can talk to Josef about it, if you want me to.”
Hope shook her head. “No, don’t. I don’t need any more special privileges than I already have.”
“Special privileges?” Rex seemed confused by that.
Was he really that oblivious? She knew without a doubt that half of the crew was thinking she just got this job because of him and not because of her special skillset. And with what she’d just pulled? They’d all be right. She wasn’t the right person for this job. She couldn’t handle the Ice Fairy. Hope rolled her eyes at that thought as she bent down to start picking up the pots and pans.
“The crew can do that,” Rex said.
“Nope.” Hope sighed heavily. “I need to do it.”
“You sure?” he asked.
“Yeah.” She bolstered herself. This would be her punishment for her obnoxious behavior. She needed to get better control of herself. And she needed to do her job better than she was. “Why don’t you, Eva, and me find someplace to get ice cream tonight? I could use something sweet and bad for me.”
“That’s what you have me for.” Rex was back standing next to her, lacing their fingers together as he planted a kiss onto her cheek. As amusing as his comment was, she wasn’t in the mood for it. And he knew that because of her lack of reaction. Rex kissed her again, but this time it wasn’t in a teasing manner. “I’ll let you be for now.”
“Don’t let anyone in here, would you? I need the quiet.”
“Done,” he answered, a sad smile on his lips. “And for the record, Hope, I know you can do this. I don’t need anyone to tell me otherwise.”
He might not need that.
But she did.



Chapter         

Eight
The numbers weren’t numbering.
Angelica groaned as she poked her finger into the calculator again, having dragged it out since the computer and her phone weren’t sufficing to make this work. She sighed heavily, her brain spinning and unable to keep up with the fact that she just couldn’t make this work.
She jerked slightly as the door to the conference room swung open, and braced herself with the table, eyeing whoever was coming in to disturb her. It was way too late for anyone to be coming in there. They’d spent all day filming, and she still had to find a solution to the money problems at the hotel.
And she was pretty sure she wasn’t going to be able to.
She tensed when Hope came around the corner, the forever smile on her lips, and a tray of something in her hand. Angelica froze, not moving a millimeter as she waited to see what was going to happen next. Hope glanced around the large table which was once again covered in paperwork that Angelica had been working through for the last two hours.
She really hadn’t thought anyone was awake still. The crew was all at the end of their long week and exhausted, so they’d scampered off as soon as filming wrapped for the day. That or they were just scared of her, Angelica couldn’t quite tell. But the glares she’d received from Josef already that day were enough to make her think it might be the latter.
“What are you doing?” Angelica asked when Hope said nothing.
Hope grinned broadly at her, setting the tray of food right on top of all the papers. She put her hands on her hips, that brilliant smile not toning down a notch as she made eye contact with Angelica.
“I thought you could use a snack. I know I could.”
Angelica’s mouth went dry. How did this woman seem to always command Angelica’s attention? Cold rushed through her, her palms going clammy. She was cute and bubbly, the exact opposite of Angelica and precisely what always seemed to attract Angelica to another woman. She could have smacked herself in the head.
Why had it taken this long for her to realize that?
She clenched her jaw, standing up slowly so that they were on more even footing than before. “I didn’t ask for a snack.”
“Nope, you didn’t. But I’m famished, we’re both working late, and I figured we could benefit from my need to keep my hands busy.”
Angelica nearly groaned. That comment after Angelica’s realization really was going to do her in. Hope was a married and presumably straight woman. Angelica had nothing to worry about or fear in this case. She relaxed and raised her chin.
“What work do you have?”
“You said I needed to solve the budgeting crisis in the restaurant. I’m here to solve it.”
“You mean you haven’t already?” Angelica gave her a skeptical look. Hope’s comment really only confirmed what she already suspected, but it still didn’t sit well with her.
“I needed to know how many people needed to be replaced first.”
“And?” Angelica held her breath. “How many?”
Hope sighed heavily, plopping down into the chair next to the one that Angelica had just vacated. Was she really going to stay there to work? Were they really doing this?
“Two, including Antonio.”
“Oh, so you do agree that he needs to go.” Angelica slid into the chair she’d been in, sitting at the edge of it. Would they start arguing any moment? They’d barely made it through a conversation that week without it getting tense, and that blowout over the game Hope had tried to play? The sounds of their raised voices still rang through Angelica’s mind.
“Yes, I agree.” Hope sighed. “But the Matlocks won’t like it.”
“The owners—“ Angelica emphasized “—can get over it or they can lose their livelihood. Not that it’s much of one right now anyway. I plan on having a hard conversation with them tomorrow about how they need to decide if they want to be friends with their staff or if they want to run a business.”
“Is that how you see all of us?” Hope locked her eyes on Angelica’s face.
A shiver ran through Angelica, and the words stopped up in her throat for a brief second before she forced them out. “Of course.”
But did she really mean it?
“How lonely for you.”
Angelica hated pity. But Hope didn’t sound like she was pitying her. Instead, it felt like an honest statement. This was Angelica’s life, however. She’d go from place to place, fixing up hotels, never buying one, and she worked hard. There had only been two points in her life when she regretted her life choices, and this wouldn’t be one of them.
“Why are you really here, Hope?” Angelica asked, softening her tone. Perhaps that was the way to get under this woman’s skin to get the answers she sought.
Hope’s lips quirked upward, her eyes crinkling at the sides as she smiled. “You and I need to make a truce.”
“A truce?” Angelica raised her eyebrows in surprise. “I didn’t realize we were at war.”
“War?” Hope giggled, and the sound lit up the room. “Maybe just a little battle.”
Angelica found herself smiling, just barely, but still. She settled into her seat, canting her head and waiting for Hope to continue. She needed way more of an explanation if they were going to figure out what they were doing next.
Hope nodded toward the food. “Do you want a snack?”
“Is this how you wave the white flag?” Angelica leaned forward and snagged a piece of pita bread, popping it between her lips. Her stomach rumbled quietly, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten in a long time. In fact, she couldn’t remember when. She needed to be better about that, especially since she’d been pulling such long days lately.
“White flag or not, we deserve to eat like queens.” Hope winked as she grabbed a small morsel of cheese. She bit into it, humming as she chewed.
Angelica was completely entranced. She couldn’t not watch the lines of Hope’s jaw, her lips, the way she breathed, the flutter of her eyelashes as if this was the best thing she’d ever eaten. The dry pita bread had nothing on whatever Hope was tasting.
Were they queens? Did they rule over their spaces with an iron fist? Or did they share the burden together? Angelica wasn’t sure, and she didn’t know which choice would be better.
“I have a lot of work to get done, as you can see.” That was her way of trying to kick Hope out of the office, but it didn’t seem to be working. Hope just stared back at her, unwilling to budge from her seat.
“You asked me to solve the budgeting issue with the restaurant.”
“And have you?” Angelica asked, now curious. Perhaps there was an actual reason that Hope was there.
“Maybe.” Hope stole another piece of cheese. “Please eat. Otherwise it’s all going to go to waste.”
Angelica glanced at the plate again. What harm could it do? She scooted her chair slightly closer so she could reach easier.
“I thought we could go through my numbers to see if I’m way off base or not.”
That caught Angelica’s attention. Hope wanted to work with her? Then again, that would just be more work for her in the long run. Still, something about Hope continued to draw her in, despite the fact that she should know better.
“Did you bring them?” What the hell was she doing? Angelica cursed her inability to hold her tongue and continue to push Hope away. This was the last thing she needed, and it was a direct contradiction to what she’d just told Hope.
“As it happens, I did.” Hope grinned again, leaning forward. “Would you like to see them?”
Angelica breathed in deeply before letting it out slowly. That was a trick question, wasn’t it? “Only if you want to show me.”
“Oh, I do.” Hope laughed lightly as she moved an iPad over in front of her.
When had she brought that in? Surely, Angelica had been paying attention, right? She cringed as she slowly ate a piece of cheese, barely tasting it. Hope scooted her chair closer to Angelica’s, inch by painful inch, until their arms brushed. Angelica had to hold her breath for a second and move away slightly.
“I scratched the budget that the Matlocks provided, mostly. I spent all of last night going through a cost analysis of what they were doing. Here’s a more accurate representation of how much they were losing.” Hope flicked through a screen, the graph and the numbers covered in red.
“Fuck,” Angelica murmured under her breath. “That’s bad.”
“It’s really bad. They were bleeding, you were right.” Hope moved to the bottom of the screen and switched tabs. “Here’s what I think I can do.”
Angelica chewed on the inside of her cheek as she scanned the budget. “You’re eliminating two full-time people.”
“I am, including Antonio.” Hope sighed heavily. “I’ll help them hire a new chef in the next month, and loan them one of mine in the meantime. I’ve already lined that up.”
“Loan them?” Angelica looked away from the screen and into Hope’s eyes. “And who do you think is paying for that?”
“I will.” Hope didn’t break eye contact. “It’s a gift from me.”
Angelica froze. Would Hope really do that? The expense wouldn’t be outrageous, but it would certainly cost her. Would she honestly do that for someone else? Making sure that they had what they needed to excel while she did without? Perhaps Angelica had underestimated her.
In more ways than one.
“And when they can’t afford a new chef going forward?” Angelica asked.
Hope hissed. “That’s where I think you’re not going to like my plan.”
“Oh?” Angelica snagged some more food from the tray, just as Hope did. She was intrigued now. What bomb could Hope be waiting to drop?
“I need to lower the level of food.”
“Lower it?”
“I don’t mean turn the kitchen into a greasy spoon.” Hope rolled her eyes. “But I can’t keep the standards at what they’re at. And a chef needs specific training for fine dining, and they don’t have that here, and they can’t afford it.”
“So you want to make this not a five-star environment,” Angelica surmised. She mulled through that one as the hummus filled her mouth.
“More like four stars with room to go when they get their finances and management under control.”
Angelica dashed her tongue against her lips, licking up a drop of hummus that didn’t make its way into her mouth. She caught Hope’s glance, the slight quirk of her lips upward.
“Do you like it?” Hope asked.
“Like what?” Angelica could have just said yes. That would have been the easier solution. But something about Hope dragged her into this flirtatious tug and pull that she couldn’t stop herself from participating in. Not just participating, right now she was the leading lady in the drama.
“The hummus,” Hope said.
“It’s good. I prefer it with a touch of garlic.”
Hope’s face fell, and Angelica immediately wanted to take back what she’d said. She hadn’t meant it as an insult. She simply wanted to continue the teasing. The silence was so loud and uncomfortable. It seized Angelica by the heart, and she had to do everything in her power to break it.
“Your idea is a good one, and I think it’ll work.”
“Really?” And there was that smile again.
Angelica reveled in it. “Yeah. Talk to the Matlocks tomorrow and see what they have to say about it. If they don’t take your offer of goodwill, then you’ll know exactly where they stand when it comes to saving this hotel.”
“I will.” Hope’s eyes crinkled again as she relaxed into the chair. “You know I’m not very used to actually eating with other people. I’m usually just cooking. I can’t remember the last time I had dinner with Rex and Eva.”
Angelica was surprised by that. Then again, she’d never really thought about what the life of a chef might be like. Or the fact that she and Rex probably worked opposite schedules. How did they ever manage to make it work? Angelica hadn’t even been able to figure that one out when she’d been with Leanne.
“So what? You just pick and eat as you cook?”
“Yeah.” Hope shook her head. “Sorry to spoil the illusion.”
“I wasn’t under an illusion. I just never thought about it before.” Angelica grabbed another piece of food to eat. “But I do have a lot of work to do.”
“Are you kicking me out?” Hope asked, that teasing quality back in her voice. “What if I told you that I could help you?”
“Help me?” Angelica raised her eyebrows in suspicion. What did Hope have up her sleeve this time? “I don’t need help.”
“Everyone needs help,” Hope lowered her voice and leaned in closer. She lifted her gaze, meeting Angelica’s. The blue in her eyes was so stunning. They were much darker than Angelica’s, and inside them seemed to be a world that Angelica desperately wanted to know—one that was full of joy and pleasure. “You shouldn’t discount my abilities just because I’m a chef.”
“I never thought you were just a chef,” Angelica whispered. But hadn’t she thought that? Hadn’t she thought that of just about everyone they’d hired and fired so far? But then again, Hope was the only one to make it to the first week of shooting. Angelica leaned in a little closer, pushing the invisible boundary line between them to see just how far she could take this. “I do, however, still think you got the contract because of Rex.”
“He may have been my point of contact,” Hope started, holding her position, “but he’s not the reason I got the contract.”
“Then tell me, Mrs. Lawrence. What makes you so special?” Angelica had to stop herself from leaning in any closer. She could already smell the soap on Hope’s hands, the scents of the kitchen following her after she’d long left it.
“That’s for me to know and you to find out.” Hope snagged a piece of paper off the table and started reading it. “But it looks like you’re working on a different budget.”
“Production budget.” Angelica crossed her arms. “Do you want to tackle that one?”
“Did you know…” Hope leaned in closer, her voice lowering like she was about to tell Angelica a secret “…that I majored in accounting in college?”
“Really?”
“Guess you didn’t find that in all your research, did you?”
“Can’t say I did.” Angelica would have to dig even deeper. Not tonight, but perhaps when they were traveling to New Orleans for the second round of this hell she’d willingly plopped herself in.
“So, if you want me to look at budgeting, I can do that. And I actually enjoy it, to an extent.”
“Then budget away.” Angelica waved her hand in front of her, indicating Hope should continue. Without saying anything else, she picked up another piece of cheese and went back to work. Perhaps Hope had been right.
Everyone needed help.



Chapter         

Nine
“Ididn’t realize just how much work there is in being a producer.” Hope sent a smile in her husband’s direction as he set out the platter of food she’d made up earlier that day.
“Are you interested in becoming a producer?” he asked with a furrowed brow.
“No.” Hope laughed loudly. “Never.” She busied herself with work. They’d spent the evening before shooting the final scene for the episode, and this morning doing some final wrap-up moments. She was ready for a break from being in front of the camera, and so glad that the mic pack wasn’t strapped to her body anymore.
Rex slid a hand along her arm. “If you wanted to produce, I wouldn’t tell you no.”
“I know you wouldn’t.” Hope winked at him. “But I have no desire to do it. At least not at this point. Definitely not producing a show that I’m starring in. That’d be way too much. Maybe when Eva is out of the house.”
“Out of the house? Jesus, Hope, she’s six.”
“Yeah?” Hope shook her head at him. “I didn’t mean tomorrow, but I do want to have a life when she’s grown up and living her own life. I told you from the beginning that I never wanted to make my life all about our kids.”
“Kid,” he corrected.
Were they going down that argument road again? They’d agreed to only have one kid. Granted, Hope was the one who really pushed that conversation, but still, it was something they’d both agreed to.
“Yeah, kid.” Hope looked at him directly. “And I love her no matter what. I just said that I don’t want to sacrifice any more time with her. Having her here while filming has been amazing. I get to put her to bed every night and wake up with her nearby every morning.”
“You still wake up too early and don’t stay in bed when I need to snuggle.”
Oh, Rex was pulling out all the stops today, wasn’t he? Hope put down the platter of food and moved closer to him. She wrapped her arms around his torso and pulled him into a hug. She leaned up on her toes and kissed him soundly. “I love you.”
“I know you do.”
“Good.” She smiled and kissed him again. “Don’t you forget it, either.” She stepped away from him, startled when she turned to find Angelica standing in the doorway of the floor at the restaurant. The party wasn’t for another hour, so why was she there? Surely she didn’t have any more work for the two of them, did she?
Hope just wanted to focus on cooking and eating for once. Not on management. Not on the next episode. Not on what they had to fix. They’d done good work here, and that was something they should celebrate.
Eva skirted around Angelica, bursting into the room with a squeal as she ran straight for Rex. Angelica watched with rapt attention as Eva moved and hugged him. Hope kept their eyes locked, saying nothing. Her curiosity was piqued for sure.
“She couldn’t find you,” Angelica finally said quietly.
Hope wasn’t even sure that Rex had heard her. Hope stepped away from her family and toward Angelica, her body being pulled to this woman she shouldn’t want to have any part of. Angelica was cold and icy—Rex’s little nickname for her was adequate. Though Hope still believed that Angelica lived into that nickname more than she had to, that she found some sort of sick pleasure in it.
“Did you bring her to us?” Hope asked, her voice quiet enough that the exchange was only between the two of them.
“Naturally.” Angelica flicked her gaze from Hope to Eva and Rex and then back again. When she met Hope’s gaze, her lips quirked up and her eyebrows rose, as if a tease was on the tip of her tongue. But would she commit to it? “What else would I do?”
Guess she wouldn’t. Hope’s eyes crinkled in the corners. “Are you more comfortable with my six-year-old than you are with grown adults?”
“What?” Angelica jerked her head back slightly at that. “Why would you say that?”
“Because you’re smiling at her, and I’ve rarely seen you smile this week.” Hope crossed her arms and lifted up on her toes. Angelica was still dressed impeccably, as if there was no difference today from yesterday in terms of work. Hope, however, had dressed down in a tight green tank top and worn jeans that she probably shouldn’t be wearing any longer since they were about to rip.
Angelica pursed her lips, but it didn’t last long before she broke into a smile.
“Ah, see? There we go. That’s a little better.”
“You’re incorrigible.”
“Sometimes,” Hope whispered. “But if you are more comfortable with kids, I can understand why. They’re more innocent.”
“They don’t have agendas,” Angelica interrupted. “Well, aside from what they can get themselves. Kids are actually rather narcissistic, but in a good way. They’re still teachable.”
Hope’s lips parted in surprise before she closed her mouth to think about that. “I suppose you could say that.”
“I have a meeting to get to. I just wanted to make sure that she found you.” Angelica turned slightly, her gaze locking back on Hope. “Don’t forget about our meeting tomorrow before we leave.”
“I won’t.” Hope nearly reached out to grab Angelica’s hand as she walked away, but she managed to stop herself. What the hell was that about? Her fingertips tingled from the lack of contact. She couldn’t tear her gaze away as Angelica walked swiftly and confidently out of the dining room, heeled shoes clicking on the hard tiled floor.
The rest of the setup moved quickly. Eva laughed and helped, knowing exactly how both her parents functioned in order to get things done, and Hope honestly loved having her there. People began to file in early, which was a sure sign that they were all at least somewhat happy with each other still.
“Are we going to do a mini–wrap party for every episode?” Hope whispered to Rex as she sipped the champagne they’d popped.
“Probably. It’s good to wrap up with the owners and staff we’ve just brutalized for the last week.”
“Me? Brutalized? Shame on you.” Hope covered her heart with her hand and stared at him with mock indignation. “How dare you say something like that?”
“Not you.” Rex looked directly at Angelica. “Her.”
Hope hummed. Was there really something that wrong with Angelica that she just wasn’t seeing? So many people on the crew seemed to have this standoffish attitude with her, where they included her when they had to but never quite made the effort to get friendly with her.
Then again, it wasn’t like Angelica was really working on that either. She’d flat-out told Hope several times that she wasn’t there to make friends. Hope took another sip of the champagne, the bubbly going down smoothly. But she watched Angelica closely. She would talk to people, but it wasn’t for any great length of time. And more often than not, she was standing alone as if she was still holding court and waiting for people to come join her.
Hope could fix that.
Easily.
The question was whether or not she wanted to, and definitely whether or not Angelica would allow her to do it. Would it be worth the risk? Hope was about to find out.
She walked her way carefully through the throng of people and moved to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Angelica, the woman who was now eyeing her suspiciously.
“Yes?”
“Oh, nothing,” Hope said, sipping her champagne again.
“Nothing?”
“Nothing.” Hope could barely contain her smile this time. She loved flirting, and she’d flirt with just about anyone and anything that would let her. She shifted her stance, bumping gently into Angelica’s shoulder before backing off. “You don’t want to be here, do you?”
“Do you?” Angelica asked, genuine curiosity in the question.
“Yeah. Of course I do. I think getting together to converse and learn and celebrate is always needed. We should do more of it.”
Angelica just hummed a short response before looking out at the people again. “While I do think celebrating is important, I have work that needs to be done.”
“What work could be more important than celebrating?”
“Hiring a new hotel manager. My last one resigned, and her last day is today.” Angelica stared down into her own glass of champagne.
Hope would dare to bet that the look crossing her face was one of pain. She could definitely detect the notes of it in her voice. “Was she good at her job?”
“One of the best,” Angelica answered, raising her chin back up as if she finally had herself under control.
“Then why is she leaving?” Hope canted her head to the side, making eye contact with Angelica. For some reason, she just couldn’t stop looking at her, couldn’t stop wanting to be in this woman’s presence. At least when she was acting like this.
“Believe it or not, Hope, I’m not the easiest person to work for.”
Hope nodded, sipping her drink. “So you’re the reason she’s leaving.”
“Yes,” Angelica answered on a whisper, and there was that pain again, right back where Hope had discovered it before.
Pursing her lips into a tight little O, Hope blew out slowly. “That’s hard.”
Angelica didn’t answer. But she did cross her arms and close in on herself even more. Hope bumped her again, this time more obviously. “Come on, we should play the dutiful hosts of this party.”
“Are we?”
“The hosts?” Hope asked, confused more than ever now. “Of course.”
“I didn’t realize.” Angelica blinked slowly, holding Hope’s gaze. “I thought this was your idea.”
“No. Not at all. Josef asked me to make some food for it.”
“So it was his idea?” Angelica asked.
“Beats me.” Hope couldn’t tear her gaze away. Someone was laughing loudly on the other side of the room, but even that couldn’t pull her attention. Just what was Angelica thinking? What was she feeling? Because this was so vastly different than anything Hope had seen in her before. It was as if she was vulnerable here, as if the curtain obscuring who she actually was and what she actually thought was so sheer that Hope might actually be able to see underneath all her bravado and control. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah.” Angelica forced her lips to move into a smile. Their gazes locked, time seemed to stop. Hope felt the pull again, the desire to lean in and do something radical and different. Angelica’s voice snapped that tension. “Of course.”
“I don’t buy that.” Hope put her hand on Angelica’s wrist, her fingers circling the thin bones under the silver chain bracelet that Angelica had worn every day they’d filmed. The metal was warm under her touch, but the look in Angelica’s eyes was anything but. Hope wanted to approach this with as much compassion as she possibly could. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong.” Angelica shook her head. “I’m here to do my job, Mrs. Lawrence. Nothing else.”
“Right. No friends, no comrades in arms, no bonding time. I get it.” Hope dropped Angelica’s wrist and shoved her hand against her body as she crossed her arms. That had been the scolding she needed in order to remember who they were to each other. They were thrown into this show to work together, and that was it. They had no other reason for being here. Hope would do well to remember that, because if she got distracted by holding a torch to what they could potentially find in each other, she would be disappointed.
Wouldn’t she?
“I’ll see you in the morning,” Angelica said, stepping away and setting her half-drunk glass of champagne down on a tray.
She said nothing else as she walked out of the dining area and back into the main part of the hotel. What had that been about? Hope wanted to follow her to find out, but she stayed still, frozen on the spot as she continued to stare at the empty space where Angelica had once been. Angelica had retreated, and oftentimes following someone who retreated wasn’t the way to come out unscathed.
Though Hope had doubts she’d come out unscathed anyway.
Something about the way Angelica pushed against her said that they were going to face battles together. Against each other for sure, but maybe they could find a few that they could fight alongside one another.
“Something wrong?” Rex asked, coming up next to her.
“Uh, no.” Hope immediately shifted from her curiosity about Angelica to focusing on the family and friends she did have here. This was what she needed, nothing else. And if Angelica was going to hold herself completely separate from the rest of them, then that was her choice. She’d be lonelier for it, but it wasn’t Hope’s job to humanize her for everyone else.
But still…
That was exactly what she wanted to do.
“The Matlocks seem to be enjoying themselves,” Hope commented, leaving the thoughts of Angelica behind—hopefully.
“They do,” Rex said. “I’m glad, because they were tough nuggets to crack in the beginning. Angelica had so many meetings with them to try and convince them that this was in their best interest.”
“Really?” Hope was surprised by that.
“Yeah.”
“They applied for the program though.”
“They did. That doesn’t mean people are willing to take the line of you’re wrong, and I’m right which is the only line that Angelica will be delivering during the course of the show. You too, for that matter. It’s just easier to prove that you’re right than it is for her.”
“Why’s that?” Hope hadn’t thought of it like that before.
“Your product is tangible.” Rex slid his arm around Hope’s waist and tugged her in to kiss her cheek. “You definitely have the easier, and sexier job.” He laughed as he said the last part. “I wouldn’t have you any other way.”
Hope smiled at him. But now she had even more to think about than before. Just what had she missed in the last two weeks? She was willing to bet it was a whole lot more than she thought possible.



Chapter         

Ten
“Ah, her majesty finally decides to grace us with her presence.” Josef’s voice rang through the room, and if it had been anyone else saying it, she might have snarked something off in his direction.
Angelica’s chest tightened with tension. She was the last to arrive, and Hope, Rex, Josef, and Kyle were already seated around the large conference table that she’d dared to call home for the last two weeks. She nodded toward Josef but ignored the others as she slid into one of the empty seats and set her iPad in front of her, pulling out the pen so she could take whatever notes she needed.
She wasn’t in charge of this meeting. And to be on the other side of the table with it, the one who had to evaluate instead of listen, was odd for her. Not that she couldn’t do it, but she wasn’t used to it. Angelica clenched her jaw and flicked her gaze toward Hope. Was she feeling the same in this? Or was she protected because of Rex while Angelica was left entirely out on her own?
“Now we can really get started,” Josef said, pulling over a piece of paper. “Angelica and I thought it’d be a good idea to review and evaluate with just a few of you before we put out an evaluation to the entire crew.”
At least he’d kept her name in that and didn’t entirely take the credit for this idea. She always worked her best to make sure communication lines were as open as possible with her employees. Not that it always worked well, but at least it was an attempt.
“So that’s why you’ve been invited to this meeting. How do you think this first episode of filming went?”
The question nearly died as soon as he asked it. It was such a cold open to conversation and discussion. Angelica’s own tension rose again, and she could feel the room tense and barely breathe. Everyone flicked their gaze toward her, but she couldn’t figure out if they were looking at her because they were scared of what she’d say and do or because they wanted and needed her to take control of the situation.
Rex and Hope stared at each other, then Hope dared to look directly at Angelica. Those blue eyes were so captivating, and Angelica couldn’t force herself to look away—at least not immediately. Hope’s lips pressed tightly together and pulled to one side before she broke their gaze and focused back on Josef, saying nothing.
Since when was Hope the silent type?
In the short time that Angelica had known her, that woman had always been willing to share her opinion, and never held back. Angelica shifted slightly in the chair, the discomfort of the silence settling into her body in a way it hadn’t in a very long time.
“No one?” Josef asked. “Nothing?”
“Ask something specific,” Angelica fired back, flicking her gaze to him. “Did the schedule work? Was there enough prep time and closing time? Did we shoot enough scenes? Was there enough work to be done or not enough? What is missing from the show? What did we stumble on that we need to capitalize on?”
Josef squinted at her before brushing his hand out in front of him, indicating that he wanted her to continue.
She should have just stayed silent. Angelica sighed lightly, holding back as much frustration as she possibly could. “What did we discover this week that we need to do more of?” That was as good a place to start as any.
“You and I need to do more prep together,” Hope jumped in, pointing at Angelica and then herself. “We didn’t have enough time for that with this first one, but we need to make sure that we have it for the next week.”
“The one we start tomorrow, you mean?” Angelica raised an eyebrow in Hope’s direction.
“Yes.”
“Fine.” Angelica put the electronic pencil to her iPad and wrote down the note. It wasn’t that she was opposed to Hope’s idea, or even disagreed with it, but it was the fact that she was now going to have to somehow schedule that time into her already busy calendar when they were traveling tomorrow to New Orleans for their next shoot.
“Why do you sound like you’d rather get a mammogram than spend more time with me?” Hope fired back.
Angelica felt like Hope had physically struck her. She set the pen down gently onto the table, slowly raising her gaze to meet Hope’s. What the hell was going on? What was the problem? Hope didn’t usually push like that, at least not without being pushed first. Angelica swallowed, trying to figure out what exactly to say in response.
“That! That right there!” Kyle leaned forward like an excited kid chasing down an ice cream truck on a lazy Sunday afternoon. “We need more of that.”
“More of what?” Angelica and Hope asked at the same time, their attention now turning toward Kyle.
He grinned like an idiot. “That type of argument.”
“Argument?” Angelica questioned.
“Yes!” He clapped his hands together like he’d just figured out the missing piece to the puzzle. “I couldn’t put my finger on it until now, but that’s what we need. The other day, Hope, you came in here and you laid it on Ange—someone who’s always in charge and always in control—and you ruffled her feathers.”
Angelica bristled at that. He wasn’t wrong, but it wasn’t exactly like she wanted to hear him call that out either.
“Remember?” Kyle asked.
Hope shook her head slowly. “I’m not entirely sure what you’re talking about.”
“With the game.” Kyle’s eyes widened with excitement. “You wanted to play a game of figuring out whose food was better. Angelica refused to play. And then you came up here to confront her about it. That. That right there is what we need more of.”
“You need us to argue more,” Angelica said, only a slight amount of disgust entering her tone.
“In essence. It doesn’t have to be a real argument, just something to play up for the cameras.”
Angelica’s lips parted in surprise, and she still wasn’t sure what to say. “Why?”
“Because viewers love the tension and the drama, and they need as much of it as they can tolerate. And quite frankly, you two are the only ones who are going to be here consistently throughout this show, so the drama needs to be between you.”
“I don’t know how I feel about that,” Hope said, her voice ringing through the room.
Angelica knew exactly how she felt about it, and that was a hard no. She had enough difficult conversations to deal with in her life, the last thing she wanted to do was attempt to manufacture more arguments for the sake of entertainment.
“Look, when we put together the episode in editing, I guarantee you that that part is going to make it in.”
“No,” Angelica said.
“Yes,” Kyle answered, giddy again. “It’s perfect. People will love it. They’ll latch on to the fact that you two struggle to get along just as much as any managers trying to work together in a beast of an environment like this one.”
Angelica clenched her fist before releasing it quickly. She couldn’t show him just how much this was affecting her or the fact that she really, really didn’t want him to do this.
“Rex,” Hope said.
Angelica jerked her head up sharply. Had Rex really actually not said anything yet? That was odd. But was Hope also trying to play on her relationship with him to try and get out of this? She couldn’t believe that Hope would do that either, but she heard all that in that one word.
“He’s not wrong, Hope,” Rex finally said, his voice a lot calmer and quieter than normal. Angelica didn’t miss that. He talked to Hope differently than he talked to anyone else. “This is a reality show, and we need the drama to keep it going. This isn’t a cooking show like you’re thinking. We’ve entered into a different world.”
Angelica bit back another sigh. So much for finding some help from him.
“If it’s manufactured, planned drama, then it shouldn’t matter in the long run anyway,” Josef added, his eyes locked on Angelica’s. “And it means that you can keep it clean.”
That last comment was meant for her. He knew exactly what he was saying and what he was scolding her for.
“If we can keep the drama for the cameras without creating actual drama on this side of the cameras, then I’m fine with the idea. But if it can’t be kept separate, that’s when we’re going to run into problems,” Josef added.
Angelica tightened again. She hadn’t planned on coming in here and having to run the meeting, and she hadn’t planned on coming in here and being scolded for her behavior either. She picked up the pen again and tightened her grip on it. She wasn’t even going to dignify Josef with a response.
“Not everyone gets along in the workplace, that’s normal.” Hope jumped in, her voice soft and almost caring.
Angelica met her eyes before moving them away quickly. What exactly had been in them? Whatever it was, discomfort stole through Angelica, and she wanted nothing to do with it. She stayed quiet for the rest of the meeting, which didn’t run smoothly. She took several notes, though she wasn’t sure she’d go back to them ever.
By the time they were finished, Angelica was ready to escape and be done with all of them. Kyle was the first to leave, wanting to check on how packing up the equipment was going. Josef followed him out, clapping a hand on his shoulder as he said, “Job well done.”
Hope and Rex stared at each other, a silent conversation going on between them. Angelica really didn’t want to end up in the middle of that. She pushed up from the table, keeping her gaze down instead of up, snagged her iPad, and started to leave the room.
“Angelica.” Hope’s voice reached her ears.
Freezing, Angelica met Hope’s gaze. “What?”
“Got a minute?”
Why did people always ask that? Instead of just saying what they wanted to say, they always had to add in a precursor to get the conversation going.
“Yeah.” Angelica’s shoulders were rock solid again. She just wanted to escape back to her room, finish packing up her things, and prepare to fly out tomorrow.
“Alone,” Hope added. But this time she wasn’t looking at Angelica, she was staring directly at Rex. He threw his hands up into the air and shook his head as he walked out.
Was he actually offended by that?
What had Angelica missed in that exchange?
When the door was shut, Hope stepped around the table, sitting on the edge of it as she faced Angelica, arms folded together and a look of…something…on her face. Angelica was about to ask what was going on to get the conversation moving, but something in her said to give Hope the time to figure it out herself.
Stepping closer and sliding the iPad onto the table, Angelica stood right next to Hope, far closer than she typically would with anyone else, and that fact wasn’t lost on her.
“I don’t like this,” Hope said, her voice gentle and soft.
“Like what?” Angelica asked, breathing deeply and keeping all of her own opinions to herself.
“The drama. The flair. The let’s make it messy to keep people’s attention.” Hope threw her hands up in the air before settling them down on the tops of her thighs.
Angelica’s gaze was glued to the way Hope’s fingers moved, to the short nails that were perfectly cleaned, and the rounded fingertips. She’d never quite noticed Hope’s hands before, the way the fingers were strong and short. Someone might call them stubby, but they looked perfect for a chef whose fingers and hands were her entire livelihood.
“What do you think?” Hope asked.
Coming back to herself, Angelica shook her head, her hair falling gently over her shoulder. “I think this is a reality show, and we both knew what we were getting into when we signed the contract.”
Hope frowned. “Is that all this is to you? A job?”
“What else would it be?” Angelica asked, her voice cracking on the question. It wasn’t just a job. If that’s all this was, then she never would have done it. This was a massive risk, and she wasn’t going to get a whole lot of return on her investment if it wasn’t successful. This wasn’t just taking on a new hotel and adding it to her repertoire. This was putting her entire career and reputation on the line, and it was costly—not just financially but emotionally.
She hadn’t been prepared for the second part of that.
“You’re not impermeable, you know.” Hope set her palm onto the table and leaned in closer to Angelica, looking at her directly. “You can’t stay secluded in an office and not get involved in the lives of those you’re working with, in the lives of those we’re meeting along the way, in my life…”
Those last three words were whispered.
Was that what this was all about?
Angelica pursed her lips, mulling over that statement. This wasn’t about others and Angelica. It was about Hope and Angelica and just what the two of them were going to do and how they were going to handle the situations they were being thrown into.
“I don’t want a repeat of what happened,” Hope said, stronger this time. “That didn’t feel good.”
No, it hadn’t. Angelica agreed on that. She’d hated that day, and she’d hated the fact that the cameras had already been rolling and present when Hope had barged in there to berate her.
“But if we plan it, then it won’t feel the same, will it?”
“No,” Angelica finally spoke, but she wasn’t entirely sure that she believed her answer either. “No, it won’t, because we’ll know it’s coming.”
“Yeah.” Hope frowned, and Angelica immediately regretted the entire conversation. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen this woman frown. “Maybe I can believe that too—eventually.”
“Hope,” Angelica said on a sigh, her eyes closing as her tone softened. “If we don’t agree to it, they’re just going to throw us into situations to try and provoke it. It’s better for us to be on board now so we can have some control instead of ignoring it and having no say whatsoever.”
Shaking her head, Hope stood up. “You really think they’ll do that?”
“I know they will.” Angelica stayed exactly where she was, Hope standing only inches from her. Except now she had to look up to meet Hope’s gaze instead of down. They were finally on some sort of equal footing. “I’ve seen them do it before.”
“All right.” Hope nodded slowly. She held out her hand, waiting for Angelica to take it.
Angelica slowly relaxed, sliding her fingers against Hope’s very much like that first time they met. The warmth of Hope’s skin against hers was stark and comforting all at the same time. Hope tightened her grasp, holding onto Angelica firmly.
“Then to more arguments and future episodes.”
“And a second season,” Angelica added.
“And a second season,” Hope repeated, her lips finally curling back up into that stunning smile that belonged only to her. “But let’s just start with episode two.”
Angelica laughed, her voice ringing through the air with a lightness she hadn’t experienced in years as she tightened her grasp on Hope’s hand in response and shook firmly. “Deal.”
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Chapter         

Eleven
“Where are we setting up shop?” Hope turned to Angelica and froze.
The cellphone was pressed to Angelica’s ear, and she was barely paying attention to Hope. Hope frowned and started toward the front desk to check in. Angelica’s voice was quiet enough that without focusing, Hope wouldn’t be able to hear what she was saying. But she’d been sitting in silence the entire flight and drive from the airport, and she just wanted to actually talk to Angelica instead of being the baggage that she didn’t want.
They still needed to discuss how they were going to recreate the tension between them without actually pissing each other off.
Checking into their rooms, Hope got directions to the conference room that was supposed to be theirs for the next two weeks, and she caught Angelica’s attention with a nod of her head. Angelica started toward her, that damn phone still pressed to her ear.
The wheels from Angelica’s carry-on clicked over the old brick flooring as they walked. It was so loud to Hope’s senses, but she wasn’t going to say anything about it. It wasn’t anything Angelica was doing. In fact, this was all about her and her body and where she was mentally.
She needed more communication, and Angelica wasn’t giving it to her.
But if she thought about it, that wasn’t one of Angelica’s strengths.
Hope held open the door to the conference room and sighed. It was blissfully quiet inside. There was no one there but the two of them. Josef would arrive tomorrow, along with Rex and Eva and Kyle so they could start their prep work. The cameras and crew would arrive in the next week and start setting up and taking the preliminary footage.
Meanwhile, she and Angelica were supposed to come up with a tension game plan and a fix-it game plan. But Angelica had to get off the damn phone first. Hope pushed her rollaboard bag against the wall and stretched her shoulders, rolling her neck from side to side and putting her hands on her hips. Angelica immediately sat down and pulled out her laptop to type quickly on it.
Food.
That was the one thing that Hope could do for the both of them.
It didn’t take her long to find the restaurant and put in an order of food. She waited down there, the noises of the kitchen in the background like a siren’s call to her. But she couldn’t go in there just yet. She had all day tomorrow to explore what the problems were at Chateau Orleans. Tonight it was about making some kind of plan with Angelica, wasn’t it? They had discussed that, right? Or was that something that Hope had just made up and decided was going to happen?
She couldn’t even remember at this point.
At least they’d get to try out the restaurant this time around.
With the food in hand, Hope traversed back toward the conference room. She used her butt to push open the door and balanced the plates in her hands. Angelica sat at the table, the laptop still in front of her, and she stared at it curiously. She flicked her gaze toward Hope and then back down toward the screen, completely ignoring the fact that Hope was back.
Ice Fairy it was today.
Hope hated that. But Angelica hadn’t lied when she said that she didn’t bring out the warm and fuzzy feelings very often. Hope waited a good five minutes, listening to Angelica clearly interviewing someone along with two other people. The idea of doing a group interview like that set Hope’s nerves on fire. She wasn’t good at those types of things. Never had been and probably never would be. She could charm people, yes. But when it came to talking about her skills and solving problems, she was less adept at navigating those answers.
She pulled the cloche off her plate and stared at it. It didn’t look right. It didn’t smell right either. Hope used her fork and pushed the food around and then prodded one of the baked tomatoes with her fingers. It was whole, but as soon as she touched it, the thing disintegrated in front of her. That definitely shouldn’t have happened.
Well, it was now or never, wasn’t it?
She took her fork and knife, slicing into another tomato. Then she attempted to scoop it onto her fork before putting it in her mouth. The cringe was unavoidable. The texture was the oddest damn thing she’d ever experienced—somehow grainy and mushy all at the same time. She swallowed immediately if only to get the food out of her mouth and away from her.
Angelica couldn’t eat this.
Hope cut into the chicken, already noticing how dry the meat was. She had no doubt that it’d also be equally unseasoned and disgusting. But she tried it anyway. She stared at Angelica’s still covered plate, debating trying everything on that as well. She had no doubt as to what the major part of their conversation was going to be in the next couple of weeks.
The fucking kitchen.
Angelica slowly closed the computer lid, catching Hope’s attention with a long and direct stare. Hope’s stomach twisted. Angelica’s eyes were so dark in this light, the room giving off old Victorian vibes more than a clean brand-new hotel. Then again, that fit with the area of New Orleans that they were in.
“I brought you dinner, but I’m not sure you’re going to want to eat it.”
“That bad?” Angelica asked.
Hope hummed but didn’t say anything else.
“Oh that is bad.” Angelica’s lips twitched slightly, and she stood up, sliding into the chair next to Hope. “Or is it just that you’re used to fancy food.”
“Fancy food?” Hope raised her eyebrows in Angelica’s direction.
Angelica shrugged slightly, pulling the lid off her plate and staring at it. Her cheeks turned a slight shade of gray, but she did pick up her fork. She moved some of the food around. “I think I’ll let you test it out for me.”
Hope chuckled, stabbing her fork into one of the potatoes. “It’s really hard to mess these up.”
“If you say so,” Angelica murmured, setting the fork next to the plate. “I don’t eat potatoes very often.”
“What? Why not?” Hope chewed slowly. The potato was raw in the middle, and the rosemary they’d sprinkled on it hadn’t cooked at all, so it was like eating a pine needle. In fact, it dug into the roof of her mouth, causing her to flinch in surprise.
“They don’t make me feel very good.” Angelica crossed her arms and finally looked around the room. “So the food is less than desirable.”
“We can go somewhere else to eat,” Hope said, pushing the plate toward the center of the table. “I have the keys to your room and mine.”
“Thanks.” Angelica breathed out slowly, almost relaxing if Hope dared to pick a name for what that look was. Though she wasn’t entirely sure. Angelica’s phone buzzed, and she reached for it, checking the message.
“Do you ever stop working?” Hope asked.
Angelica chuckled once. “No.”
“Why on earth not?” Hope snagged the phone and put it onto the table, giving Angelica a direct stare.
Angelica looked like she was about to object, but she stopped herself. The surprise was in her eyes, and that didn’t vanish. Instead, she seemed intrigued by the challenge that Hope had just issued, even if she hadn’t intended it as one.
“Do you actually stop working?” Angelica asked. “When you go out to eat, can you just eat or are you always judging the food that’s on your plate?”
“Hmm, touché.” Hope grinned broadly. She leaned forward, her elbows on her knees as she raised her gaze to issue another challenge to Angelica. She wasn’t going to back down on this one. “But maybe that’s why I order the pizza from the chain store. I know exactly what I’m getting and what to expect when it arrives.”
“Why didn’t you do that tonight?” Angelica whispered, canting her head to the side with a definite barely-there smile on her lips.
“This was easier. Or at least I thought it would be.” Hope tossed a dirty look toward the plates still full of food. “Come on.”
“What?” Angelica’s feet planted on the floor, that surprise back in her eyes.
“We need to eat.” Hope stood up and walked toward the door. “Unless you have another interview scheduled…?”
“No, I don’t. This was a last-minute addition.”
“Then you’ll have to tell me all about it. Come on.” Pleasure swam through Hope as she held the door open for Angelica to follow. “Food first. Work second.”
“Somehow I don’t think that generally works in your favor.”
Laughing, Hope watched as Angelica snagged her purse and walked out of the door. She dropped her gaze down Angelica’s back, the curls in her hair much softer today, less styled, more natural. Then she looked lower, following the curve of Angelica’s back to her rounded ass and hips. Her cheeks burned. Just what would Angelica say if she knew that Hope was looking at her like this?
They walked out of the hotel together. The humidity hit Hope first, then the heat. She wasn’t used to the humidity at all, and there was an instant streak of sweat down her back. How Angelica managed to wear her blazer in this weather was beyond Hope’s comprehension, but she didn’t comment on it. Instead, she walked right next to Angelica as they started down the street and toward the small restaurants they’d passed on the way in. Not that Angelica had noticed them since she’d been on the phone.
“Who were you interviewing?” Hope finally asked, trying to get the conversation going.
Angelica sighed heavily. “Remember how I said one of my best managers resigned? I’m interviewing a potential replacement for her.”
“Why’d she resign again?” Hope asked, her eye catching on one of the restaurants she’d noticed before. She’d done her research on the area, making sure to be more prepared for this hotel fix than the last one. This one served classic French food, which was something she hadn’t had in ages, and she desperately wanted to try it. “Do you care where we eat?”
“No,” Angelica answered.
“Good.” Hope immediately stopped in front of the door and started inside. It didn’t take long for them to be seated at a small table near the front windows. There was a tapered candle already lit in the center, wine glasses and water glasses set up. Hope settled in, ready for an excellent meal. Angelica, on the other hand, didn’t look very pleased that they were there.
“Why did your manager resign?” Hope asked again, trying to get back onto topic.
Angelica’s face pinched adorably. “I thought we’d moved on from that conversation.”
“I’m coming back around to it.” Hope nodded toward the waiter as she ordered a bottle of wine for the both of them. Call it her bossy side, but she knew what she wanted and when she wanted it, and she wasn’t going to let Angelica pick the wine. Not now and probably not ever. “You should quit avoiding and answer me. I can be very persistent.”
“So I’ve noticed.” Angelica sighed heavily, pushing her hair behind her ear as she settled in. “We had a difference in opinion.”
“That’s ominous and not very specific.”
“It doesn’t matter. She’s leaving on good terms for now, and I’d like to keep it that way.” Angelica’s jaw tightened, and her lips thinned into a line. “Do you really want to talk about work?”
“We can talk about other things.” Hope took the glass of wine the waiter had given her. She swirled it, sniffed it, and finally raised it to her lips to taste. She hummed and nodded at him. Now this was the type of service that she expected at an upscale restaurant. Not whatever she’d gotten at the hotel. Another point of comparison that she’d have to work on in the next two weeks that they were there. “Do you have a husband? Boyfriend? Kids?”
“That’s a personal question.” Angelica’s defenses went up instantly, so strongly that anyone within a mile radius would have seen it happen.
“You never talk about your personal life.” Hope sipped her wine, watching as Angelica spun the glass in her fingers.
“Why would I?”
That’s right. Angelica didn’t want friendships at all. But Hope wanted to dig deeper. Maybe she wouldn’t get so frustrated if she knew and understood who this woman was underneath all of the work.
“Was it something you ever wanted?” Hope asked, jumping to the conclusion that Angelica wasn’t so blissfully single.
“What?”
“A husband and kids.” Hope drank her wine, waiting in the silence for Angelica to answer.
Angelica hummed, her lips thinning before she nodded. “Yes.”
“And you don’t have that.”
“No.” She took a deep breath, and her shoulders dropped. “I’ve had relationships in the past. Recently there was someone who I thought I could have a future with. But I was wrong.”
“And?” Hope asked.
“And I had to make a choice.”
“Work or family.”
“Yes.” Angelica dropped her gaze to the table and then to the glass of wine. She lifted it up, sipping it as she seemed to rebuild the walls that she’d let drop so easily. Hope hadn’t even noticed how quickly she’d done that. “I chose to focus on my career, and that was my choice to make.”
“It was,” Hope murmured. She’d never fault anyone for that choice. She probably would have made the same one if she hadn’t found someone who had been so willing to let her do whatever she wanted with her career, someone who was as supportive as Rex was. She couldn’t imagine being with anyone who didn’t understand how passionate she was about food and cooking. “Do you ever regret it?”
“No.” Angelica finished her wine and set it down. “No, I don’t regret it.”
“I admire that,” Hope said with a smile, and she wasn’t lying. Finding someone who knew what they wanted so adamantly was rare. No one would have ever said that Angelica was wishy-washy on anything. “So you’ve been building your empire.”
Angelica chuckled. “You could say that.”
“How many hotels do you own now?”
“None.” Angelica looked so pleased with the shock on Hope’s face. “I own none.”
“Just manage?”
Angelica nodded. “I’m not ready to own just yet.”
“Really? I imagine you would keep any hotel you owned in tip-top shape.”
“Probably, but I travel too much for that.”
“Would that really make a difference or is it just an excuse?” Hope leaned closer, once again trying to figure out exactly why she seemed to push Angelica to think about things differently. “Are you scared of the responsibility?”
“Maybe.” Angelica nodded when the waiter came back to refill her glass of wine. “Or maybe I just haven’t found the right place to purchase yet.”
“What are you looking for in a hotel then? One that you would own, one that you would pour your life and soul into.” Hope played with the napkin on the table, her eyes glued to Angelica. This was the most information she’d ever managed to get out of her, and she wasn’t about to stop now.
Angelica blushed slightly. “I don’t care where it is, but I do want it to be unique, a place that needs me just as much as I need it.”
“And how will you know that’s it?” Hope leaned forward, entranced with the dream Angelica was weaving. She needed the answer to this question. For some odd reason, all her hopes about that night were pinned on just how honest Angelica was going to be.
“I don’t know,” Angelica whispered. “I just hope I’ll know it when I see it.”
“I never pegged you as someone who believed in fate.”
Angelica laughed brightly. “I don’t.”
“Could have fooled me.”
“Are you ready to order?” the waiter asked.
Angelica nodded in Hope’s direction. “After you.”
That smile hadn’t left Angelica’s lips yet, and Hope was determined to keep it there all night. If they could find this balance, then maybe—just maybe—they could figure out how to work together until the rest of filming was over.



Chapter         

Twelve
“You know what I’m going to say, right?” Angelica sat down heavily at the conference table that was going to become her new home. Hope was already there.
“That you’re secretly a wood fairy who wants to dance naked in the forest and live under a mushroom?” Hope’s eyes were alight with the joke.
Angelica paused, the comment catching her completely off guard. She shook her head, laughing lightly. “No.”
“Ah, my bad. What were you going to say?”
“The kitchens are⁠—”
“An absolute shitshow,” Hope finished for her.
“Yeah.” Angelica sighed heavily. She’d been one part worried about bringing that up to Hope and one part frustrated that her workload was actually going to be light for this episode. She wanted to dive deep into a new project, have that thrill of something hard to do that kept her going most days. Instead, she’d be taking the back seat. But, it would give her time to do some proper interviews in the in-between moments that she’d surely get this time around.
“I haven’t eaten anything there in the last two days that’s actually edible. Even Rex didn’t finish his plate, and he has a stomach of steel.”
Angelica hummed, agreeing. She’d taken to ordering food from elsewhere because she couldn’t stomach even the idea of what was being cooked in that kitchen. “What are they doing to it?”
“I don’t know.” Hope sighed. “I need to do a full walk-through, and I want to do it when they’re not around.”
“Might make a good scene for the episode. We can mention it to Kyle when we have our meeting this afternoon.”
Hope nodded her agreement. They fell into a moment of silence, Angelica searching for the next thing they needed to discuss, but she was so distracted with the way that Hope was playing her fingers on the table, one after the other as she tapped them in quick succession.
“What about the tension?”
“What?” Angelica jerked her chin up, eyes locking on Hope’s rounded face. She’d been so distracted since dinner last night. It was the first time she’d let her phone ring and ding with notifications and she’d just flat out ignored it. But it had felt good to set that aside and just spend time with someone. She hadn’t done that since she’d been with Leanne, and even then, it had been difficult to make time and space for it. Leanne had always complained about that.
“The tension,” Hope repeated, like that was going to explain exactly what the hell she was talking about.
Angelica shook her head.
“Between you and me?” Hope’s brow furrowed. “Remember talking to Josef and Kyle about it?”
“Right.” Angelica frowned. They’d seemed to find a fairly even way to converse, so adding in that kind of tension on top of their camaraderie was going to ruin it. But that was the risk that they were going to take.
“We were going to plan some in.”
“We were,” Angelica agreed. “Just based on what you know of the kitchen, what are you going to do to fix it?”
“Fire everyone.” Hope said that like she had no emotional investment in it at all. It was so vastly different from the conversation about Antonio in Dallas.
Angelica wanted to pry into that a little. “You’ll fire people here, but not Antonio?”
“Antonio needed proper training and a good environment to learn in. He’s not without skills. Chateau Orleans needs a complete overhaul, and that won’t happen so long as a single person remains here.”
“Ah.” Angelica crossed her arms, eyeing Hope up and down carefully. Her brain spun with ideas, but only one kept coming back up, one that Hope probably wasn’t going to like.
“What are you thinking?” Hope asked.
“What makes you think I’m thinking something?”
“First, I don’t think your brain ever stops.” Hope laughed a little. “Second, you have this look, something devious, something a little gross, and something that seems nearly perfect. So what is it? Share it with the class, why don’t you?”
“Fine.” Angelica rested her palms on the arms of the chair. “But you’re not going to like it.”
“You don’t know that until you tell me what it is.”
“Play into our roles.”
“Our roles…” Hope repeated, clearly not understanding the direction that Angelica was trying to lead them.
Angelica hummed with a nod. “Yes, me the Ice Fairy who’s more bitch than nice and you the sunshine that’s the total opposite of me.”
“I’m not sure I’d say we’re totally the opposite of each other, but I think I understand where you’re headed with this.”
“Not opposite?” Angelica paused her direction for a moment. She wanted to know more about what Hope meant.
“We’re both control freaks, Ange. I’m just happier about it than you are.” Hope bit her lower lip, eyeing Angelica fully.
Angelica wanted to push back on that, but she didn’t. Hope wasn’t wrong, at least not about her quick judgment about Angelica being a control freak. She wouldn’t have worked her way up into management so quickly and so well if she wasn’t. Not dignifying that answer with another response, Angelica continued with the conversation from before. “I suggest that you and I argue over the firing of the staff. Ultimately, we know that they need to be terminated from their positions, but perhaps you fight back on it more than you would normally.”
“Won’t that paint me in a weak light?” Hope asked.
“A compassionate one.”
“And you the evil witch who hates everyone?” One of Hope’s eyebrows rose up, her gaze locked on Angelica’s. “That doesn’t seem very fair.”
“No one ever said show business was fair.” Angelica’s stomach tightened, her chest constricting. Why did it look like Hope wanted to lean in? Why were they sitting so close together? Angelica hadn’t even noticed how they’d slid closer together throughout the conversation, coming to sit nearly side by side. Close enough to touch, surely.
“I don’t suppose they did,” Hope responded, agreeing with Angelica. “But what do I get out of this?”
“Tension,” Angelica answered. “Exactly what you asked for.”
That’s all this was, right? Or was Angelica going to enjoy playing the argument too much and cause an actual fight to happen between them? That was her main concern with this entire idea to begin with, and why she’d wanted to forget that she’d ever actually agreed to it. But she was good at playing the part that people expected her to. She’d used that skill to her advantage many times over the years.
“I’m not entirely sure that’s true.” Hope leaned in even closer, her voice lowering. If anyone else were in the room with them, they’d have a hard time hearing her. “What do you get out of it?”
“I keep my reputation.”
“As the Ice Fairy?” Hope asked.
“Yes,” Angelica answered, her voice nothing but a whisper. Why did this feel like a whole new level of flirting? One that she couldn’t fully see the lines of because they were blurring with reality so rapidly. Josef had told her that she needed to have clear boundaries this time, unlike with Leanne. And she was trying her damnedest, but sometimes, boundaries needed to be blurred to get the job done.
And hadn’t he asked her to do just that?
“I don’t think you’re as icy as you like to play at.” Hope’s voice was rough, gravelly. “I think you like people to think that you’re cold, untouchable, that you’re the ultimate nut to crack.”
Angelica pressed her lips together tightly. How was it possible for Hope to read her so easily? No one else could. Not within such a short period of time of knowing each other. What walls hadn’t Angelica put up this time? What was she missing to keep Hope out of her head and her heart?
“I think you care more deeply than you want to admit to yourself,” Hope added, reaching out for Angelica’s hand.
Angelica jerked back, moving her hand out of Hope’s reach. That would be very bad. Her heart pounded, slamming against her chest and making it so hard to breathe properly. What the hell game were they playing at this time?
“Take the idea or leave it, Hope.”
“I’ll take it.” Hope grinned brightly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to see my daughter before she’s stuck in tutoring all afternoon.” Hope pushed herself to stand, her thigh brushing against Angelica’s knee as she moved.
Angelica shivered and closed her eyes, the ghost of Hope still on her skin even though it barely even qualified as a touch. She had to get out of her head. Immediately. This was exactly what Josef had warned her about, and the last thing she needed was another relationship anyway.
Sitting in the silence of the room longer than normal, Angelica collected herself. Josef should be there by now, though she’d heard that his flight had been delayed. Kyle had already arrived and was checking out the different locations to get a feel for the place. That left her squarely doing nothing, and thinking about no one other than Hope.
Hope, who was having a quick visit with her family. That conversation had stung last night, and she’d hated that Hope had managed to pick up on it. Angelica hated talking about her personal life. She was an intensely private person, but she also never had very much to share. She wasn’t partnered, and she didn’t have kids, which meant all she had was work.
She hadn’t lied when she’d said it was a decision she’d wanted to make. But that didn’t also mean that she didn’t live with the regret of what-ifs either.
Frowning, Angelica opened her laptop to attempt to get some work done for the other hotels she managed. Maybe she should look into ownership sooner rather than later. It’d be another layer to add to her repertoire, but an important one. Angelica stared at the screen and flicked to her email. Pursing her lips, she tried to answer a couple, but it was a struggle to get the words out and to focus on what was being asked.
Sighing heavily, she closed it. This wasn’t going to do. Not for right now.
Not when she was so distracted.
Especially when she shouldn’t be.
Sighing heavily, Angelica leaned back in her chair and just stared at the door. Would Hope be the first one to come back in? Or would she be the last one? God, this was ridiculous. She needed to move. Angelica winced and stood up. She walked swiftly out of the room and toward the elevator, heading straight for her assigned room for the week. In an instant, she’d stripped down and slid into her running clothes.
One last run before the dramatics of a new episode started would be perfect and exactly what she needed, right?
Sliding her cell phone into her pocket, Angelica made her way outside into the heat of the late spring. She rolled her shoulders and started walking to stretch her muscles. Just the idea of running felt delicious. She really should do this more often. She started with a slow pace, building herself up to a good run.
As the hot air entered her lungs, Angelica thought good thoughts. As the hot air left her body, she expelled all the bad things.
In—Hope, dreams, strength, energy.
Out—Leanne, pain, loneliness, broken dreams.
Her muscles burned as she continued to run, her feet pounding into the pavement. She pushed aside as many of the work thoughts as she could. This wasn’t the place for them. She continued to run, checking her watch to make sure she would be able to turn around and shower before she had to step into the meeting with everyone that afternoon.
Her watch buzzed sharply, pulling her from her thoughts.
Leanne.
With a steadying breath, Angelica slowed her steps until she stopped. She pulled out her phone, reading the text message.
 

Leanne: I wanted to thank you for the opportunity to work with you and learn. 

Angelica held her breath. There was more. There had to be more than just that. Her thumb hovered over the keyboard, as she debated whether or not to type something back, or to ask if this was actually a text of gratitude or if Leanne was just trying to rub it in her face.
 

Leanne: Please don’t ever talk to me again. 

Cold washed through her. Tears welled in her eyes. She clenched her jaw tight and barely managed to keep her breath steady. She hadn’t expected that—the pain to rush through her so quickly, consuming everything she’d been trying to bring into her life in the last few miles of her run. She should have known better.
Leanne wasn’t leaving because she’d found another job. She’d found another job because she couldn’t stand to work for the woman who had her heart broken by the fact that Leanne wouldn’t resign to be with her. Normally Angelica was the one who would have chosen work over relationship, but this time it was the opposite. She’d been willing to sacrifice for Leanne. But Leanne had told her no.
Flat out.
No wavering.
Locking her phone and pocketing it, Angelica started the long walk back to Chateau Orleans. She let the tears slide down her cheeks, the sobs rack through her until her ribs hurt. But she knew that as soon as she walked back inside the doors to that hotel, she’d be the perfect hotel manager and no one would be able to tell what had happened.
That’s the way it needed to be.
Brushing the salty demons from her cheeks, Angelica picked up her pace so she wouldn’t be late. When she reached the hotel, she stepped into the air-conditioned building and bolstered herself, putting her managerial mask firmly in place. She rode the elevator up to her floor and stopped as soon as the doors opened.
Hope stood on the other side of them, Eva’s hand in hers. Angelica’s lips parted in surprise. She thought she’d have twenty more minutes before she had to see anyone. She dropped her chin and moved to step aside, but Hope’s hand darted out and touched her arm lightly.
“What’s wrong?” Hope asked.
“N-nothing.” Angelica bit the inside of her cheek, raising her gaze to meet Hope’s. Could she see the red lining her eyes? Could she see the swollenness of her face? Or was it just an overwhelming sadness that Hope could magically detect?
Hope dropped her voice to just above a whisper, her fingers clinging onto Angelica’s arm. “Seriously, what’s wrong?”
“I’ll be there in a few minutes. I just need to get cleaned up.” Angelica blinked at her and then flicked her gaze down to Eva. “I’ll see you soon.”
Shuddering, Angelica pried herself away from Hope.
What the hell power did Hope have over her?
And how did Angelica break that hold?



Chapter         

Thirteen
Hope froze.
She turned around, looking at Bowen, her eyes wide with shock. Had he really just said what she thought he said?
“Come again?” she asked, seeking more information and using a tactic that had worked with Eva many times over the years.
Bowen looked at her nervously. He should. The kid was just a kid, not old enough or anywhere near experienced enough to be in charge of a kitchen. He had no formal training and yet was supposed to be cooking classically French food every day. The poor kid had no idea what he’d just said, did he?
“Uh… the uh… owners…”
God, he was stumbling over every word, and Hope just needed him to spit it out again.
“They uh… they want us to cook like this.”
Hope let that shockwave roll right through her, expecting it this time. The kitchen was a disaster, she’d seen that the moment she’d stepped into the restaurant, but now that they’d started filming, and she’d finally had a chance to talk to the staff, she realized this wasn’t entirely their fault.
They were set up for failure.
Massive, all-encompassing, disastrous failure.
And she wasn’t going to fire a single one of them.
Hope jerked with a start, the door to the kitchen slamming loudly. She spun toward it, finding Angelica stalking toward her, anger written all over her face, her shoulders tight, and her jaw clenched. Shit, was this when they were supposed to argue about firing everyone?
Well, at least it’d be a real argument this time.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Angelica started out, her voice echoing.
“I’m running the kitchen.” Hope pressed her fists to her hips and glared back at Angelica. She wanted to find Rex in the sea of crew members, see if she was doing this right, if she was finding the balance that they wanted her to find, but she held her ground and kept her gaze locked on Angelica’s forcibly angry face. “Which is my area of expertise, not yours.”
“We agreed that we were wiping the slate clean, starting fresh.” Angelica pressed her palm onto the stainless steel countertop, leaning over it slightly as if to get into Hope’s face even more than before. “You haven’t done that yet.”
“I haven’t.” Hope clenched her jaw, mimicking Angelica’s pose. Two could play this game, and that was exactly what they had signed up for. “And I’m not going to.”
She made sure to lock her gaze on Angelica’s. Would Angelica be able to tell that Hope actually meant what she was saying?
“The restaurant’s the problem. It needs a complete overhaul to be functional. They—” Angelica pointed wildly to the few staff that had managed to stick through everything so far “—don’t have the skills to do this.”
“No, they don’t!” Hope dropped her shoulder slightly. Maybe Angelica did finally understand what she was saying. “And they haven’t ever been given them.”
“You think you’re going to train them up in a week?” Angelica snorted. “Don’t overestimate your abilities.”
That was a dirty dig if Hope had ever heard one. They hadn’t talked about how hard-hitting the insults would be, but Hope hadn’t been expecting that one. She probably should have. Angelica was ruthless. And there was some truth to that. One week wasn’t going to replace years of training and education.
“Don’t ever underestimate me.” Hope dropped her voice low, to a dangerous tone, one that should be setting off warning bells.
But it didn’t seem to be. Angelica leaned in even more, only inches from where Hope was standing. If Hope focused, she could feel Angelica’s breath against her cheeks, her face. Her stomach tightened, her entire body in tune with what was going to happen next. She lowered her gaze to Angelica’s lips, slightly parted, the full lower one and the upper one that was curved like a bow but so thin right in the middle, like it almost wasn’t even there. But Angelica’s lipstick hid it well, the makeup artists truly artists.
“Fire them,” Angelica repeated.
“No,” Hope answered, her heart picking up speed. “I won’t throw them to the wolves out there when we should be dealing with the wolves in here.”
“Wolves?” Angelica shook her head, her golden curls bouncing against her shoulders in her confusion.
“John and Nova.” Hope pointed her finger into the countertop. “They’re the problem. Not my staff in here.”
Angelica snorted and shook her head. “Your staff can’t cook.”
“They’ve been thrust into positions they weren’t ready for,” Hope agreed, wondering briefly why Angelica’s lips pushed together at that comment, but she barreled forward. “But they’re being forced to cook with prepackaged food, old frozen meals, and with so little staff that no one could possibly succeed. The issues in here are bigger than just in here. And you need to get your head out of your ass and realize that.”
Satisfaction rolled through her at that comment. It was a good comeback for the bomb that Angelica had lobbed at her earlier.
“Customers can hear you.” John stepped inside, a worried look on his face.
Customers? Hope pinched her face. There was no one out in the dining room waiting on food. It was barely ten in the morning, and they didn’t open for lunch for another hour.
“What?” Hope snapped.
“You’re driving away what little people we have here.” John pointed toward the door, his face bland. He was flat out lying. The bigger question was who had told him to do that? And was it just to keep the argument between her and Angelica going? Or was it to add in even more drama for the show? Hope was beginning to hate that line.
Angelica turned, straightening her back into a rigid line and squaring her shoulders. She wasn’t focused on Hope anymore, and the intensity of that moment seemed to pull more energy from Hope than she was willing to let go just yet.
“We aren’t doing anything,”
Angelica fired at him, crossing her arms. “You’re the one who’s run this hotel into the ground, you’ve ruined the reputation of this kitchen, and I’m not sure that even Hope or I can put it back together again. This isn’t our fault.”
Hope at least agreed with her there, but the whiplash of going from toe-to-toe in an argument that was supposed to be scripted to this was something else entirely. Angelica went from picking on Hope to defending her in one second flat, and Hope reeled from it.
“You’re here to fix this mess, not create more of it,” John barked the words out loudly.
“Fix it?” Hope screeched.
Angelica put her hand out, stopping anything else that Hope was about to say. “We’re here by request of you to help you help yourself. We’re not going to run this place. We’re not going to swoop in and pour a ton of money into it without also knowing that you’re going to learn something and keep the changes we’re making after we leave. This isn’t a quick fix solution. This is a problem that you’ve created and that you have no earthly idea how to get out of.”
Hope couldn’t have said it better. She stepped around the counter and put her shoulder right next to Angelica’s. They were going to face this down together. “You have hog-tied this kitchen to the point that they can’t function. No fresh foods because it’s too expensive. No trained chefs because you can’t afford payroll. No updated point of sale system or ongoing training. You’re the reason this restaurant and hotel is failing. You and Nova.”
“If they can’t function with the budget they’ve been handed, then it’s not on me.” John stepped forward, using his imposing size to try and make them back down.
Angelica didn’t budge an inch. “No, she’s right. This isn’t on them. It always comes back to management and ownership. You need to take responsibility for your choices. And until you do, then we’re done working.”
“What?” John and Hope said at the same time.
Hope’s heart was in her throat, needing to know exactly what Angelica had meant by that.
“I’m pulling the plug.” Her lips were tight, fraught with a tension that Hope had never seen on her before.
“You can’t do that!” John’s eyes widened, and he stepped forward.
“I can, and I will.” Angelica’s body was so tight.
Hope’s jaw dropped. She wasn’t really going to do this, was she? This wasn’t just their jobs on the line, it was the entire crew’s jobs. She was going to cut everyone’s pay just because this hotel wasn’t going to work in the way that she wanted it to? Surely Angelica wasn’t that idiotic. The crew relied on her and Hope in order to keep the show running. They had to do this.
“This is my livelihood.”
“It’s really not,” Angelica answered. “You’re not earning profit on the hotel, and with the amount of debt you have stacked up against it, it’s going to be a very long time before you actually start a year in the black.”
“Angelica,” Hope whispered, keeping her voice quiet as a plea.
Angelica flicked her a look of pure disdain and shook her head. Then she held her ground with John. “I won’t hesitate to pull every single member of my crew from here if you don’t start shaping up and acting like you give a damn about this business. It’s not worth our time and effort to fix something you’re going to destroy two seconds after we leave.”
“I can’t believe you’d do this!” John shouted, his face trembling from the force.
“I can, and I will,” Angelica doubled down.
Fear raced through Hope. How could Angelica really think that she could make this decision all on her own? John stormed from the kitchen. And without missing a beat, Hope pressed her hand around Angelica’s wrist and pulled her attention directly to her.
“You can’t do that,” Hope said.
“I can, and I will,” Angelica repeated, but her tone was much softer than it had been with John. “I’m not going to waste our precious resources on something that isn’t going to give results.”
“Ange…” Hope trailed off her name, her lips parted in shock. She wasn’t even sure what she could say to her to convince her otherwise. “The crew…”
“Knew what they were signing onto when they took the job.” Angelica turned and faced her, again effectively breaking Hope’s hold on her. “And I knew that coming in here would be a disaster.”
“You couldn’t have predicted that!” Hope’s voice rose. “You don’t know everything. Stop acting like you do. Stop acting like you can make decisions for everyone.”
Angelica’s face tightened. “I do make the decisions for everyone. That’s my responsibility. Not yours.”
“Do you hear yourself? Seriously? How can you care so little for everyone who works for you? You’re just as bad as him.” Hope pointed in the direction that John had run off to. “Don’t think you’re any different.”
Angelica’s eyes narrowed, crinkling around the corners. No one would ever accuse her of laugh lines. These were anger lines, frustration lines, stress lines. Hope was about to speak again, but Angelica shook her head ever so slightly that Hope was damn sure no one else would even notice.
“We can talk about this later,” Angelica warned. “This conversation isn’t over.”
Without another word, she stormed out of the room, following John. Or at least, Hope assumed she was following him. But who honestly knew? She was left in the wake of anger, which she hadn’t fully anticipated. She knew she’d get riled up, but they’d planned this argument.
At least, Hope had thought they had.
But now she wasn’t so sure about that. She wanted to rant and rage again, to break apart the kitchen and throw things, but the cameras were still pointed in her direction, catching every small reaction she had, and there was no way in hell that she was going to let their audience see her anger matching Angelica’s. One of them had to be the nice one, didn’t they? Wasn’t that what Angelica had implied?
Let it be her.
Hope hated that. Not just for the fact that Angelica thought one of them had to be the hard-ass, but the fact that Angelica believed she could never be sweet and loving and the one who laughed more often. Sighing heavily, Hope turned around to face the kitchen. The entire staff was staring at her, waiting for direction, waiting for her reaction to see exactly how they should be behaving.
“Let’s start with cleaning the freezers out,” Hope said.
“That’s it?” Bowen asked.
Hope shook her head and threw her hands up in the air. “That’s above both our pay grades.”
Bowen sighed, but he looked like he was going to cry. “You don’t think she’ll do it, do you?”
“Do what?” Hope asked as she walked toward the freezer and pulled the door open as fast and as hard as she could. That should help a little bit with her frustration, shouldn’t it?
“Give up on us.”
Hope stilled. She looked directly into Bowen’s dark brown eyes and was met full on with his fear, his anxiety, and his world spinning topsy-turvy. She had to fix that, she had to make him feel better, she had to erase the last ten minutes like they’d never happened. But she couldn’t. “No, I don’t think she will.”
“She seemed so sure of it.”
“Do you think John and Nova will give in to her? Or do you think they’ll hold out?”
Bowen shook his head. “I don’t know.”
Humming, Hope surveyed the freezer. She was going to take a page out of Angelica’s book and avoid with everything she had. Because in all honesty, she wasn’t sure if Angelica had meant her threat or not. She’d like to think it was a bluff, but then again, Angelica didn’t seem like someone to blow smoke.
“Let’s start with everything.”
“Everything?” Bowen squeaked.
“Everything,” Hope confirmed.



Chapter         

Fourteen
“Where do you get off thinking that you have the authority to pull the plug on this episode?” Josef leaned over her chair in the conference room, using the bulk of his size and height to try and impose on her.
Angelica frowned. “I don’t.”
“Then why the hell would you tell John that you’re going to do just that when you know very well we won’t agree to it?”
“Because John doesn’t respect women.” Angelica closed her iPad so that Josef couldn’t look at it and see what she’d been working on. The last thing she needed was for him to see her looking up Leanne and where she was interviewing next.
“Respect women?” Josef’s voice rose. “That’s not anything you haven’t dealt with before.”
“You’re right, it’s not.” Angelica crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair, eyeing him. Was this really what he wanted to argue about tonight? Because she was exhausted after the day, after picking a fight with Hope, after really picking a fight with John. “And I’m tired of dealing with it.”
“Suck it up! That’s life!”
Angelica snorted and shook her head, rolling her eyes. “That’s life? Tell me, Josef, I’m assuming that John came to complain to you about what I’d said. Some sort of argument about how emotional I was and how unruly I am.”
Josef’s lower lip trembled, and his eyes widened.
“Did he or didn’t he?” Angelica pushed.
“He didn’t say it like that,” Josef defended.
“He didn’t call me emotional?”
“He said ‘bitch‘.”
“Ah, another wonderful derogatory term reserved for women in leadership roles. Works perfectly with my point.” Angelica held his gaze, making him even more uncomfortable than before. She would work this until she didn’t have to. And that might be until the day she died, but she wasn’t going to let anyone push her around. “John is a misogynist, and he’s purposely not taking the advice Hope and I are giving him because we’re women. Going forward, we need to do a better job about weeding people like him out.”
“You can’t pull the episode.”
“I don’t plan on it.” Angelica clenched her jaw. “He talked to you.”
“Yes.”
“And he said he’d do anything to keep us here to fix this fucking hotel.”
“Yes.”
Angelica’s lips quirked slightly, and her eyebrows rose up and down quickly. “Then my plan worked perfectly.”
“Plan?” Josef squeaked. “You did all of this to get him riled up so that I had to deal with him?”
“Well, he wasn’t going to listen to me.” Angelica batted her eyelashes at him. “So you were the next best option.”
“Angelica!” Josef straightened up and paced toward the door and then back to her. “I can’t believe you.”
“Why not? Like you pointed out, I have plenty of experience navigating precious male egos.”
The door to the conference room slammed open. Angelica jumped slightly, and Josef turned to face Hope—rage glistening across her face. She practically trembled as she stumbled forward and leaned over the table much in the same manner that Josef had moments before. Angelica’s entire heart was in her throat. She flicked her gaze to Josef who stared widely at Hope.
What the hell was happening?
“Do you get off on scaring the shit out of people?”
Angelica was about to speak, but Hope barreled on.
“Seriously. I thought you were better than that. I thought you were kinder than that. You say you don’t care about anyone, that you don’t want friends, but I didn’t think you could be such an entitled and unemotional jerk.”
Ironic that John would call her emotional, and Hope would call her unemotional. Angelica clenched her molars together, her eyes widening. Josef stared at them both with rapt attention.
“I thought we had an understanding.” Hope leaned down even more, her eyes locked on Angelica and no one else. Did she even know that Josef was in the room with them? “I thought we had a connection.”
Angelica’s heart skipped a beat. What had Hope just said? Connection? What the fuck did she mean by that? Angelica’s lips parted in shock, but Hope shook her head and straightened her back.
“I was wrong.” Her voice was nearly a growl.
Angelica didn’t even have a chance to speak as she stomped out of the room, slamming the door behind her. Angelica swallowed the lump that suddenly appeared in her throat, her head already pounding with the back-and-forth and all the arguing today. The last thing she wanted to do was deal with Hope. To deal with that accusation.
“Ange…” Josef shook his head at her, coming to stand across from her. “What was that all about? You haven’t done anything… have you? I thought you learned your lesson with Leanne.”
Angelica bit back the bile in her stomach. “Leanne is moving on, and nothing I did with Leanne was wrong. Everything was consensual, Josef. And if you’d taken more than just a quick glance at my relationship with her, you would know that. Don’t spread lies where there are none to spread.”
Josef clicked his tongue at her. “You’re having a relationship with Hope Lawerence? Does Rex know?”
“No, I’m not. There’s nothing going on between Hope and me.” Angelica sighed heavily. “And there won’t ever be anything.”
Because Hope was married.
Straight.
She had to be.
And God, Angelica didn’t want to like her at all.
“There better not be,” Josef warned. “I told you when I offered you this position that there couldn’t be any dramatics. Not like that. I won’t have you take this show down because you can’t keep it in your pants.”
Angelica snorted, shaking her head again. “You wouldn’t have a show without me. And don’t you forget it.”
That was a confidence grab if she had one. Josef certainly could have found someone else for the show, but Angelica wasn’t about to discount her own value, not when she knew she was damn good at what she did. She might not fully understand the show business side of things, but when it came to her role as a producer, she was damn sure that she was adding value every second that she was on set.
“Don’t make accusations that you know nothing about,” Angelica added. She stood up, snagging her iPad and walking out of the room. She had nothing else to say, and she needed to cool down before she had an actual conversation with him. They all needed a night to let everything just settle and then come back to it tomorrow.
She took the elevator up to her floor and stopped.
Hope.
They were staying on the same floor. Why hadn’t it occurred to her until that moment that they’d been put in neighboring rooms? Angelica clenched her teeth, that anger rising in her chest. Hope was just out to start even more problems for Angelica, wasn’t she? Surely she wasn’t aware of the situation with Leanne, but that didn’t mean that Hope couldn’t be more careful.
“What the hell is your problem with me?” Angelica asked, the words spitting out of her mouth before she could stop them. She pushed her way off the elevator, letting the doors close behind her. Hope could wait for it to come back for all she cared. She wanted to have this out.
“My problem?” Hope asked, shaking her head.
“Yeah, your problem. You come in here, and make wild accusations, and then you run out without even explaining what the hell is going on.”
“Me?” Hope slapped her hand across her chest, the white tank top she wore sliding under her hand slightly. “Do you get off on pissing people off? Seriously. What the hell were you thinking with John?”
“I was thinking that I could get exactly what we needed, and I did. I got him to bow to what we’re demanding.” Angelica clenched her fist against her side, holding her iPad tightly in her other hand. “I got everything that we needed.”
“By trampling over every other person in that room.” Hope shook her head, eyes wide. “I thought you were better than that.”
“Better?” Angelica’s voice cracked. “What the hell do you mean by better? I’ve never done anything to you. I’ve never once told you that you weren’t worthy of this job.” She may have thought it, but she hadn’t actually said it to Hope’s face.
“You just don’t get it, do you?” Hope stepped even closer, the space between them minimizing to the point that Angelica could barely breathe even though Hope wasn’t touching her.
“Get what?”
“You’re my fucking problem.” Hope leaned in, her added height making Angelica feel as though she was backed against the wall.
“Me?” Angelica shook her head. “What have I ever done to you?”
The silence was deafening. Angelica’s heart raced so loudly that she swore Hope would be able to hear it if she could stop thinking whatever had just gone through her head and focus on Angelica. But she definitely didn’t want that either. Hope leaned in slightly, then pulled back. Angelica furrowed her brow in confusion. What the hell was⁠—?
Angelica froze.
Hope’s lips pressed against hers, heat searing through the touch. Their breath mingled. Angelica dropped the iPad, and it clattered to the ground next to her foot so loudly that it sounded like a gunshot had just gone off. But Hope still didn’t move back.
Panic swelled in Angelica’s chest, coming up from her belly and grasping onto her neck, surrounding it in a tight grasp and squeezing so tightly that she swore she’d have a bruise mark in the morning. She trembled, her entire body shaking as she raised her hands, slapping them against Hope’s shoulders and pushing her back immediately.
She hyperventilated. Hope just stared at her, wide-eyed and as confused as Angelica was.
Angelica’s lips parted, but no words would leave her mouth. Words were completely gone. Nothing made sense. Not this moment. Not the last five minutes. Not the last four weeks since they’d started on this hotel hell journey.
Shaking, Angelica stepped back once before she swiftly walked around Hope. She couldn’t look back at her. She couldn’t bring herself to even think about what had just happened.
Josef was right.
Fuck off.
He was right. And Angelica was in far deeper shit than she realized. Hope kissed her. Fuck. Hope had kissed her. And not just kissed her, but they hadn’t even talked about what the hell was happening or had happened, and no way in hell did Angelica plan on that happening.
She fished in her pocket for her key card, swiped her way into her room, and shut the door as fast as she could. Angelica leaned against it, closed her eyes, and finally breathed.
Had she actually not breathed that entire time?
Had that actually happened?
Angelica dashed her tongue across her lips, tasting Hope against her. It was a taste filled with spice, something that Angelica didn’t recognize, but something that she could definitely say was Hope and no one else.
Okay.
So that had actually happened.
Hope kissed her.
If Josef found out, Angelica would be out of a job faster than she could come up with an excuse or even reach for it to give him if she had one. Because this wasn’t her fault. Hope had been the one to initiate. Hope had been the one to cross that line. Not Angelica. This wasn’t her doing. Josef couldn’t blame her for that.
Except that he could.
Because she had a history of this.
Groaning, Angelica spun around and pressed her cheek to the door to look out the peephole. Hope was nowhere to be seen in the hallway. Had she gone back to her room? Had she vanished outside for a breath of fresh air that they both clearly needed? Because…
What the actual hell?
Angelica relaxed her shoulders and closed her eyes. She was safe in here. Even if Hope did try to talk to her, she could just not answer the door. She could hide out here until the morning, until she could figure out some sort of plan going forward, because she wouldn’t let this ruin the show. She wouldn’t let Hope’s inability to keep her hands and her mouth to herself be the reason she lost out on the opportunity of a lifetime.
Which was exactly what this was.
No. Angelica wouldn’t allow it.
Stripping out of her clothes, Angelica tossed them into the pile with the rest of the dirty ones. She glanced at her running clothes and whimpered. It would make her life a million times better if she’d just put them on and head out for a late-night run.
But she was scared.
Scared that Hope would be out there waiting for her. Scared that she’d have to actually face what had just happened. Scared that Josef was actually right and the only thing Angelica was good at was ruining coworker relationships.
And she didn’t want those fears to be true. She didn’t want to even entertain that they might have a grain of truth in them. Turning on her toes, Angelica headed straight for the bathroom and hit the spray on the shower. This would be the next best thing.
Because hell would freeze over before she’d step out of this room tonight.
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Fifteen
Was she a lesbian?
When did she start thinking about kissing Angelica?
Was it just Angelica?
Hope hadn’t slept a wink all night. Her mind whirled with thoughts, accusations, self-hate, and the knowledge that she was the one ruining everything. She’d kissed a woman. She’d kissed Angelica.
What did that even mean?
Staring at the ceiling as the light spread through the cracks in the curtains, Hope blinked away the dryness in her eyes. Today would be rough working off no sleep. Rex had snored lightly all night next to her, after she’d fucked his brains out before bed. And now all she could think about was doing it again.
Just to make sure.
That she still liked men.
That she still loved him.
Because the confusion that was swimming through her head was too hard to handle, and she literally had no one to talk to. Hell, what if Angelica didn’t like women? That hadn’t even occurred to her before now, which was a tragedy in and of itself. Except… that would make sense for Angelica. She’d avoided Hope’s questions about a husband and boyfriend several times already, not stating a gender or a sex for a past partner ever.
Was Angelica a lesbian?
Hope pressed her fingers over her lips, the ghost of that horrible kiss still lingering on them. It hadn’t even been a good kiss. She’d done nothing but allow her body to think for her, following her gut instincts and arriving exactly where she was.
Confused.
Lost.
Guilty.
Hope slipped from the bed, the mattress dipping from her weight. She looked over her shoulder at Rex’s still-sleeping form and walked barefoot as quietly as possible toward the bathroom. The water was hot as it sluiced across her skin, easing the tightened muscles and knots that she didn’t even know she had.
It was just a kiss, and barely even that. Angelica hadn’t kissed her back. Hope hadn’t pushed for more. This was probably something she could just file away under mistakes and stupid decisions and never think about again, right?
“You’re up early,” Rex’s voice echoed through the small bathroom.
Hope jumped. She guiltily looked over her shoulder as he stepped into the shower with her and wrapped his arms around her waist, kissing her cheek.
“I had trouble sleeping,” she said quietly.
Rex hummed and kissed her again. “That’ll make for a long day, not that it wasn’t going to be one already.”
“What do you mean?” Hope frowned, turning around to step under the water and wet her hair. For some reason, she didn’t want him all up against her. Not this morning. Not when she’d been spinning in so many thoughts and deeds and whatever the hell it all meant.
Rex sighed, his hands barely leaving Hope’s waist except when she reached for the shampoo. “I think the Ice Fairy needs a new nickname after yesterday. Fairy gives off a totally different image than the shit that she pulled.”
Hope wouldn’t disagree with that one. But she also wasn’t going to comment on it. Not today. And definitely not after last night. Because there was way more going on under the surface of Angelica Shields than anyone seemed to be aware of. They all just seemed to gloss over that. They were too focused on the fact that she was such a bitch as a boss and maybe as a person.
But would they really think that if she was a man?
Hope shook that thought. She needed to stop thinking about Angelica and focus on Rex, the man right in front of her, the man she was in love with, the father of her child. Her lips quirked up. Maybe she did still love him. Maybe what had happened with Angelica hadn’t changed any of that.
Breathing out that thought, manifesting it into the world, Hope leaned in to kiss Rex. She really wished she had someone to talk this through with, someone who could hear her instead of seeing all the wrong things she’d already done. But she didn’t have anyone she could confess this to, at least not yet. Not until she’d figured it out a bit more.
“I need to get ready,” she murmured after rinsing the conditioner out of her hair. She left Rex in the shower as she wrapped herself in the not-very-soft towels that the hotel provided. The advantage to being on set that day was she didn’t have to do anything with her hair, and they would make her look so much better than if she’d tried to tame her wild mane anyway.
She was dressed and out of the room before Rex was dressed. He could handle Eva that morning. Hope wasn’t sure that she could manage to look at Eva and not feel guilty for what she’d done the night before. She’d have to work on that. But she wasn’t going to wreck their home or their family just because she’d done something irrationally impulsive.
Maybe she should talk to Angelica before their day started, set things right. Who knew, maybe Angelica would have some insight as to what had happened. She stared at her phone, debating on making that phone call, because she sure as hell wasn’t going to knock on Angelica’s door and talk to her there.
But Angelica was notorious for always being early, so she was probably downstairs with the makeup artists already. Scratching the thought, Hope headed straight for the elevator and hit the button to head downstairs a little harder than she needed to.
Damn it.
She really needed to find her calm and easy-going personality again, because this spiral she’d been thrown into was nearly too much for her to handle. The elevator door opened, and she slipped inside, leaning against the back wall as she waited for the doors to close. As they slid shut, Angelica stuck her hand in them to push them back open.
Hope held her breath.
Angelica stared at her, lips slightly parted, fear in her eyes. But she didn’t back away. She didn’t exactly move forward either. Instead, they just looked at each other. All those nerves that Hope had been avoiding came tumbling up into her stomach and her heart raced.
What the fuck was happening to her?
Finally, Angelica stepped inside and turned to face the door, staring directly forward. Were they really not going to talk about it at all? Were they going to pretend like nothing had happened? Because the memory of that kiss had been plaguing her all night, and Hope didn’t know where to turn.
“We should probably talk about last night,” she said, her voice low and quiet, nearly a whisper. Which was stupid, there was no one else in the elevator with them.
“There’s nothing to talk about.” Angelica folded her hands in front of her, her jaw clenched tight.
Hope couldn’t drag her gaze away from her, from the lines of her features, the way her nose had a slight bump in it that indicated she’d broken it at some point, the way her lips were positioned, the top one so thin and the bottom one so full.
“There’s absolutely something to talk about, and I have no idea who to talk to.”
“Not me,” Angelica answered.
It was as if there were visible walls crashing down around Angelica, walls of steel that Hope would never be able to crack and break her way through.
“Why not?” Hope asked, turning to face Angelica now. She needed to see every part of her to know exactly what was going on. Why was Angelica so resistant to any kind of conversation now? She hadn’t been before, not since they’d met. She’d avoided emotional and personal topics, but she’d never avoided Hope entirely before. Not like this.
Angelica continued to stare forward. “Nothing happened last night.”
Hope scoffed. “Of course it did. We kissed.”
“We didn’t kiss.” Angelica’s eyes widened, and she faced Hope down. “We didn’t. You couldn’t control yourself and went too far.”
Cold washed through Hope, racing through her entire body and taking control of her. How much had she offended Angelica? How much damage had she done to their relationship? She hadn’t thought of that. All night, all her concerns had been focused on her and Rex and Eva. She’d never once considered what she’d done to Angelica.
Dashing her tongue out against her lips, Hope breathed in deeply. But that was a mistake. Because that only forced her to smell Angelica’s subtle perfume. It was so light that Hope had barely managed to catch a whiff of it before, but this was undoubtedly Angelica.
“We should talk about it.”
“No,” Angelica answered firmly. “Like I said, there’s nothing to talk about.”
“I need someone to talk to about it.” Hope leaned in a little closer, trying to make her point. She was so confused, and surely Angelica had some experience in this, didn’t she?
Angelica shook her head, crossed her arms, and flicked her gaze toward the elevator door. Suddenly, she jerked forward and hit the button for the first floor. Fuck, Hope hadn’t even realized she hadn’t done that yet. They were just standing in an elevator that was never going to move, keeping them locked in this hell of a non-conversation that she’d been so inept to start in the first place.
“I
can’t be that person for you. I won’t.” Angelica’s voice was low, deadly.
“Why not?” Hope asked, desperation hitting her hard. Confessing to anyone else what she’d done would be disastrous. But Angelica already knew.
“Because I’m not who you think I am.”
That statement confused Hope even more than anything else they’d been discussing up until that point and even more than whatever had happened last night. How was Angelica not being truthful? How was she hiding?
“Who are you then?”
Angelica paused, looking Hope over. Her eyes seemed haunted almost, as if there were terrors too deep for Hope to dare dream up, but then that look was gone in a flash, almost as if it hadn’t ever been there to begin with and Hope had just made it all up.
Hope stepped closer, reaching out on instinct for Angelica’s arm. Angelica jerked back, pulling away and pushing her back farther against the elevator wall. Hope froze. This was deeper than she knew. There was something else going on that she wasn’t aware of, which if she wasn’t so clouded with her own problems, she should have figured out.
They barely knew each other.
One dinner together and a couple weeks as coworkers didn’t make them friends, and it certainly didn’t make them lovers. Hope put her hand up and then to the side before dropping it back down. “I’m sorry.”
“For what, exactly?” Angelica stared at her directly, an eyebrow raised. She wasn’t going to back down, and she wasn’t going to give any indication of what Hope should really be apologizing for.
Hope bit her lower lip, her gaze dropping to Angelica’s. Her mouth had been warm. Not inviting, and Hope certainly had taken liberties as they’d been presented. Angelica’s lips parted, and Hope swore she could feel her breath as it left her mouth.
Were they really standing that close?
“For not paying closer attention to you,” Hope finally managed, the words loosing from her tongue before she could stop them. That hadn’t quite been what she’d intended on saying, but it was probably more accurate to the truth than anything she’d been thinking before that.
Angelica’s features softened, her eyes rounding out slightly and her jaw going slack. Hope even dared to believe that her shoulders dropped an entire inch so they weren’t so close to her ears. Maybe that had been exactly the right thing to say.
Hope couldn’t tear her gaze away. She was completely entranced with Angelica and everything she looked like, her entire reaction, the moment when they could maybe find an equilibrium between them. Hope held her breath, not wanting to scare Angelica away or cause her to close back up again. This was perhaps the most open Hope had ever seen her.
The elevator beeped gently, catching Angelica’s attention. The spell broken instantly. Hope stepped back, glancing toward the elevator doors as they slid open. Josef stood on the other side of them, his gaze locking on the two of them. Hope’s cheeks burned, but she said nothing as she pushed her way out and toward the small room that they’d holed hair and makeup in.
She knew Angelica was following her. Her presence was impossible to ignore, but the tone of everything between them had changed the moment that elevator door had opened. And Hope hated it. Even though they hadn’t been talking about the kiss, about the moment that Hope had lost control as Angelica had said, they had still been talking. And in a way they hadn’t done before.
Hope was going to hold onto that moment.
She sat down in the chair and tried to relax. But even before she saw Angelica, she knew she was there, the scent of her subtle perfume—she really needed to figure out what that scent was—reached her.
“Morning,” Ansel said with a smile.
“Morning,” Hope answered, distracted. She watched Angelica out of the corner of her eye as she slid into the chair next to her.
Was she supposed to say something now? Or not.
Ansel was quiet as he handed Angelica a mug of coffee and kept silent. Angelica nodded at him and quirked her lips slightly as she sipped. How did Hope get on that side of Ansel? Because she was really needing the caffeine hit now. They started with her still-wet hair, and Hope watched as they started to mess with Angelica’s while also putting on her makeup.
Had the glass shattered in Hope’s world?
She couldn’t take her eyes off Angelica. She couldn’t force herself to look away if she had the damn chance to. She was riveted to the woman next to her, glued to her. And yet that woman wanted nothing to do with her.
Hope bit her lip. Ansel scolded her for it. Then and only then did Angelica look up to meet her gaze. Hope’s heart stammered, struggling to find its rhythm again.
What was this magic that Angelica was weaving?
Hope had no chance of surviving it.
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“We need to talk.”
Angelica paused in the doorway to the conference room, Nova sitting at the table and holding court. There were cameras in there, Rex standing to the side, and one other cameraman. She had breathed relief as soon as she was out of Hope’s sights. They were at least scheduled to be in two completely different parts of the hotel today, which meant they wouldn’t have to see each other. At least not unless Hope decided to have another one of her fits and come at Angelica. But based on their conversation that morning, Angelica doubted that was going to happen.
But now she was going headfirst into another fight.
One she should probably have anticipated.
“So talk.” Angelica sat down, taking more of a position of power than Nova was probably expecting. This wasn’t Nova’s court. It was Angelica’s.
“John told me what you said yesterday.”
As if Angelica had thought anything else would happen.
“And that he talked with Josef, who assured him that you wouldn’t be leaving us in a bind.”
As if the show was going to leave them in a bind? Angelica pressed her lips together tightly and held the silence. Just what exactly was Nova’s end game?
“John is…” Nova paused, clearly taking her time to come up with an appropriate word.
Angelica easily applied several silently.
An asshole.
Jerkface.
Motherfucking entitled.
Digging his own grave and yours too.
“…delicate,” Nova finally finished. “He’s not used to being confronted like that.”
Angelica had no doubt about that last part. Men in general weren’t used to being put on the spot and challenged, especially by a woman who was a foot shorter than them and blonde with a decent bust. They looked at her and saw someone who wasn’t competent even if she was the smartest person in the room—something she’d never apologize for.
“I’ll pull the plug on this episode if I have to,” Angelica said, keeping her voice firm. She hadn’t missed Rex raising a scared eyebrow at her or that he turned on the second camera, no doubt filming this interaction. Good for him. This might be the best gold mine that they had the entire time they were here. “I don’t take threats lightly, and John won’t bully me into doing what he wants. We’ve seen what happens when he’s left in charge.”
“He gets things done.”
“He lets things disintegrate around him. The issue with this hotel isn’t staff. It isn’t management. It’s you and John. It’s the fact that you two don’t know what you’re doing, and you refuse to admit that you need help, that you need training, and that you can’t do this on your own. Isn’t that why you applied in the first place? Because you knew you needed something to change?”
Nova nodded slowly, her lips slightly parted as she pushed a strand of her mousy brown hair behind her ear. “But John⁠—”
“John is being a bully because he doesn’t like being told what to do. And if he’s going to continue to pull the shit that he pulled yesterday, then I’ll walk away. I have no patience when asked for my expertise to then not be listened to, and there are plenty of other hotels that Chef Lawrence and I can assist with. Ones that would be willing and thankful for our help.”
“But John—” Nova started again.
Angelica held her hand up, stopping her in her tracks. “If you’re going to find another excuse for his behavior, then I don’t want to hear it. I’ve heard it all before, and I’m over it. You can either accept our help or not. I’ll give you until the end of the day to let me know. Thank you.” Angelica stood up at that point, her shoulders straightening. She gave Nova a hard stare, waiting for her to get up and walk out of the room.
She hesitated, no doubt struggling to figure out exactly what Angelica had meant, and perhaps finally hearing the dismissal. But she did get out. She scoffed as she walked by Angelica, rolling her eyes. Angelica crossed her arms and sighed heavily as soon as the door was shut. She hated days like these—ones where it felt like the whiplash of emotions was never going to end or that every two seconds there was some other kind of drama.
The door opened sharply.
Angelica froze.
She wasn’t back. Was she?
Hope stepped through, her gaze flicking from Angelica to Rex and the cameras and back to Angelica. Was that fear? Guilt ate through Angelica’s stomach briefly before she managed to get ahold of it. She had nothing to feel guilty for. She’d done nothing wrong. Hope had been the one to initiate that kiss, and Angelica had just been on the receiving end of it. And she’d put a stop to it before it went any further.
“Oh, I didn’t realize you were filming,” Hope said, nervously biting her lip.
It had been adorable when Ansel had scolded her for it. Angelica shook her head. “I think we’re finished.” She looked to Rex who nodded but stayed silent. “What did you need?”
“You uh… left this.” Hope whispered those last two words as she stepped closer to Angelica.
The iPad was held tightly in her hand as she thrust it in Angelica’s direction.
How the hell had Angelica managed to forget about that? She lived by that thing, and yet she hadn’t even thought of it once.
“Thanks.” Angelica swallowed the sudden lump in her throat, reaching for the iPad. She maneuvered her hands strategically so that she didn’t touch Hope’s fingers or accidentally brush against her in any way.
“What did she want?” Hope asked, looking toward the door and indicating Nova.
Angelica let out a small chuckle. “To try and get me to apologize to John is my guess.” She put the iPad onto the table and straightened up to focus on Hope. She seemed so nervous to be in this room, so different from the way she’d been that morning in the elevator. Had Angelica scolded her too much? She really should have been more careful in what she said and how she said it.
“I don’t think he’s the one who deserves an apology.” Rex’s voice shocked through the room.
Angelica’s spine straightened instantly, not expecting the attack to come from him of all people. He hadn’t even been there. He hadn’t even been the one to witness what Angelica had said, though she suspected it had gone through the crew like wildfire.
“Excuse me?” Angelica asked, turning toward Rex and the one lone crew member who seemed to shuffle his feet and want to disappear.
“You owe an apology to me, to Hope, to Sy.” He threw his thumb over his shoulder. “To every single one of the crew.”
Angelica ground her teeth together, not sure how to entertain that conversation. She hadn’t expected this at all, and to go from Nova’s anger to Hope’s tenderness to Rex’s outrage was throwing her for a loop.
“For what exactly?”
Rex snorted, wildly shaking his head. “We depend on this job. And if you can’t see that, if you can’t respect it, then you shouldn’t be a producer on it.”
“I’m trying to save this show any more belittlement or ostracizing. I won’t let us fail because Nova and John refuse to listen to us, because if they fail, then we fail.”
“No, we won’t.” Rex shook his head. “Maybe you haven’t gotten it yet, but this show that we’re making isn’t about fixing fucking hotels. It’s about drama and entertainment. It’s about finding the market audience and making sure they’re satisfied, which is something that we can do whether or not John and Nova actually follow through with what you think they should be doing.”
Angelica’s back went up. She knew what he was talking about. She’d done the research right along with Josef from day one when she entered into the conversation, and well before she decided which type of role she was going to take on the show. She wasn’t an idiot. But that didn’t mean that she still didn’t care about her work and the fact that she wanted to save the livelihoods of the people who worked at this hotel.
She did care.
Even if she didn’t want them to know that.
“So you should apologize to all of us.”
“Rex,” Hope tried to interrupt.
“No, I’m not staying quiet this time.” Rex crossed his arms and gave Angelica a hard stare. “You can start with apologizing to Hope.”
Angelica looked from him to Hope, who seemed as though she was drowning in embarrassment. This wasn’t going to be easy to navigate, and it was a huge part of why she’d been so unsure about Hope being on the show in the first place. This was playing favorites, and Angelica had no desire to dip her toes into those waters. She’d done it before, and someone always ended up hurt.
Or was this because Hope had told him about last night?
Angelica locked her eyes on Hope’s face, trying to discern if she had spilled the beans about that awkward kiss in the hallway. She wouldn’t have told him, would she? And if she did, how the hell could Rex be taking Hope’s side? Surely, he’d find what Hope had done despicable, unless Hope had lied.
Sliding her tongue across her lips, Angelica focused back on the problem at hand. Navigate this and she could figure out the rest later.
“I’m sorry… Rex.” Angelica focused on him, putting everything she had into this apology because she wasn’t entirely sure what exactly he was looking for or what he knew. “I should have consulted with the other producers before making such a wild threat, but I stand by what I said to John. I will pull us from this hotel if it’s not a good fit for us or them. I won’t tangle the threads of our livelihoods with the failures of theirs. And I’ll protect all the people who work on this show, and as much as I can, I’ll protect the people who work at Chateau Orleans.”
Rex’s jaw dropped.
He hadn’t expected an actual apology, had he? And while she was genuine in what she’d said, she had also meant the last part more than anything. This wasn’t just about the crew’s jobs. It was about everyone involved in the show, those they were helping and those who directly reported to her.
She turned to Hope, parting her lips, but Hope put her hand up to stop her.
“Don’t…” Hope said softly. “I don’t need an apology.”
Angelica pursed her lips, crossing her arms and turning back to Rex. “Satisfied?”
He didn’t answer.
Turning to Sy, Angelica made eye contact with him. “Did you get what you wanted on your camera?”
His face turned bright red.
“Good.” Angelica frowned, snagged her iPad and left the room. There was far more fighting and drama than there needed to be. And she needed a break from it. She could get some work done for a few minutes where no one would be able to find her, and then she could find herself back into the fray of the world they were filming.
“Angel—” Hope stopped short.
Angelica spun around, her eyes locking on Hope’s. “What?”
“He shouldn’t have done that.” Hope walked closer to her. The space between them never seemed to be enough lately. No matter how many steps she would have to take for Hope to touch her again, Angelica swore they were only standing inches apart.
“I’m tired of wives apologizing for the scruples of their husbands. Stop rescuing him.” Angelica turned again.
Hope snagged her wrist sharply and pulled her back around. Then she stepped away, putting that much-needed space between them. “He’s upset.”
“About what?” Angelica asked. If they were going there, then they were going to deep dive into the mess that Hope had created. “About the fact that I’m his boss? Or about last night?”
“I…” Hope blanched. “I didn’t tell him about last night.”
Well, that was one thing put right. At least Rex didn’t know that his wife had kissed her. Which meant he really was just pissed off and emotional about the fact that Angelica had barreled through all the bullshit to get exactly what they needed from this episode.
“I don’t know if I will,” Hope whispered, stepping closer. She clearly didn’t want anyone to accidentally overhear her. And to that point, neither did Angelica. It was the last thing she needed. Josef had to remain completely in the dark. “But you have to realize that if we lose our jobs, that’s both of us, and our household won’t have the income. This isn’t something that we take lightly.”
“You’re a celebrity chef, Hope,” Angelica answered. “You have your own show.”
“I do,” Hope agreed. “And I’m sure that Rex will easily be able to find another directing job, but that still doesn’t mean that it’s not scary. You have to consider what the crew is feeling when you’re throwing around these threats.”
“Throwing around?” Angelica shifted in closer, her voice deadly quiet. “I meant every word that I said. I don’t expect you to understand it, but I meant it. I’ll do my best to save this hotel and to save the show no matter what. But I can’t do it by myself.”
Hope’s jaw went slack. “What are you saying?”
“If I’m fighting the crew, then I’m fighting two battles. Not one.”
“Then get them on your side.”
Angelica shook her head with a light laugh. “You hear what they say about me. They don’t trust me. And they won’t do what I need them to do unless I push them into it.”
“Did you ever think that you’re creating your own insanity? That maybe if you communicated more effectively, got to know them, let them in on what you’re thinking and planning, that maybe they might learn to trust you eventually?”
Angelica stilled, her gaze locked on Hope’s. “I don’t work like that.”
“You might if you just tried.”
“No.” Angelica stepped away, finally finding that freedom that she wanted and desperately needed. “I’m going to get some actual work done.” She didn’t look over her shoulder as she walked directly toward the front lobby. She needed to get outside, she needed to take a deep breath, and she needed to figure out what the fuck that was all about.
Because Hope couldn’t be right.
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“Chef, do you have a minute?” Bowen wrung his hands nervously as he stared at his toes.
“Yeah, sure.” Hope managed not to flick her gaze toward the cameras. “In private?”
“Yeah.” He nodded, still not really looking at her.
“Sure.” Hope wiped her hands on a towel and nodded toward Kyle. “Let’s go out back.”
Hope led the way through the kitchen and out a little back door where most of the kitchen staff took their smoke breaks and hid out when John or Nova came in—or Angelica lately. Hope hadn’t missed that fact. While it wasn’t the quietest place, they would have relative privacy from anyone inside, and she trusted that Kyle and his crew would keep everyone out.
The cameraman followed them, the camera always recording and picking up just about anything that Hope had to say through the microphone strapped to her waistband and wrapped against her skin under her chef’s coat. Softening her stance, Hope wanted to make sure that Bowen understood he could tell her anything he needed.
“What’s up?” Hope asked as soon as the door was shut behind the crew.
“I uh… some of the guys and I have been talking…” he trailed off again, that nervous glance down toward his shoes not boding well for any kind of conversation that Hope was going to have with him. Were they all quitting?
It might be better in the long run if they did. For them. Not for the hotel. But everything had been awkward and tension-riddled since Angelica had made her threat of pulling the entire show. It was as if everyone was walking on eggshells to try and keep Angelica happy, when that hadn’t been the point.
Hope held her tongue, maintaining as much patience as she could. She needed to make Bowen comfortable, not scare him like Angelica had.
“…we don’t think John and Nova are going to listen to Ms. Shields.”
“You don’t,” Hope repeated, frowning. She’d had the same thought, and she was damn sure Angelica had too. In fact, she was pretty sure that everyone on set was thinking that. But then why were they there?
Bowen shook his head. “Look, we’ve seen this before. They’ve hired consultants to come in or they’ve hired a new manager to make changes, and then changes are made and then two weeks later everything goes back to the way it was, and the manager or consultant is fired.”
Relief flooded him as soon as the words left his lips. How long had he been holding that in? Hope held herself together, knowing that she had to tread carefully because whatever she said was going to end up on camera. But it was a huge risk for Bowen to even be talking to her about this.
“I just don’t want you to waste your time…or money,” Bowen mumbled the last two words. “For something that isn’t going to change.”
Oh that thought just broke Hope’s heart. She wanted to help him, because he was such a good kid. And he was a kid, barely in his twenties and thrust into a position that he had no right to be in. Hope sighed heavily, trying to think of the best solution that she could, and what exactly to tell him.
“Why are you still working here?” she asked instead, needing a quick stalling tactic. “What keeps you here?”
“The paycheck,” Bowen said. “I couldn’t make this money other places.”
“Because you wouldn’t be the head chef there?” Hope asked, and Bowen nodded.
“All right. Here’s what I’m going to do. I don’t think that John and Nova are going to make changes, but who knows, they could surprise me. I’m forever an optimist. But we’re going to set up two different plans. First, we’re going to work on continuing to shape up this joint. I’m going to teach you how to make three meals. Three. That’s it.”
“Okay?” Bowen seemed confused, but Hope wasn’t going to stop now. She needed to get this out in the open.
“We’re going to put systems into place, we’re going to start cooking with real ingredients, and not just heating up old leftovers that were made a year ago. I’m going to teach you the skills you need to use in the kitchen—at least what I can in the three days that we’ve got left here. How does that sound?”
“Like a dream, if I’m being honest.” Bowen scratched the back of his head, pulling off his ball cap and then sliding it back in place. “Like it’s not going to happen.”
“That will happen. I’ll make sure of that.”
“But then what? When you leave⁠—”
“When I leave, and when Ms. Shields leaves, that’s when we start the second plan if everything goes back to the way it was before.” Hope squared her shoulders, never more sure of what she was about to tell him.
“What’s the second plan then?”
“How you quit and where you go from here. Along with everyone else who works in that kitchen, and probably the entire hotel staff. But the last part is out of my sphere of influence.” Hope looked Bowen dead in the eye. “Do you still want to be a chef? Run your own kitchen? Actually have the tools to cook?”
“Yeah, I do.”
“Good. Then we’ll make a plan. Now’s the time to start looking for another job, or better yet, where you might want to go to school. And you need to be ready for when it’s time to pull the plug on working here, and you need to not be scared about leaving.”
As they continued to talk, the energy in the conversation picked up. She could tell that Bowen had found his equilibrium again and that they were making the right decisions. She might not have agreed with Angelica about the way she’d brought this all about, but Hope had to hand it to her, the threat of pulling the plug had been effective in making sure they could get the rest of the work done that needed to get done.
Perhaps she should trust that Angelica knew what was what a little more often than she had so far.
They’d finally finished dinner prep, and Hope took a deep breath to ready herself for the rush that she knew was coming. The promotions department had done an amazing job at making sure the dining room was filled every night they’d been there. The problem was that she had nowhere near the staff to even begin to serve everyone.
At least tonight would be a shortened menu, and she’d spent all day teaching Bowen how to make the three dishes like she’d promised, so she’d have at least half an extra hand when she was making up the orders. She was just about to call out the first one, when John stepped into the kitchen, a glower on his face and all that anger directed at her.
“Are you telling my employees to quit?”
Hope’s stomach plummeted. How the hell had word gotten back to him so quickly? The kitchen was already hot, but with the cameras and now this aimed at her, she was really starting to sweat. What the hell was she even supposed to say to him?
“Well?” John pushed, his voice ringing through the kitchen. Was he loud enough that people in the dining room could hear him?
“Yes,” Hope answered honestly, keeping her voice softer than she wanted it. But she was taken so off guard by this newest attack on his part. She was used to dealing with employees when she had some actual control and power over their fate. If he was one of them, she’d have no problem putting her foot down. But could she actually do anything to change the fate of this hotel?
No.
“So instead of coming in here to fix my hotel, you’re coming in here to ruin it?” John stalked forward, his face red with rage. He towered over Angelica, but Hope had several inches on Angelica, so they stood nose to nose.
Hope looked around, desperately trying to find someone or something who would step in, but she couldn’t. It was just her and him, and she was the last line of defense for the kitchen staff. And she wasn’t going to let him bully her any longer.
The kitchen door opened and closed, the squeak that Hope had come to expect every time someone came in and left. It had annoyed her at first, but now it was the least of the things that irked her.
“I gave your staff all of their options, and no, I’m not going to hold back on what I think’s in their best interest.” Hope put her hands on her hips, curling them into fists as she found her footing and stuck it. “And if I think it’s in their best interest to leave here and find a better job, then I will absolutely push them to it. I’d do that with my own employees if I thought they’d outgrown what I had to offer.”
That was a low blow, because in reality Bowen and the others hadn’t outgrown Chateau Orleans. Well, aside from their emotional and intellectual maturity, which was saying a whole lot.
“You’re going to leave me with no one here to work.”
“No, that’s not on me. That’ll be on you and how you treat your employees.” Hope was firm on that point.
“I treat my employees with respect!” John’s voice reverberated through the kitchen. “I treat them like family!”
Hope’s eyes widened. If this was how he treated family, then she would hate to know how he thought he treated employees. And she hated that metaphor anyway. Everyone treated family worse than coworkers. There was greater trust, which meant there was more opportunity for greater failure.
“Then I’d hate to be a part of your family.” Angelica’s voice shocked Hope.
When the hell had she come into the kitchen?
John spun around, finding Angelica staring at him with her arms crossed, lips pursed, and a look of pure hatred on her face. When he tried to move into her space, Angelica didn’t budge an inch. Hope was impressed. She wished she had that kind of control most days.
“I came in to see what the holdup with dinner service is. Now I know.” She stared at him. “Tell me, John, how often is it that you hold up dinner service like this?”
John’s jaw dropped.
“Oh, I’m sorry, would you prefer to go back to degrading not only your employees but Chef Lawrence?” Angelica dropped her hands to her sides, somehow making herself seem even taller. “You know, the chef who is here to fix your kitchen and is trying to do that, but who can’t exactly serve guests while you’re berating her in front of your employees. Management 101 says not to coach or correct someone in front of others.”
Hope wanted to laugh. Angelica was taking him swiftly down a notch with every sentence, and it was stunning to watch. She’d done this before, that was clear, and she knew exactly where to push and where to pull. Angelica was brilliant.
“I suggest you leave the kitchen and take a breather, John. We don’t want you causing more complaints against you than there already are.” Angelica stepped to the side, silently reinforcing her order for him to leave. “And at least this way, the customers in the dining room will get to eat a hot meal instead of a lukewarm one.”
John scoffed at her as he walked by.
Hope watched as he left, making sure he was gone before she turned back to face Angelica—who suddenly looked pale. Hope blinked, concern flashing through her in a second. She stepped forward, putting her hand on Angelica’s arm.
“Are you okay?”
Angelica’s lower lip trembled, and she looked directly into Hope’s eyes. “I—I didn’t realize how hot it was in here.”
“Ange,” Hope lowered her voice, speaking as quietly as she possibly could so that no one else could hear. “Come here.”
Hope pulled Angelica with her, not taking her hand off Angelica’s elbow as she started toward the back door. “Bowen, now’s your chance to impress me! You’re in charge. Get those first few orders going, and I’ll be right back.”
Without looking over her shoulder, Hope took Angelica outside into the humid weather and out of the kitchen. It might not be any cooler out there, but at least there was a slight breeze. Hope turned sharply and put her hands on Angelica’s arms to stop her from moving.
“Seriously, what’s wrong?”
Angelica shook her head again, but she looked so pale. The color that was usually in her cheeks was gone in an instant.
“Did John do something?”
“What? No.” Angelica frowned, shaking firmly that time in the negative. “No, I really just didn’t notice how hot it was in there. I’ll be fine in a minute.”
“Stay here.” Hope hated letting go of her, but she moved quickly back inside. She snagged a glass and poured Angelica some ice water, bringing it back out to her. “Here.”
“Thank you.” Angelica took the glass, their fingers brushing as Hope handed it over. She didn’t sip it at first, but she finally raised it to her lips.
Hope winced when Rex stepped out with a camera right next to him. There was no escaping those this time around. How much of the conversation had they caught on the microphone packs that they were wearing? Hope would have to be far more careful about what she said and did, remembering that those were on her all the time.
“I did talk to the kitchen crew about finding other jobs,” Hope admitted, focusing back on work. Maybe that would make Angelica look at her again, and hopefully this time she wouldn’t seem so lost like she had been before.
“I heard,” Angelica said, pursing her lips. “Before John made his accusations. I don’t think it’s a bad idea.”
“Will you talk to the hotel staff about it?” Hope put her hand back on Angelica’s elbow. She wanted to make sure that Angelica was feeling better, right? It had nothing to do with wanting and needing to touch her to make sure that she was okay.
“I don’t know.” Angelica looked over Hope’s shoulder at something before locking her eyes back on Hope.
The blues in Angelica’s eyes were so light and pale that in this lighting, and with the dark black suit that she was wearing, her eyes looked gray. How many other colors could they change depending on the situation? Hope wanted to know.
“Why wouldn’t you?”
“Because it’s not my responsibility to tell them what to do.”
“Do you think John will listen to us?”
“No,” Angelica said so calmly that it unnerved her. “No, I don’t think he will.”
“So when we pack up to leave in a couple of days, what are all the people here going to do?” Hope squeezed Angelica’s arm.
“They’re either going to quit and find a new job or they’re going to work here until John and Nova burn it to the ground. I can tell them what I’d do in the situation, but that’s all the advice I can give them. The decision has to be theirs.” Angelica lifted the glass to her lips and took another long sip. “Thanks for the water. I think I just forgot to eat.”
“Forgot to… eat…” Hope jumped from work to personal, immediately switching modes to once again taking care of Angelica. “I can add in an order for you in the kitchen, if you’d like.”
“That’d be good. Thanks.” Angelica gave her a brief smile and handed the glass back over before taking a step and putting some distance between them. “If John comes back into the kitchen tonight, please let me know.”
“Immediately or…?” Hope held the sweating glass in both her hands.
“Immediately,” Angelica confirmed. “I don’t like bullies.”
Just that one statement put more ease in Hope’s heart than anything else that had happened since they’d arrived there. She nodded her understanding and stayed put while Angelica walked back inside, followed by the camera that was designated as hers.
Just what the hell footage would they use from that?
Hope prayed it was nothing.



Chapter         

Eighteen
“Walk with me,” Angelica said, locking her eyes on Hope’s.
The wrap party this time with the hotel staff and management and owners felt very different than when they were in Dallas. Even Angelica could figure that out. And she really didn’t want to stay there any longer than she had to.
“O…kay?” Hope asked, setting her glass of champagne down.
“We need to talk.” Angelica pressed her lips together hard and started to walk toward the door of the dining room. She needed to escape this hotel as fast as she could. She was tired of being here, tired of fighting battles she would never win, and tired of watching people refuse to dig themselves out of the holes they’d put themselves into.
She never wanted to come back here.
And with the way John and Nova were going, she probably never would. Unless she bought up the hotel herself and turned it around that way. She snorted at that thought. The last thing she needed was another hotel to manage—or own. She was still on a search for a replacement for Leanne.
Not that Leanne could ever be replaced.
Angelica walked swiftly, making her way down the hallway, away from the crowd of people, and into the hotel. Everything here was so quiet. All of the film crew were at the wrap party, as were most of the staff of the hotel anyway.
“Angel, hold up.”
Angelica froze. She turned slowly with wide eyes. Hope had meant to call her that. And it sent a thrill through her. A thrill that she really needed to avoid, because Angelica knew exactly what that meant.
“What are we talking about?” Hope sounded slightly out of breath, and her eyes were wide with fear. “Is something about my performance not good?”
“No,” Angelica said, her brain still not firing on all cylinders after the nickname was thrown at her. Her father had called her that as a kid, but he was the only one other than her little brother. In fact, they still called her that when they talked, which had become rarer by the day.
“Is this about…” Hope stepped in close so they were almost touching. She whispered, tilting her chin down, “…the kiss?”
“No.” That thrill was back. Angelica had to get rid of it. She knew sneaking around in a relationship wasn’t the way to have a healthy relationship. She would know. She’d done it with Leanne for over a year before they were finally discovered, and before everything fell apart from there. “No, this isn’t about the kiss. This is about work.”
“Oh. Okay.” Hope frowned slightly. “Then where are we going?”
Angelica lifted her head up, her eyes locking on Hope’s, and again all words left her lips. Why did that keep happening?
“Angel?”
She wanted to tell Hope to stop calling her that. And at the same time, she wanted to tell Hope to never stop calling her that. But she never corrected people when they called her a nickname, whether it was the shortened version of Angelica or whatever derogatory name they could come up with. She wasn’t ever going to let it bother her to the point that she felt the need to do that.
But this time…she just might.
“Where do you want to talk?”
Being in a confined space with Hope probably wasn’t a good idea, but it wasn’t like Josef or Rex or Kyle would be joining them this time. They were still at the wrap party. “Did you want to stay at the party?” Angelica asked. Maybe that would be a way to avoid being in closed quarters.
Hope sighed. She looked over her shoulder in the direction they’d come from and then faced Angelica again. “No.”
Angelica dashed her tongue across her lips, still tasting the champagne that lingered there. She’d only had a sip or two before she’d abandoned the glass and decided she needed to leave. And talking with Hope about the next hotel was the easiest way to get out of there.
Still, she seemed unable to figure out what she should be doing next. Hope touched her elbow again, heat rushing from where her fingers brushed against Angelica’s arm all the way to her cheeks. “Are you feeling better?”
“What?” Angelica asked, surprise ringing in her voice.
“Are you feeling better? From the other day. I thought you were going to faint on me.”
“Oh, that.” Angelica brushed it off. “Yes, I’m better. That just happens sometimes.”
“When you forget to eat,” Hope said. She didn’t ask.
Angelica nodded slowly. “Yes.”
“And does that happen often?” Hope asked, tightening her grip on Angelica’s elbow.
She wanted to lie. Something about this made her want to hide the truth and bury it deep. Because if she told Hope how often this really happened the concern would be too much to handle. But she couldn’t lie. Normally she could skate around the truth, she could act in the ways people expected her too—the asshole boss or the demure woman—but not with Hope. She couldn’t pretend.
“Yes,” Angelica said the word softly.
Hope seemed stunned by the fact that Angelica hadn’t hidden from the truth. “Have you eaten today?”
Angelica had to pause at that. She couldn’t honestly remember. She searched through the entire day, each step she took, each meeting she’d had, all the calls and texts and emails she’d dealt with. She couldn’t remember a pause beyond that morning for hair and makeup so they could do some pickups before filming wrapped.
“I had a croissant.”
“When we were in makeup?” Hope asked, her eyebrows rising nearly to her hairline.
“Yeah,” Angelica said on a sigh.
“Jesus, Angel.” Hope let go of Angelica’s arm before shaking her head. “Let’s get dinner.”
“Here?” The last thing Angelica wanted to do was go back down to the dining room and be surrounded by all those people.
“Fuck no.” Hope smiled at her, sweetly. She looked around before nodding her head toward the front doors. “Let’s go.”
The walk was short and silent. Hope didn’t even ask where Angelica wanted to eat that time or what kind of food she wanted. She just led the way down the street, across another one, and turned left. They landed themselves at a little restaurant that barely had ten tables in it. Angelica looked around, trying to figure out exactly what kind of food it was, but she honestly had no idea.
“It’s American food,” Hope finally said as she stepped up to the counter to order. “I need something good and greasy to fill my belly. And I figured it was the easiest thing to feed you and get you what you need.”
“Which is what?” Angelica asked, intrigued now. They looked like such an odd couple here. Angelica in her professional work clothes, the skirt that ended just above her knees, black nylons that she hated putting on but would wear because they fit the image she was trying to create, and the red shirt that didn’t form to her figure. She’d chosen less of those as the week had gone on, not wanting to encourage John’s misogynistic ways any further. And then there was Hope—in tight jeans that formed to her plump ass and wide hips, the tight olive-green tank top that pressed against her skin in the way that Angelica hadn’t quite done when they’d kissed.
Fuck.
This wasn’t about the kiss.
Angelica banished that thought from her brain and looked up at the menu that was handwritten on a sandwich board on the counter. Hope had already ordered, and it was her turn. “Uh… I’ll just take a burger with only cheese.”
The waitstaff gave her an odd look, but Hope seemed pleased that she was at least ordering something. Hope paid, and they found their way to a small table in the back corner of the small restaurant.
“You need to eat more,” Hope said.
“So I’ve been told.” Angelica shifted uncomfortably in the seat. She needed to get better control of herself. She needed to understand what the hell was going on between them so that she could control it.
“What did we need to discuss…about work?” Hope leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms.
Angelica paused. What had they needed to discuss exactly? Because she wasn’t even sure that she could remember. This distraction was awful. But perhaps that’s all it was, a distraction from the chaos and pain of her breakup with Leanne. She had to think quickly.
“We’re going to Colorado next. I was thinking we could leave early.”
“To get the hell out of here?” Hope chuckled lightly. “Because if that’s the real reason for leaving early, I’m there.”
Angelica’s lips curled upward, her eyes alight. “That’s at least part of it.”
“What’s the other part?”
“I need to go check on one of my hotels next week, in between prep and filming. The sooner we can get to Colorado to do prep, the more time I’ll have to be able to do that check in.” Angelica crossed her legs and started to relax. This was so reminiscent of that first dinner they’d shared in New Orleans. Not all work, but some play and personal in there as well. It was comforting. Perhaps they were more on equal footing than Angelica had originally thought.
“What’s wrong with your hotel?”
“Nothing’s wrong with it.” Angelica canted her head to the side. “Unlike John and Nova, I know what I’m doing.”
“Then why the mid-filming check?”
Angelica sighed slightly, wetting her lips as their food was set in front of them. “My hotel manager recently resigned, remember? She’s had her last day, and I want to make sure the assistant hotel manager isn’t overwhelmed with the duties. That’s easier to find out when I’m there in person. It’ll also give me a chance to do three in-person interviews.”
“In person? Does that mean you almost have a replacement?”
Angelica smiled. “Perhaps. Though I’m picky about those who work for me.”
Oh God, they were back to that insane flirting, and Angelica was the one who was starting it. She really needed to get a grip on herself.
“Then I take it as high praise that you’ve hired me.”
That hadn’t been Angelica’s choice. But she wasn’t about to point it out to Hope. She didn’t need to know that, and if she got a bit of an ego boost from what Angelica had just shared, then so be it. They could all use that every once in a while. Hope was diving into her food, but Angelica cut her burger in half and then took a small bite. Her stomach rumbled, which told her just how hungry her body was. If only her brain would recognize that.
Hope hummed pleasure around her bite of food. “Good, fast, greasy—exactly what I wanted.”
It was quite the change from the champagne of the wrap party.
“Do you think they’ll notice we’re gone?” Hope asked.
“They won’t notice that I’m gone, no.” She shook her head and took a bite. What she wasn’t saying was that they didn’t care if she was there or not. They would, however, absolutely care if Hope wasn’t there. And she hadn’t exactly told anyone where they were going. How long would it take for Rex to text Hope with an inquiry?
“Do you want to make a bet on that?” Hope asked.
“No,” Angelica answered. She wasn’t going to bet on something that she knew was true. She didn’t come into situations like this, work situations, to make friends. And that was very clear from the beginning, which meant that no one would miss her when she was gone. It was by design, but it still left a lonely ache in the center of her chest when she thought about it.
“You know, if you got to know them better, they could miss you.”
Angelica hummed, but that was her only response. She took another bite of her food and ate about half as fast as Hope. “About Colorado…”
“What about it?” Hope asked.
“I think this might be the easiest one we’re going to work on.”
“What’s wrong with it?”
“Not a whole lot,” Angelica answered. “They need more emotional support than anything else.”
“You and emotional support?” Hope raised an eyebrow at her. “Didn’t you just say you weren’t going to get to know people better?”
“I did.”
“So which is it, Ice Fairy? Emotions or no?” Hope leaned over the table, keeping her gaze locked on Angelica.
That look stole Angelica’s breath. It made it so hard for her to think and speak and function. Did Hope know she was doing that? Or was she completely oblivious to it?
“I need to apologize,” Hope said. Her hand hovered over Angelica’s on the table before she pulled back and put her hands in her lap, as if she’d been burned by a fire. “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”
Angelica’s lips parted in surprise. This wasn’t a turn she’d expected. She hadn’t wanted to talk about this at all. In fact, it would be so much better if they’d just left it all in the past and pretended nothing had happened at all. Wouldn’t it?
“Don’t think about it,” Angelica said, her voice husky with unrealized emotion.
“I…” Hope paused, her cheeks tinging pink. She lifted her gaze to meet Angelica’s before dropping it again. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”
The pain in Hope’s words moved straight into Angelica’s soul. As much as she was drawn to help Hope through this, it really couldn’t be her. She was technically Hope’s boss. She signed everyone’s paychecks, she made sure that everyone was doing what they needed to be doing. Alongside Josef, but she was still in a producer role on the show, which made her the boss.
She had to stop the conversation before it started.
She had to protect herself and her position.
She had to protect her heart.
“Please don’t think about it, or talk about it,” Angelica said. “I don’t want to have to put it in your personnel file.”
“What?” Hope jerked her chin up, eyes wide with fear. “Why would you do that?”
“Because it’s a violation, and it crosses boundaries. Hell, it could be considered sexual harassment or assault if I wanted to take it that far.” But I don’t, Angelica didn’t add. Seeing the worry and hurt cross Hope’s features was enough to make her regret the entire sentence. Almost. It needed to be said. Hope had to understand the underlying and lasting consequences of what had happened.
And Angelica was adult enough to keep this between them.
She just needed to know that Hope was on the same page.
The pause in the conversation was long, and the shift was clear as day. The flirtatious overtones that had been there moments before were gone, and Hope settled into something a whole lot more serious that Angelica was damn sure didn’t fit her personality generally.
“So what do we talk about if not that?” Hope asked as she moved food around her plate.
Angelica stared down at her half-eaten piece of a burger, whatever little appetite that she’d had when they’d gotten there already completely gone. “We don’t talk about the personal.”
“Okay,” Hope agreed.
“We talk about Colorado,” Angelica supplied. When she looked up, the sadness sweeping through Hope’s eyes took her breath away. “We talk about finances.”
“We talk about work,” Hope added.
“Yeah. Work.”
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“Welcome to Mountain View.” The young man stood just outside the front doors with his hands out to his sides and a brilliant smile on his lips.
Hope glanced at Angelica before she stepped forward with her hand extended. “We’re glad to be here.”
“I’m Tatum Beck. My family owns Mountain View West.” He took Hope’s hand and shook it firmly. He seemed so laid back, the energy around him warm and welcoming. Hope hadn’t experienced anything like it since she’d started this show so far, but there certainly couldn’t be an issue here with him, could there? “You must be Hope Lawrence.”
“I am,” she said. “This is Angelica Shields.”
Angelica stepped forward and held out her hand, but she didn’t look quite right. Did she seem a little grayish under the mask she always seemed to be wearing? Hope wasn’t entirely sure about that, but their flight into Denver hadn’t exactly been smooth. And the ride up the mountain had been windy and curvy. Perhaps Angelica was just suffering from a bad bout of car sickness.
“It’s good to meet you finally,” Angelica said, plastering on that smile that often could be mistaken for a grimace.
“As you can see, we’re in our slower season, but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t plenty to do in the area.” Tatum turned toward the front doors of the small hotel and held them open for Hope and Angelica to walk inside. “But we keep a laid-back atmosphere all year.”
Hope breathed in the atmosphere that Tatum was talking about. The entire front lobby was built in timber and stone, the woods and rock melding together to mimic the lines of the mountains that set the backdrops for where this hotel was nestled. God, it was stunning here. She knew she could stay here for weeks and maybe even months without a single complaint.
Angelica walked slower, trailing two steps behind Hope. Again, that was odd. But Hope kept herself in front and made sure to play the nice host of the show that was going to come in and somehow fix this place. Though from what Hope had seen so far, she wasn’t sure they actually needed help.
“I have your rooms set up. I put you two next to each other. I hope that was okay.” Tatum smiled as he slipped behind the counter and started to check them in. The worker who had been there smiled at each of them before stepping away to do something else. “I figured it might help you two get more work done if you were closer together.”
“That can be the case sometimes,” Hope said, again flicking her gaze over to Angelica who was being abnormally silent. “How often do you shuttle people to and from the airport?”
“We do it on an as-needed basis, but the majority of our guests have their own vehicles. That way they can see the sights while they’re here.” Tatum smiled at her, grabbing the old-school skeleton keys and handing them over. Now that was a nice touch.
Hope took them both and handed Angelica hers.
“I’ll show you to your rooms.”
Tatum led the way through the winding hallway. The hotel wasn’t large, but it boasted a couple of floors in its A-line style and the addition they’d done in the last ten years. When they reached the rooms, they stopped in the hallway.
“Dinner is from six to ten tonight, and then the restaurant will close.”
“Only four hours?” Hope frowned, a line creasing in her forehead. She vaguely remembered reading something about that in the prep information she’d been sent, but she’d honestly thought it had been a typo.
Tatum nodded. “We cut the hours shorter in the warmer months. It helps us to control the costs.”
That made sense on one hand. On the other, they were missing out on a number of guests who might want to eat earlier or later. Hope would have to look into that more.
“I’ll let you get settled. We have a nice garden out back that leads into a gentle hike through the base of the mountain if you want to check it out.” Tatum bowed his head slightly. “When the rest of your things arrive, I’ll have them brought to your room.”
“Thank you,” Hope said, smiling at him. Tatum walked away. She stayed in the hallway as she waited for him to disappear around the corner before focusing back on Angelica. “You good?”
“I’m not entirely sure that car ride agreed with me.”
“Understandable.” Hope fingered the key in her hand. “Do you need anything?”
“Fresh air might do.” Angelica glanced down the other end of the hallway, the way that Tatum had said to go if they wanted to check out the gardens. “Want to talk outside?”
“Sure.” Hope nodded toward her room. “Meet you out there in ten?”
Angelica nodded but said nothing. She turned toward her room, dragging her small suitcase behind her as she entered. Hope waited until she was inside before stepping into her own room. This was much smaller than the other places they had stayed so far. It was a simple room with two full-sized beds, which meant that she and Rex and Eva were going to be practically on top of each other while they were there. Well, at least when Rex and Eva arrived. She’d have two nights without them.
Hope rolled her shoulders and stretched her arms over her head as she stored her bag in the small closet. The room itself held the same charm that the rest of the hotel did, and she was intrigued to see exactly what the dining room would look like. She just wanted to get her hands on the kitchen. She’d looked at their menu, and it seemed promising.
Heading to the back garden, Hope breathed in the fresh mountain air. It was definitely harder to breathe out here—it seemed like she couldn’t get enough air in her lungs. Despite that, it was crisp and warm at the same time, fresh and filled with nothing but peace. Was that the mood that Mountain View was going for, or was it just the damn beauty of where they were for the next three weeks?
Three whole weeks.
They had extra time up here compared to the last couple of places they’d been, and Hope was glad that it was happening here. She could honestly stay here even longer—at least from what she’d seen so far, and she hadn’t even had a chance to explore the area yet. Which she fully intended on doing.
She sent Rex a picture of the back garden, which hadn’t been what she’d expected. She’d thought it’d be fancy. Instead, Hope had been greeted with a vegetable garden. It was filled with raised beds and fresh vegetables that were just in the beginning stages of growth. There was a greenhouse connected to the side of the hotel building, and being nosy as she was, she stepped inside and was amazed to find even more vegetables—these ones further along in their growth and prime for the picking.
She was willing to bet that they used these for the restaurant. Hope brushed her fingers along the curve of a bright red, ripe tomato. She checked on the basil and the rosemary. She bent down to breathe in the scent of the zucchini. Tatum and his family took good care of everything they did here, that much showed in how everything was connected together.
She stepped out of the greenhouse, a grin on her lips, and found Angelica, who’d changed from the suit she’d worn on the plane into black leggings and a workout shirt that had a sports bra underneath a loose tank. Angelica’s hair was pulled back and out of her face, minus the wild curl that always seemed to frame the right side of her cheek. Hope’s heart stuttered. She was stunning in this light, far more natural now than she ever was before.
“I thought we could check out the small walk that Tatum mentioned,” Angelica said, hands by her sides as she looked Hope over. “It doesn’t seem too difficult.”
Hope hadn’t changed out of the jeans and tank top that she’d worn on the plane, and while she was certainly up for a walk, she had a feeling that Angelica was in far better shape than she was and would be able to outlast her on any hike.
“Yeah, we can do that.” Hope’s heart thundered, and her voice didn’t come out as strong as it should have.
She followed Angelica’s lead this time, walking quietly behind her as they found the small trailhead that Tatum had been talking about. It was paved, which was nice, but it was barely wide enough for the two of them to walk side by side. Hope bit her lip as she glanced over at Angelica.
“Feeling any better?”
“No,” Angelica said, brushing a piece of hair that fell out of her ponytail away from her face. “It’ll take a while for my stomach to calm down. Usually does.”
“I’m not someone who gets car sick often. I guess it’s a curse of being the youngest and always ending up thrown into the back of whatever vehicle we found ourselves in.” Hope laughed lightly, still looking around taking in the beauty.
“Youngest?” Angelica asked.
“Of four. All girls.” Hope winced. “Do you have any siblings?”
“A younger brother. He’s quite a bit younger than me, so sometimes I felt more like an only child than a sister.” Angelica eyed Hope over. “It would make sense that you’re the youngest.”
“What makes you say that?” Hope stared at her in curiosity—at least that’s what she told herself it started as. But she couldn’t drag her gaze away, and they were stopped in the middle of the pathway. Angelica’s cheeks pinked. Was that embarrassment? Or was it something else? Hope really wanted to know.
“You’re quite impulsive, Mrs. Lawrence.” Angelica straightened her shoulders, issuing Hope a challenging look. “And you have this air about you that life is easy, which says to me that you never had the pressures that the first daughter has placed on her.” Angelica touched her chest lightly.
“Are you saying you’re a bitch because you had the unfortunate disadvantage of being born before your brother?”
Angelica barked out a laugh. “Hardly, but it’s a nice thought, isn’t it? I always wanted to blame the world on him if I could.”
Hope understood that sentiment. She would throw her sisters under the bus whenever she could. And while she didn’t do it as often now that they were all grown, she certainly had her fair share of escaping due punishment by skirting the consequences with some lies and manipulation growing up.
“It’s so beautiful here,” Angelica said, a wistfulness in her tone that Hope had never heard before. “But I imagine it gets chilly at night.”
“Probably.” Hope looked around at the towering mountains, the wildflowers that were growing. If this were her restaurant, she’d pick those and put them on the center of the table to highlight even more of the natural beauty of this place. “We can head back now if you’re getting cold.”
“Not yet,” Angelica murmured, walking forward. “I want to see where this trail takes us.”
Hope smiled, but Angelica didn’t see it. She was already four steps ahead and moving quicker than she had before. Hope took a few long steps to catch up so they could walk together. “From the initial paperwork and application, I’m not entirely sure why we’re here.”
“Josef said this would be the easy break.” Angelica flicked her gaze to Hope. “He said we’d need a mid-season break.”
“Well, he’s not wrong. Especially after Chateau Orleans.” Hope was still reeling from being there. It had been so difficult not to give them all a piece of her mind and to hold back and let Angelica take that role. She had her temper, and she wasn’t typically afraid to use it. But with Angelica’s in the forefront, she found that she didn’t have to.
“No, I think he made the right push for this.” Angelica sighed heavily. “I probably would have dismissed it and barreled right into the next disaster.” She laughed, and it felt amazing to be able to witness it. The warmth and lightness that it brought to the moment was exactly what Hope had been seeking. And she hadn’t even known it. “Have you been to Colorado before?”
“Denver only, and briefly,” Hope answered, shoving her hands into her pockets as they walked. “You?”
“No.” Angelica rolled her shoulders. “But I think I should have come here sooner.”
“It is stunning. I’m not sure that words can explain it.”
“No, they can’t.” Angelica looked over at her and grinned, that same pink tinge returning to her cheeks. It looked so much better on her than the gray she’d worn earlier. “Tatum said that the majority of their income comes in the winter, with the families and tourists coming up to ski.”
“I can see that.” Hope’s smile faltered slightly. Angelica could always turn it back to work, couldn’t she? Maybe she should set up another meal for them and completely take work conversation off the table. She’d enjoyed those moments, and she still wanted to get to know Angelica better while she could. They seemed to be finding their stride of working together, which was a good thing. The crew seemed to be holding up stronger too.
“That means summers, especially spring and fall, are pretty scant.”
“Then it’s a good thing we’re here,” Hope added, her shoulder brushing against Angelica’s as they continued to walk. They moved around a curve in the path and stopped short, coming out just on the edge of downtown Estes Park. The downtown area was like something out of a movie—old world and small mountain town charm all in one. “Wow.”
“Agreed,” Angelica said. “Maybe I should plan a vacation here.”
“I think you’re not the only one,” Hope laughed. “I’d say that we should find some local foods to sample, but I think Tatum is expecting us back at Mountain View for dinner.”
Angelica hummed, but that was her only response.
“Unless you want to try both.”
“Hardly. I don’t think I could manage one full meal tonight if I tried.”
“Still nauseous from the car ride?” Hope asked, furrowing her brow in concern.
“A bit,” Angelica answered, meeting Hope’s gaze. “I’ll be fine in the morning, I’m sure. Let’s head back. We have quite a bit of work to do before the others get here.”
Hope didn’t want to think about that. Something about these quiet days where it was just the two of them talking and preparing was exactly what she needed. And when everyone else arrived, these moments were shattered. They were thrust into the chaos of an insane filming schedule, and they weren’t really able to find time for just the two of them to connect as leads.
That’s what they were doing, right?
Hope rolled up onto her toes and started back toward the hotel.
At least that’s what she was going to tell herself.
Until she was proven otherwise.



Chapter         

Twenty
The nausea hadn’t gone away yet. Angelica stood in front of the small office that they’d been given and breathed deeply, trying to catch what was left of her senses so that she could at least make it through this meeting. Everyone was supposed to be there.
Since Mountain View was so small compared to the other luxury hotels they’d worked with, they literally had a small ten by ten room to make this happen while they were there. She took another breath. When would the nausea go away? When would the headache fade into the background?
The door opened, and Hope stepped out with Eva right by her side.
Angelica faltered. She hadn’t had time to hide what she was feeling yet. Hope stopped sharply, her hand tightening on Eva’s. The look went from one of surprise that Angelica was standing so close to one of worry in an instant.
“I’m fine,” Angelica said before Hope could even ask. She glanced down at Eva and plastered a smile on her face.
“I was just taking her to the nanny,” Hope said, pointing at Eva. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I’m sure.” Angelica squared her shoulders and pushed down the queasy feeling that just wouldn’t go away. She was determined it’d vanish, if only by her sheer will and nothing else. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”
Hope nodded, lingering a second longer before she took Eva and walked away. Angelica took the extra minute that she had before she stepped inside. Kyle, Rex, and Josef were huddled around the small table in the room. This was going to be tight quarters, which only made Angelica’s ill feeling intensify.
She sat down at one of the only two empty chairs in the room and kept her mouth shut. The last thing she needed was to throw up on all of them, and it was only getting worse, not better. She had so much that she needed to get done this week, not only for the show but for the rest of the businesses that she ran. She couldn’t afford to get sick. Not now.
Hope was back.
When did that happen?
And she was sitting right next to Angelica, her gaze flicking toward Angelica more often than not. Angelica at least caught that, but if anyone asked her what they were discussing, she had no idea. She couldn’t begin to think of a topic that they needed to touch on that day, even though these meetings were starting to be very routine for her. Kyle would talk about different scenes he wanted, Rex would add in his two cents, and Josef would agree to all of it.
But for everything that it was worth, Angelica couldn’t focus.
Finally, Hope leaned over and touched her arm briefly to get her full attention.
“What?” Angelica asked, keeping her voice down.
“You’re not okay,” Hope whispered, taking advantage of the fact that the men were distracted. “What’s really going on?”
“I think I just caught something from the flight.”
Hope squinted at her before pursing her lips and shaking her head. “You should rest while you can. Before we start filming.”
The fact that Angelica was actually considering that should have told her how crappy she felt. But she didn’t want to leave. She didn’t want them to think that she couldn’t cut it and that she couldn’t keep up with the pace they were setting.
“Angel…” Hope trailed off. “Come on.”
Come on, what? Rest? Disappear? Just walk out of a meeting that she was essential for? She couldn’t do that. Angelica turned to focus back on Rex and Kyle who were hashing out some kind of shoot with the outside views or something. Angelica hadn’t even taken a single note since she’d been in there.
Hope moved her hand away, and the warmth from her skin was gone before Angelica knew that she was missing it. She wanted it back. That had kept her steady in the last ten minutes, and she couldn’t stand to not have something to keep her grounded right where she was.
“Let’s take a break,” Josef announced. “You can show me where you want to do this opening shot.”
Angelica stayed still, melding with her seat while the three men got up and left. She expected Hope to go with them, but Hope stayed right where she was, legs crossed, leaning on the arm of the chair, and her eyes locked on Angelica’s face.
“Ready to admit defeat yet?” Hope asked.
“Yes,” Angelica answered, wincing. She rested back in her chair for the first time, finally finding herself and letting every sensation flood into her body. Now that she was focused on it, she could tell how shitty she really felt.
Hope reached up and touched her cheek with the back of her hand and clicked her tongue. “You’ve got a fever.”
“Perfect,” Angelica muttered. “Just what I needed this week.” She closed her eyes and tried to steady herself for the long walk back to her room and the fact that she was going to have to have her assistant rearrange her schedule and Lyric rearrange her travel. “I guess it wasn’t the car ride.”
“That probably didn’t help anything.” Hope hummed, but her calm presence was exactly what Angelica needed, and she was so glad that she was still there. At least for now. “Let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll walk you back.”
Why did that sound heavenly? Angelica hadn’t realized just how much she actually wanted the helping hand, or the fact that this time around she might actually need it. She wasn’t as young as she used to be, and perhaps this cold or whatever it was would take it out of her.
“Sure,” Angelica said. Before she was ready, because when would she ever be, she pushed herself up to stand. Hope was standing with her in an instant.
Hope put a hand on the small of her back and led her toward the hallway. Angelica wasn’t entirely sure how they ended up back at her room, but she fished her key out of her pocket and handed it to Hope. She couldn’t focus enough to even get it in the lock.
She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off her jacket first. Chills started, working their way up her back and into her chest. Goosebumps lined her arms and legs, and if she wasn’t careful, she was going to end up with full body shakes.
“What do you normally take for the flu?” Hope asked, taking Angelica’s jacket and folding it over the small chair at the desk where Angelica had left her laptop earlier.
“Just Tylenol.”
“That’s it?” Hope wrinkled her nose at her.
Angelica nodded. “I don’t get sick very often.”
Hope hummed. “Stay here. I’ll be right back. I’m taking the key with me because I don’t want you to get up and fall over while I’m gone.”
That was fair. Angelica said nothing as Hope walked out of the room. She did slowly start to undo the zipper on her heeled boots and take them off, dropping them next to the bed. She could deal with cleaning that up later. For now, she just wanted to lie down and melt into the blankets until she felt just a little bit better than she currently did.
She burrowed her way under the blankets and closed her eyes, sighing heavily. She couldn’t believe this was happening. She couldn’t believe that she was getting sick while they were filming. They were on such a tight schedule, and now she wouldn’t be able to do anything until she could at least stand upright. Which right now would be a challenge.
The door opened, and Angelica didn’t even bother to open her eyes. She just wanted to stay right where she was, warm and under the blankets. The mattress dipped slightly, and there was a hand on her shoulder.
“Here. I brought you a drink, too.”
Prying her eyes open, Angelica looked to find Hope holding her hand out with a couple of pills in it and a small glass of water. She hated this. She wasn’t used to anyone taking care of her, but to have Hope do it? That was embarrassment ten times over. Usually Lyric would be around, but Angelica had given her the week off for her sister’s wedding. Lyric would do just about anything that Angelica asked her to.
Taking the medication with a small sip of water, Angelica rested back into the pillows.
“I brought the thermometer.”
“You have a thermometer?” Angelica furrowed her brow as Hope put the device against her forehead.
“Of course I do. I have a six-year-old.”
That would generally be enough of an explanation, but Angelica was damn sure that even if she had a kid living with her she wouldn’t have remembered to bring any of that. The device beeped, and Hope stared at it curiously.
“It says you don’t have a fever.”
“Really?” Angelica frowned. “It might just be from the nausea. Happens sometimes.”
“Are you nauseous a lot?”
“Enough.” Angelica closed her eyes again. “I’ll be fine. Thank you.”
Hope still didn’t leave right away. She put her hands in her lap and stayed still. Angelica wanted her to leave now. She was embarrassed enough at having to have someone care for her, and she really didn’t need Hope to stay there any longer.
“I’ll talk to Rex and Kyle about rearranging some of the filming schedule if you’re not feeling better in a couple of days.”
“No need to worry about any of that now.” Though Angelica had already started to rework the schedule in her head. Then again, any kind of that work she did now would probably have to be redone later, because it was definitely a struggle to think. “I’ll be fine tomorrow.”
“You might think that,” Hope said, touching Angelica’s shoulder again, “but take tomorrow to rest if you need to.”
“I will.” But she knew she wouldn’t. Angelica had way too much work to take a full day off, even if she was sick. She just wanted Hope to leave at this point. She wanted to be alone and hiding where no one had to see her like this.
“Good.” Hope sighed. “Text me if you need something else. Please.”
“Just tell Josef that I had a work problem,” Angelica said, locking their gazes together.
Hope paused, confusion swimming in her eyes. “You really don’t want him to know you’re sick.”
“No.” It was a matter of pride, and whether or not Hope could understand that wasn’t Angelica’s problem. She just needed Hope to follow through with what she said she would do. Then she could deal with the consequences of the small white lie later.
“I’ll tell him that for now. But tomorrow…you’ll have to come up with a better excuse.”
Angelica swallowed hard. She fully intended to not be in this bed tomorrow—as comfortable as it was. She would be back to work and back on her feet without consequences. If she believed it, then it would happen, right?
“I’m serious about texting me. I’ll check in on you in a bit.”
“I’m not an invalid,” Angelica mumbled.
“No, you’re not. But you’re sick, and the least I can do is help you get through it. Right?” Hope didn’t wait for an answer. She stood up and left the room without another word.
Angelica shuddered, but this time it definitely wasn’t from the chills. It was from the powerful and confident way that Hope had taken control of the situation and made everything happen like it should. Or like she wanted it to, whether or not Angelica wanted it to end up this way.
She stayed in bed for another thirty minutes before she became too antsy. Dragging herself from the bed, Angelica stripped out of her work clothes and slid into her loose pajama bottoms and tank top so she could at least be a little more comfortable. She doubted that Hope would actually be coming back to check on her, and even then, Angelica could just text her and tell her that she was fine.
She snagged her laptop and brought it back to the bed. Within a minute, she was in her emails, sorting through some of the extra things she had to do that week, and approving the budgets that she hadn’t gotten to on their flights yesterday.
But it was so damn hard to focus.
Angelica plowed through it as much as she could, but she wasn’t able to get as much work done as she would have liked. She was just about to put the computer up when the door to her room opened. Freezing, Angelica waited to see who it was.
Hope.
She had a sad smile on her face until she glanced down and saw the computer. “I see you’re as much of a workaholic as I am.”
Angelica sighed, her lips curling upward slightly. “I have a lot of work to do.”
“There’s always work to do.” Hope sat on the edge of the bed and cocked her head to the side. “You didn’t answer my text.”
Text? What text?
Angelica reached for her phone and found it, right along with Hope’s five texts she’d sent in the last few hours. “Oh.”
“How are you feeling? Any better?”
“I’m upright.” Angelica pressed back into the pillows. “Mostly.”
Hope hummed. “I talked with Tatum, not about you specifically, but he suggested it might be altitude sickness. Have you ever had that before?”
Angelica frowned, the nausea coming back into the forefront of her mind and making it that much harder to concentrate now that she had nothing to distract her. At least working had been good for one thing, even if she didn’t get a whole lot done.
“Angel?” Hope asked, getting her attention again.
“No,” Angelica answered. “But I mostly stick to the coasts. I haven’t been to the mountains very often. Not since I was a little girl.”
Hope touched her hand lightly and squeezed. “There isn’t much to do other than leave and go to a lower altitude or just bear through it until it stops. You do need to drink a lot of water and eat some food though, which I’m sure is the last thing you want today.”
It was.
“So I’m going to get you something to eat, something light. If there’s something else you want, let me know, and I’ll make sure I can get it to you.”
Why was there a thrill running through her? Why was this sudden care and compassion from Hope more tender than Angelica had ever experienced before? Even when she’d been with Leanne they’d never been this soft with each other. Angelica nodded. “Yeah, I’ll let you know.”
“Okay. I’ll be back.” Hope squeezed her hand again. “And I’m keeping the key again.”
Angelica hadn’t even realized that Hope had taken it with her the last time. But it wasn’t like she was going to need it, not for at least a day. She watched as Hope left the room with only one backward glance in her direction. Angelica had to stop herself from taking the thoughts that were racing through her mind to a dangerous place.
She had to keep her distance.
She had to keep her autonomy.
She couldn’t fall for her co-star.



Chapter         

Twenty-One
“Got a minute?” Hope asked, trying to get Rex’s attention.
Angelica hadn’t been out of her room since Hope had put her in there three days before. Hope was aware that she had cancelled her trip to her hotel, but that was about it.
Rex nodded and walked toward her. “What’s up?”
“I wanted to talk about filming.” Hope crossed her arms and started to walk back toward the garden. Something about being outside drew her, and she wanted to spend as much time there as possible. It was gloriously beautiful. It fed her soul in a way that she hadn’t been fed in a very long time.
“You should be talking to Kyle or Josef.”
“I know, but… I want to bounce an idea off you first.” Hope looked around, making sure that there wasn’t anyone else around. She didn’t need this getting out. “Angelica’s pretty sick.”
Rex frowned. “Have you been checking on her?”
“Making sure she’s drinking water and eating something… yeah.” Hope sighed, sitting on one of the hard log benches that had been carved out for the aesthetic. “I think she needs a doctor, but that’s going to be a battle, I’m sure.”
“She’s that bad?” Rex sounded concerned now, and Hope was glad. It seemed like no one had been paying attention to the fact that Angelica was slowly wasting away.
“She is,” Hope said, wanting him to really understand. Maybe if he did then everyone else would. “So I wanted to talk about filming.”
“Filming?” Rex frowned at her. “We don’t start for a few more days.”
“Right, but I don’t think she’s going to be up to it in a few days. Not with the way she’s going.” Hope rubbed her hands together, staring down at her feet on the dirt pathway. “I want to focus more on the kitchen if we can, maybe give her a bit of a break. Not exclude her part entirely, but maybe make some drama with the kitchens or build up an idea where I’m taking on more of that time than she is.”
Rex hummed, crossing an ankle over his knee. “She won’t like that.”
“I’m not sure about that.” Hope bit her lower lip. “Especially depending on how we pitch it to her, but that’s why I wanted to talk to you first. Maybe we can find a way to make this happen?”
Sighing heavily, Rex sat in the silence. Hope stared at him before looking at the horizon.
She continued on, “One of the main issues here is just how seasonal the hotel is. We need to find a way to build up the summer income.”
“What were you thinking?” Rex asked.
“Catering? Weddings? Both can work well, and the kitchen staff already understands how to do most of that, I think. Either way, it’s not that difficult to add to it. Or even partnering with some other bed-and-breakfasts to add to their repertoire of food stuffs. Also just working with local small bed-and-breakfasts to fill in for them when they’re out for whatever reason so they don’t have to close down for a week or more at a time.” Hope was back to biting her lip as she looked at him, waiting for his approval of her crazy idea.
“That could work.”
Hope’s heart thudded. That was exactly what she’d wanted to hear. It would solve two problems at once, wouldn’t it? “Let me talk to her and see what she thinks.”
“You’re going to talk to her now?” Rex looked at her skeptically.
“Yeah.” Hope tensed. What was he sensing exactly?
“You two seem to be getting along better. At least you did toward the end of New Orleans.”
“Yeah, I guess we are.” Hope softened her tone, listening more to what he was saying and what he wasn’t saying to her. What exactly did he know? And how exactly was she ever going to explain to him what had happened? Because she didn’t want to keep that information from him. It was a wedge in their relationship, and she hated that it was there.
“That’s good. She’s not exactly easy to get along with.”
Hope didn’t comment on that. She had a theory that it wasn’t Angelica who was hard to get along with, but the expectations that everyone put on her for how she was supposed to act. And in turn, those expectations immediately put Angelica on the outskirts of the group. But Hope hadn’t experienced enough of everyone together yet to see if that was actually true.
“She’s going to be upset about the lack of screen time, though.” Rex slapped a hand down onto his knee. “You’ll need to be prepared for that.”
“You really think she will?”
“Absolutely. The Ice Fairy is just as much a princess as everyone else in this world, and she’s here to make money and get her face out there, and she can’t do that if she’s not on camera often.” Rex gave Hope a direct look now. “You have the same problem.”
She resented that. She didn’t like that he was lumping her into the category of a diva who would throw a fit when she didn’t get what she wanted. But she also couldn’t deny the fact that there was some kind of truth to what he was saying. What was the point in being on a television show if her face wasn’t on the camera at least a little bit? She wanted to grow her businesses and do something new. And the only way to do that was to have camera time.
“That’s going to be the argument, Hope. So if you’re going to walk into that arena, be prepared for the battle at hand. If she agrees, we can talk to Kyle and Josef about adjusting the schedule and the plan.” Rex stood up and walked off.
The breeze was cool against Hope’s cheeks. But the sun shone down on her, warming her skin at the same time. She stayed there, breathing in the peace and serenity that she wanted to overtake her. But why? She’d never felt so unbalanced before. So why was she feeling that now?
Angelica.
There was no doubt in her mind that Angelica was the reason she was feeling off-kilter. Or rather, her reaction to Angelica. That was something Hope was going to have to figure out, but first, she had to make sure that Angelica was actually being taken care of and doing the things that she needed to do.
Pushing herself up, Hope walked back into the hotel and started down the hallway toward Angelica’s room. She pulled the key out of her pocket and slipped it into the door with a quick knock. She’d done that so many times over the last few days that she was used to it.
Angelica was still in bed, her hair mussed, her cheeks still pale. Immediately, Hope checked the food and water to see if Angelica had actually eaten. And while it seemed she’d nibbled, she hadn’t made much of a dent.
“I have a proposal for you,” Hope said, sitting on the edge of the mattress.
Angelica raised an eyebrow at her, automatically crossing her arms and then waiting for Hope to continue.
“I’m going to give you two options, neither of which you’re going to like.” Hope ran the palms of her hands up and down her thighs. Nerves tangled with excitement, and she wasn’t quite sure what to do with any of it. She waited another beat, expecting Angelica not to respond at all, and when there was still silence, she continued, “You can either go to the doctor, or we can have one come here, and you can shoot part of this episode with me.”
Angelica scoffed loudly.
“Oh, hold that thought.” Hope put her finger out to stop Angelica from saying anything. “Because there is one more option that you can choose.”
“And?” Angelica asked, her voice crackly and hoarse.
“You can stay in this bed, be sick, and I’ll shoot the entire episode without you. I’ve already talked it over with the guys, and we’re looking at ways to rearrange the schedule.”
“You’re going to cut me from my own show?” Angelica sighed heavily, her lips thinning.
Hope hated this, but it was nice to see Angelica actually thinking about the options. If she was truly up to par, then she’d be pushing back on each one. Hope was sure of that. She wanted that Angelica back. Not this woman who was only half here and probably hadn’t showered since the day they’d arrived. Maybe this would motivate that too.
“You have your choices,” Hope added, not wanting to push on what she’d said for fear that Angelica would find the cracks in her argument, and there were so many of them. She’d pushed the truth into something that wasn’t even present in this room at the moment. “Doctor and filming or you just stay in bed while I take over.”
Hope was betting that Angelica’s control freak mentality was going to take over and that she wouldn’t let Hope run the show without her—which Hope absolutely didn’t want to do.
“You’re blackmailing me.”
“Not really,” Hope answered. “I’m just giving you two very clear options. Neither of which you want to do.”
Angelica sighed heavily. “Fine. Call the doctor.”
“Perfect.” Hope pointed at the cup of water. “Drink that, and I’ll go make the call.”
As soon as she stepped out of the room, Hope grinned. She leaned against the door and sighed in relief. It had worked. She nearly couldn’t believe it, but here she was, with the exact answer she’d wanted.
Talking with Tatum, it didn’t take long to find a doctor who could come and visit Angelica. And when Hope brought her into the room, she was glad to see that Angelica had actually gotten up and drank the water. That was at least a good start. But Hope wasn’t happy to see that Angelica was going to be forced to lie in bed for the next hour hooked up to an IV.
“The fastest way to get over it is to go to a lower altitude.”
Angelica glared at the doctor, full-on glare. Hope had to hide her laugh behind her hand. She hadn’t anticipated that the doctor would be telling Angelica the one thing that Hope had tried to avoid which was to keep Angelica from shooting.
“That’s not possible,” Angelica said, her voice far firmer now than it had been twenty minutes ago. She’d been much softer when it was only her and Hope in the room together.
“Your choice,” the doctor said. “I’ll be back in a bit. Don’t take that out.”
When she was gone, Hope sat back on the bed and looked Angelica over. “Altitude sickness.”
“It sounds made up.” Angelica glared, but it wasn’t focused on Hope, which was a good thing.
“Everything’s made up, in one way or another, if you think about it.”
“I bet you’re enjoying this.”
“Hardly.” Hope sighed. “About filming…”
“I’m not leaving.”
“I never thought you would. What I was going to say is that I think we should focus a little more on the kitchens this time around. I was going to talk to Tatum about adding in catering for sure and then perhaps focusing on getting more weddings here during the summer. I can handle that since it’ll fall under events which is partially my job.”
“But also mine,” Angelica added.
“Yes, also yours.”
Angelica seemed to calm down by that agreement. Hope stared at Angelica’s hand where the IV was pressed into her skin. This was a hail Mary, but God she hoped it worked. She needed Angelica back, the way she was before so they could do the things they needed to do.
“I need to go through the finances still,” Angelica said. “I haven’t had a chance, and every time I open the books to look at them, I start to get dizzy.”
“I think that’s a sign that you shouldn’t be doing it then.” Hope let out a little laugh before she stilled. “Let me do it.”
“Hope…” Angelica’s voice gentled.
“Let me,” Hope tried again, pleading. She could do this, Angelica knew she had the capability. She’d proven that already. But that wasn’t the issue. The problem was that Angelica had to release that control and allow Hope to do it for her, to take over that responsibility and trust that Hope would do it well.
Angelica sighed, staring down at her hand and flexing her fingers before she raised her gaze to meet Hope’s again. “Why?”
“Why what?” Hope was taken aback. Of all the things she thought Angelica would say, it wasn’t that. She’d expected the flat-out denial, the refusal, the excuses as to why she couldn’t do it and Angelica had to, but she hadn’t expected this.
“Why let you?”
Hope pressed her lips together tightly. Something in this moment seemed so intense and precious at the same time. She couldn’t mess this up. She couldn’t ruin what they’d been working so hard to build between them. Hope chose her words carefully, wanting and needing Angelica to fully understand where she was coming from.
“If there’s one thing that I know and understand, it’s this. This show, Hotel Bombshell, is only going to succeed if you and I learn to work together and trust each other. This is my way of asking you to trust me.” Hope held those words tightly. She couldn’t remember being this honest with Angelica before now. She was purposely stepping into Angelica’s realm when it came to the show, the places where Angelica was talented and wise, and she was asking to be let in.
Angelica nodded and then rested her head back, her shoulders dipping from the move. Her eyelids fluttered shut and she took slow, deep breaths. Was she nauseous again? Or was this her trying to work through what Hope had said when she wasn’t feeling great and was already struggling to keep going?
“Angel…” Hope said, trying to get her attention.
“Why do you call me that?” she asked, opening her eyes and locking them on Hope.
A shiver ran through Hope, settling in the top of her chest in a really uncomfortable way. Why was this conversation, of all the conversations they’d had so far, so intense and true and pure? “I-I don’t know.”
Angelica nodded slowly, her lips pursed. “I’m not an angel, and I’m certainly not yours. Don’t forget that I will hurt you, and I will push you.”
Hope’s lips parted in surprise. “It’s just a nickname.”
“No, it’s not.” Angelica frowned.
A tension held in the air, tightening between them. Hope could barely breathe. She couldn’t take her gaze from Angelica’s, from the sudden loneliness and pain that she found there. Where was all of that coming from? Hope wanted to reach in and touch it, experience it… understand it.
The knock on the door was loud, the doctor announcing she was back. Angelica swallowed and nodded at Hope firmly. “Look at the finances. Let me know what you find.”
Hope breathed out, but that tension was still there. She stood up, stepping to the side to let the doctor do what she needed. She walked out of Angelica’s room and shut the door behind her, stunned.
What just happened?



Chapter         

Twenty-Two
Hope had been right.
Not that Angelica would say that out loud to anyone. But with the visit from the local doctor three days behind her, she was on her feet and feeling at least seventy percent of where she had been. She could tell because she wasn’t pushing to go back to the original filming schedule. That and Hope’s idea of focusing on building up the summer season income wasn’t a bad idea at all.
Again, not that Angelica would tell her that.
She sat outside, iPad in hand, and scrolled through some of the finances that Hope hadn’t managed to get to. Everything seemed to be in good order, but it wasn’t balancing. Hope had pointed that out, but she also couldn’t figure out where the discrepancies were. Angelica was finally finding the time to take her shot at it.
Tatum sat down next to her, a smile on his face. “My mom loves it out here.”
“Oh?” Angelica wasn’t sure why she was continuing the conversation, but she wanted the break from staring at the numbers, and there was something so pleasant about Tatum that she felt compelled to stop and talk to him anytime she saw him.
“My dad built this garden for her a few years ago when she retired so that she could spend more time here with him.” Tatum smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners.
Angelica hadn’t met his parents yet, but she’d heard the crew talking. They were down in Denver with a long hospital stay ahead of them. His mom had some type of brain cancer. Tatum was taking over the hotel temporarily until his father could get back to work. This was a family operation, through and through, which was one of the biggest differences from the other hotels they’d been to so far.
“When do you think they’ll be home?” Angelica asked, fingering the edge of her jacket before dropping her hands to her lap. She wasn’t sure she could ever do that. If her father or mother ended up with cancer, she wouldn’t drop everything to go home and take care of them. She’d like to think that she would, but if she were truly honest, she wouldn’t. She’d leave all that to her brother and stop by on occasion to give him a temporary relief.
“Don’t know.” Tatum’s smile faded. “Hopefully soon.”
“There you are.” Hope stepped outside, squinting in the sunlight before she put her hand over her eyes to shade them. “I was looking for you.”
“Always wanted, aren’t you?” Tatum asked with a grin as he stood up. “Make sure you take some time to rest, Ms. Shields. You’re still recovering.”
Normally Angelica would take offense at the chide, but something about the way Tatum offered it made her feel warm inside, as though he might truly care about her well-being. Before she had a chance to stand up, Hope came over and snagged her hand, pulling her upward.
“Come on.”
“Where are we going?” Angelica asked.
“It’s a surprise.”
“You know I don’t like surprises.” Angelica allowed herself to be led, slowly, back toward the doorway that led inside.
“You’ll like this one.”
Angelica hummed displeasure, but she wasn’t convinced that was what would actually happen or not.
“Come on.” Hope pulled her again, but they didn’t go inside.
Instead, they skirted around the side of the building to yet another large open garden space. This one wasn’t filled with green things to cook with, but it was much more like a traditional garden, except it was filled with wildflowers that were just starting to bloom.
“Oh…” Angelica murmured, her eyes widening as she stopped suddenly. She hadn’t gotten this far in the original tour before she felt too sick. That was a pity.
“Yeah, I was thinking they could set up some promotional images and do weddings out here. It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” Hope still had her hand in Angelica’s as she led the way to a small table in the center of a large white gazebo. “Tatum said that his dad planted everything out here.”
“For his mother, no doubt,” Angelica commented, remembering the conversation she’d just had with him.
“Yeah.” Hope grinned again, stopping at the table.
Angelica looked down, finding it set for two with a bottle of wine in the middle, sweating water glasses, and covered plates. “What’s this?”
“Killing two birds with one stone.” Hope stepped to the side and pulled out a chair. “Can we sit down first?”
Suspicious, Angelica did as she was told. She set the iPad on the edge of the table and waited for Hope to move the cloche. Under them was a stunning array of small finger foods, ones that Angelica had never seen Hope cook before. They looked to be of her normal flair, fancy and something that Angelica wouldn’t know the name of, but also more rustic than Hope typically made.
“I made lunch, with the idea that we could try out a few new recipes at the same time.” Hope slid into the chair across from Angelica. “And maybe you’d eat a full meal out of it.”
“That’s three birds,” Angelica pointed out, eyeing Hope. “I knew I should be suspicious of your motives.”
Hope chuckled, the smile lighting up her face the instant she did it. “Are you saying that we’ve actually figured each other out?”
“Hardly.” Angelica laughed a little before picking up her water. “And despite your lovely wine choice, I think I’ll stick with this while I’m here.” She’d been more conscious of how much water she consumed in the last few days, feeling better the more she drank. Damn doctors when they were actually right about something. Not that she’d admit that to anyone out loud either.
Hope explained each food item on the plate, but the information promptly went in Angelica’s brain and right out of it. Angelica was entranced by every second that Hope spoke, her passion shining through each of the words. It wasn’t what Hope was saying that made it so spectacular, it was the way her face lit up, her eyes widening and crinkling, the brightness of her tone, the energy that filled her body.
Angelica pulled off one of the small cucumber things and slipped it between her lips. The cucumber was sweet and crunchy, the juices hitting her tongue right along with whatever else was on it, but she didn’t ask again, afraid that Hope would be offended that she hadn’t been paying attention for the first explanation.
“It’s good,” Angelica said around the bite.
“It’s exquisite,” Hope responded as she took her own and slid it between her lips. A small drop of the sauce stayed in the corner of her mouth, and her tongue dashed out to chase it.
Angelica’s heart skittered, and her knees went weak. Thank God she wasn’t standing up, because she might have had to grab onto something to keep herself upright. She took another bite, but she didn’t taste it this time. She was back to being bewitched.
“I wanted to try out a few finger foods to add to the catering repertoire.” Hope leaned back in her seat, not taking her eyes from Angelica. “I want them to beef that up a whole lot in order to increase the revenue, but I’m not sure that they will.”
“Not until Baxter returns,” Angelica surmised. “He’s really the one who takes the lead on everything, isn’t he?”
“Are you sure you’ve been sleeping through the last week?” Hope bit her lip, but the smile faltered. “I’m not sure if Tatum’s mom is going to make it through this treatment. Something Tatum said…” Hope trailed off at that, not finishing the sentence.
“And you think he won’t come back?”
“Would you?”
“Would I what?” Angelica reached for the glass of water and let it cleanse her palette.
“If your lifelong partner died, would you just go back to work like nothing had changed?” Hope wouldn’t move her gaze from Angelica’s face.
Angelica honestly had no idea. She didn’t have a love like Baxter and Miriam, one that lasted decades. Hell, the longest she’d made it in a relationship was a little over a year. Which made her a constant disappointment for her parents.
Hope hummed and shook her head. “You have no idea, do you?”
“No.” Angelica swallowed the guilt that tried to eat its way up into her chest. Why was she guilty? Their life wasn’t anything like her life, and there was nothing wrong with that. She never wanted to regret her choices, and this was one that she’d made consciously.
Nodding to herself, Hope sighed. “I’d go back to work, but it wouldn’t be the same. I don’t know if this place will ever be the same without Miriam.”
“But she didn’t work here,” Angelica argued.
“No, but her presence—her spirit—is in every inch of this place. You can feel it, even if you don’t know who she is or meet her.” Hope sipped her water again.
Angelica could see that. Looking around, she knew it, actually. Tatum made sure that his mother’s memory lived on through the stories he told, the way he treated the building and the gardens. They only had this place because of her. Angelica picked up another small piece of food. “What’s this one?”
“Ah, that one might be my favorite.”
It looked like a cracker with a pillow of cream on top of it. Angelica lost herself in Hope’s description before she put the morsel between her lips. Something about the way Hope described everything made the food taste that much better, and that would be something the catering business here was going to be missing. They wouldn’t have Hope—much in the way that Mountain View didn’t have Miriam.
They made it through the first plate before Angelica couldn’t resist any longer. “You said there was something wrong with their finances.”
“Maybe. I just couldn’t figure out how to reconcile everything the way they had.” Hope switched out the plates from the first course to the second. Just how many had she made? Because looking at the rolling tray Hope had brought over there seemed to be at least four more plates each on it for them. Angelica was going to burst at the seams if she ate all of that food.
“Because it wasn’t reconciled properly.”
“Ah.” Hope sat back down, eyeing Angelica carefully. Something in Angelica’s look must have tipped her off that there was more to her statement, because Hope leaned down on her elbows and took on a serious expression. “What am I missing?”
“They’re missing nearly a hundred thousand dollars in the last six months.”
“What?” Hope’s face fell. “Are you serious?”
“Yes.” Angelica sighed heavily. “But I don’t know where it went, and I don’t know who took it. For all I know, they pulled it for Miriam’s treatment.”
“I don’t think they’d do that.”
“Desperate people do desperate things, Hope. You should always believe that.”
“Not these people.” Hope shook her head, tensing. “I trust them.”
“I trust no one.” Angelica frowned. “I’ll look into it deeper tonight and see if I can get to the bottom of it. I don’t want to mention it to Tatum until I have some answers, but if it’s someone else, then we may have the solution in hand.”
“Maybe.”
Hope didn’t seem happy about that answer though, and there was an odd tension that stole over them, settling between them in a way that Angelica wasn’t quite happy with. The balance they’d found had felt so good, and she didn’t want to lose that.
“Would you come back to vacation here?” Angelica asked, trying to change the topic back to something easy and nice. She shouldn’t have brought up work. That only managed to ruin it.
“I would.” Hope sighed with a gentle smile. “I’d ask you the same, but I don’t think you take vacations.”
Angelica scoffed. “Whatever would make you think that? I take four weeks every year.”
“Because you’re mandated,” Hope quickly responded.
“Still a vacation.”
Hope chuckled, shaking her head. “How’s your meal?”
Angelica stared down at it, finding that she’d eaten at least half of the food on her plate. She hadn’t even been looking at what she was eating until then. She paused, narrowing her gaze down at something sitting right on the edge of the plate itself, something red. “Is this a pepper?”
“Yeah. I sautéed them lightly in oil and salt just to crisp them up a bit before adding them into the rice.”
Angelica put her fork down, moving her tongue around her mouth and then against the inside of her lips. There it was. The numb tingling that she was used to feeling any time she ate a pepper of any kind. She breathed slowly, easing the racing in her heart as she picked up the water again. Maybe if she had more of that, then it’d wash the pepper from her lips.
But her stomach was already churning.
“What’s wrong?” Hope asked, a line creasing in the center of her forehead.
“It’s nothing.” Angelica closed her eyes and shook her head.
“You don’t like peppers?” Hope pushed again, clearly wanting some kind of answer.
“I like them.” Angelica took another large sip of water. She could already feel it in her lungs, and she had to slow the panic from making it even harder to breathe than it was about to become.
“You stopped eating when you noticed them.” Hope was still frowning, like she’d done something wrong.
“I’m fine.” Angelica slid the chair back. “Are we done here?”
“Uh…” Hope glanced at the plates of food still on the tray. “No?”
“I need to be done.” Angelica stood up and snagged her iPad. She had to get back to her room. She stepped off the gazebo and stopped short at Hope’s hand on her arm. “I’m fine.”
“You’re not,” Hope said, confusion riddling her face. “What did I do?”
Angelica dashed her tongue across her lips out of habit and then scolded herself for doing that. She really needed to get back to her room and get some medicine in her system. “I like bell peppers, Hope. It’s fine.”
“It’s not fine. Tell me what I did.”
“You didn’t do anything.” Angelica moved to step away, but she stopped. Looking deep into Hope’s eyes, she stilled. “I’m allergic to peppers.”
“What?” Hope seemed flabbergasted now. “Are you serious?”
“Why would I lie about that?”
“No. I just…” Hope stopped talking. “That’s not a common allergy.”
“No, it’s not. I need to get some medicine.” Angelica pointed toward the hotel. Hope still had a tight grip on her arm, holding her in place. As much as Angelica needed her to let go so she could leave, she didn’t want Hope to release her.
This had been so nice.
“Hope?” Angelica asked, trying to snap whatever trance Hope was in.
“Yeah. Right.” Hope let go of her arm. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“It’s not a big deal.” Angelica kept her breathing slow and even. “But I need to get some medicine before it gets worse.”
“What else are you allergic to?” Hope asked firmly.
Angelica paused, not sure if she wanted to share that information now. It’d only make Hope feel worse, but it would add in a whole explanation that Hope wasn’t expecting. She pursed her lips before giving in. “Tomatoes.”
The pause wasn’t long before Hope’s shoulders sank, dejected. “The game.”
“Yes. I’m obviously not allergic to the point of anaphylaxis, but I do need to take some medicine before this gets worse.” Angelica tightened her grip on the iPad.
“Want me to go with you?”
“I’ll be fine.” Angelica gave her a comforting smile. “It’s happened before, and it’s not that bad.”
“Still…” Hope hesitated.
“I’m fine. I promise.” Angelica nodded.
Finally free, she stepped away from Hope fully and walked directly back to her room, sliding her key into the lock and turning it. She had the medicine in her system and lay down on her bed, breathing slowly as she waited for it to start to take effect.
Why had she even shared that with Hope?
What was it about Hope that kept her from being able to think straight?



Chapter         

Twenty-Three
Guilty.
That’s all Hope had felt the rest of the day as she’d cleaned up the rest of the lunch they hadn’t finished eating and put everything away where it belonged. She should have known. She should have figured it out, or hell, she should have just fucking asked.
Like she made all of her waitstaff do at every single one of her restaurants.
“Are there any food allergies we should be aware of?”
That was the standard question that every single member of her staff was trained to ask before they started taking food orders. And Hope hadn’t ever asked Angelica that question. She’d just plied her with food that might kill her.
Stepping out into the garden after the sun was well below the horizon, Hope grimaced. It had been a hellaciously long day as they prepped for filming to start in the morning, and she hadn’t even been able to see Angelica to apologize for her stupid mistake either.
The cold air felt good against her skin, even if it made her shiver a little. More than anything, she was just enjoying the silence. She needed more of that in life, and with Rex and Eva staying in the same small hotel room, it was difficult to find. As guilty as she felt over the whole Angelica situation, Hope felt equally guilty about the fact that she just needed a break from her family for an hour.
“I didn’t expect anyone to be out here.”
Hope spun around, eyes wide, as she stared at Angelica. It was so dark out that it was hard to make her out as she walked toward Hope, but she wasn’t dressed like she normally was.
“I didn’t expect to see you at all today. Not after lunch.” Hope bit her lower lip, walking closer to Angelica. She had to see her, just to make sure that she was okay. She just had to know that she hadn’t hurt her.
Angelica shook her head, a cute furrow forming on her brow. “Why wouldn’t you see me?”
“Well… peppers.”
“Oh, you mean when you tried to kill me.” Angelica laughed, the tone of it lighthearted and tender, not angry or upset.
Already Hope eased at just that sound. “I didn’t… You should have told me.”
Angelica stopped nearby Hope, the single light that was outside on the back door shining on her face. That eased the rest of Hope’s tension.
“I’m fine, by the way,” Angelica whispered, taking Hope’s hand in hers and squeezing lightly before dropping it. “And yes, I should have told you. But I didn’t know you were going to be so insistent on feeding me.”
“I’m a chef. It’s what we do.” Hope shuffled slightly closer, their shoulders brushing. She drew in a deep breath, smelling the pine trees, the clean, fresh air, and the smoke from someone’s campfire. She could get used to this.
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Angelica raised her eyebrows up and down in a tease. She wasn’t ever going to stop doing that, was she? Something about the entire atmosphere up here had changed them. Hope could feel it.
“Are you allergic to all nightshades or just tomatoes and peppers?” Hope faced Angelica, catching her gaze and feeling good about the impressed look on her lips.
“I see someone Googled.” Angelica winked and laughed again. “All of them, but to varying degrees. I can handle tomatoes and peppers if they’re cooked well. Not halfway.” She raised an eyebrow at Hope. “Like lunch.”
“Right. I’ll keep that in mind as well.”
“I do love a good tomato soup.” Angelica rolled her shoulders.
They fell into a comfortable silence, and Hope didn’t want to break it. Something about the quiet called to her that night, and she wanted to let it consume her. But at the same time, she loved having Angelica standing in that silence with her, soaking up her presence and her calm, controlled energy.
“Why are you out here, Hope?” Angelica asked, sweetly.
“I could ask you the same thing.” Hope smiled at her, but then faltered slightly. She really should just answer sometimes instead of teasing Angelica back. She rolled her shoulders and smiled in Angelica’s directly. “I needed a break.”
“And here I thought you thrived around other people.” Angelica’s eyes crinkled at the corners.
“No. I’m just really good at faking it.” Hope’s voice cracked. She’d never even told Rex that. But those times when it was just her in the house, when he was gone and Eva was at school, she lived for those moments. It didn’t mean that she loved them any less, just that she found peace in the stillness.
“I usually run at night,” Angelica said, pointing to the small path they’d taken before. “And while the idea of a run sounds amazing, the logical side of my brain tells me that at this altitude, after being sick, and then after being poisoned this afternoon, it’s probably not a wise idea.”
“Probably not,” Hope echoed, her breath catching. “And I didn’t poison you.”
“Tell that to my body.” Angelica laughed again. “A walk, however, sounded doable.”
Again, silence fell between them. Hope shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans and rolled up onto her toes. She tilted her head toward the sky and stared at the bright stars. She’d never be able to see them like this back home in Los Angeles. They’d be too dimmed by the light pollution. Maybe it was just the altitude too, but the sky felt so much closer here than back home. Like if she tried really hard she might actually be able to reach out and touch it.
“There’s something so pure about this space,” Hope murmured.
“Like it’s been left untouched,” Angelica added with a slight hum. “I’ve had the same thoughts.”
Hope found herself biting her lip again and looking around the garden. The more she thought about it, the more she realized that Angelica was right—as usual. But a walk sounded amazing. “Mind if I join you?”
“Join me?” Angelica asked, confused.
“On your walk.”
“Oh.” Angelica paused, holding that one word tightly before she looked directly at Hope. “Sure.”
“Sure?” Hope asked, wanting to make sure that this was something Angelica truly wanted.
“So long as you’re not doing this just to keep an eye on me.”
Laughing loudly, Hope shook her head as the laughter continued to roll through her body. “What on earth would make you think that?”
Angelica sent her a sideways look before she started off on the trail that they’d taken when they first arrived. When Hope didn’t immediately follow, Angelica looked over her shoulder and tossed her head to the side. “I thought you were coming.”
“Yeah. Coming.” Hope’s lips twitched as she skipped a step to catch up.
She kept her hands in her pockets as she walked side-by-side with Angelica again. Their shoulders brushed more often this time because it was dark and much harder to see, but neither one of them seemed to mind. They stayed quiet until they reached the small downtown of Estes Park, Colorado. Hope smiled, seeing the outdoor lights strung up between the buildings and over the street.
“It looks like something out of a fairytale,” she said without even thinking.
“It does. If only I believed in fairytales, this would be a perfect night.”
“You don’t believe in fairytales?” Hope shook her head in disbelief. “Eva loves fairytale stories. She makes me read them to her every night until she falls asleep.”
“Does she?” Angelica’s lips pulled into a smile. “I was never much one for reading when I was growing up.”
“I suppose you don’t have the time now.”
“Caught red-handed.” Angelica put her hands up in the air. “So what are you reading her?”
“Really?”
“Really what?” Angelica slowed down and frowned.
“You really want to know?” Hope couldn’t understand this woman. One minute she was talking business, the next she wanted to know what six-year-olds were interested in reading.
Angelica shrugged slightly, but she didn’t say anything else. She started to walk again, stepping under the first string of lights. The golden color washed in her hair and against her skin, making Hope’s stomach tighten in response. She jogged a little to catch up before slowing again.
“We’re reading The Snow Queen by Hans Christian Andersen. I wasn’t joking when I said fairytales. She’s obsessed with them.” Hope flexed her fingers down by her sides. She wanted to reach out and touch Angelica’s hand again, but she didn’t feel as though the time was right.
“I don’t suppose Frozen has anything to do with that.”
“No, not at all. Why would you think that?” Hope laughed through her sarcasm.
“My niece is eight.” Angelica sighed heavily. “No, she’s nine now. It’s been too long since I’ve seen her.”
“How many nieces and nephews do you have?” Hope had no idea why she wanted to know, but she did. She was more intrigued by Angelica by the day, despite her pulling back and pushing Hope away, and the whiplash of emotions that she gave her.
“One of each.” Angelica turned a corner, going down a less busy street. “My brother is quite a bit younger than me, and his wife is younger than him. And they started late.”
“Rex is four years older than me, so when we had Eva, he wasn’t sure he wanted another one.”
“Did you?” Angelica asked.
“No. One was good.” Hope curled her fingers. Normally when she was asked that question it came with judgment, or perhaps it was guilt that would hit her because she thought there was some sort of expectation that she should have more than one kid. But that didn’t show up this time, and it felt nice.
“What’s that?” Angelica stopped, listening intently.
Hope caught the sound as soon as she started to focus. “A band. Tatum said something about Friday nights on the Plaza. They have a small local band come in and play.”
“And it’s free?”
“Yeah. Wanna check them out?” Hope’s lips were already curling upward. It seemed she was always smiling when she was around Angelica. And she didn’t exactly want to stop doing that either. Without waiting, she started to walk in the direction of the music. Angelica followed diligently, and it didn’t take them long to find the throng of people.
It wasn’t a concert at the Staples Center, but it was well attended from what Hope could tell, and the local band had enough energy to keep everyone engaged. She started to move along to the music, closing her eyes and feeling the beat as it filled her soul.
“Dance with me,” Hope said.
“What?” Angelica’s eyes widened. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“It’s not a run, but it’s a close second, isn’t it?”
“I’m not eighteen anymore, Hope.” Angelica’s lips pulled tightly, like she was trying to keep herself from smiling.
“Come on, it’ll be fun.” Hope lit up, letting the music take over her soul. She started to move, slowly at first, pushing past the embarrassment and the self-consciousness and moving into the joy that she wanted to feel and experience.
Her hips slid back and forth as she raised her hands above her head. The beat moved with her heart, sliding through her. She opened her eyes, laughing and grinning at Angelica as she stood in complete awe, watching Hope’s every move. Putting her hands out toward her, Hope waited a few seconds.
Without a second excuse, Angelica reached forward and took Hope’s hands, joining her in the dance. They moved together, their tennis shoes scraping on the sidewalk as they spun and rocked and moved and slid to the beat of the music. Other people around them danced in their own right, but Hope only had eyes for Angelica, for the way she moved, for the lightness in her step that Hope had never seen.
This was a side of Angelica that Hope didn’t know existed. Well, maybe she did if she thought about it. That first encounter they had with Wade, with the camera shuttering in their faces as it captured the light teasing and flirting. Wade had even said he never got pictures with Angelica smiling in them.
Hope pulled Angelica closer and then spun her around fully before swaying her hips back and forth again. Angelica laughed, the sound bubbling up and filling Hope’s soul even more than the silence she had craved before.
The song slowed down as it ended, and Hope slowed right along with it. Angelica’s hands were in hers still, their fingers intertwined with a halo of lights surrounding them and the stars in the sky above them. Her heart thundered, but not from the dance, not from moving so quickly or from being in the tops of the high mountains.
It was from that kiss.
She bit her lip, dropping her gaze down to Angelica’s mouth, to the slight part in her lips as she breathed heavily, the gentle bowed curve as she smiled, still lost in the joy they’d created. What would it be like this time?
Intentional.
Intense.
Hope stepped closer, her fingers tightening on Angelica’s hands. Angelica turned, her eyes locking on Hope’s in the dark. Angelica didn’t look like an angel in this light, with her eyes so dark that they were almost black, but her hair still golden and haloed around her shoulders. Hope took in a staggering breath, still wanting to lean in closer.
Angelica blinked and stepped back. Sexual tension snapped into fearful tension. Hope breathed the cold air and let it hurt her lungs as she held it tightly in her chest. What the hell was she thinking? What was she doing? She let go of Angelica’s hands and forcefully made herself take a step away. She turned around and clapped along with the crowd as the band officially ended the song.
Turning to Angelica, Hope was at a loss of words.
Angelica pointed over her shoulder, a sad look on her face. “We should head back.”
“Yeah,” Hope said on a sigh. That was all she needed to hear to break the spell. “Yeah, we should.”



Chapter         

Twenty-Four
“Hope?” Angelica stepped into the kitchen, instantly at ease aside from the heat in there and the cameras that all suddenly turned toward her.
They weren’t expecting this, but Rex had thought it’d be a good idea not to tell them.
“Yeah?” Hope looked up from whatever she was doing at one of the counters. When her eyes locked on Angelica’s, her face fell. “What’s wrong?”
“I need you.” Angelica didn’t wait. She turned around on her toes and walked out of the kitchen. She could hear the small kerfuffle in the kitchen as Hope prepared to be gone, but this wasn’t something that Angelica wanted to get out beyond the few people who knew already.
She waited in the hallway. Hope walked quickly until she saw Angelica and then she nearly stumbled as she raced to keep pace with Angelica.
“Seriously, what’s wrong?” Hope repeated. “I was in the middle of a tutorial.”
“It’ll have to wait.” Angelica turned again, walking the way she had come. She’d been off her game since that night a few days ago, since they’d danced under the moonlight and laughed as if they had not a care in the world. Angelica hadn’t been able to catch her footing.
They made their way into the small office that they’d taken over. Angelica sat on one side of the small table and put her hand out for Hope to join next to her. She pulled over a few sheets of paper and her iPad, turning it on so that the camera crew could see it if they angled everything correctly. She was getting better at doing that.
Hope slid into the chair, the heat from her body so close to Angelica’s that it was nearly as distracting as it had been that night downtown. Angelica hadn’t been able to head back that way on her nightly walks since then. The intensity, the tension, the almost-kiss—because yes, that had been exactly what Hope had been thinking about—was too much of a memory. Which was exactly where it needed to stay.
“What am I doing here, Angelica?” Hope asked, leaning forward slightly as she squinted at the papers. “I’ve been through these before.”
“I know.” Angelica rearranged them in the correct order. “Remember when you said nothing would reconcile in the accounts correctly?”
“Yes.” Hope picked up one of the papers. “It gave me a good headache or two.” She chuckled lightly, looking at Angelica instead of the paper.
Angelica’s lips pulled into a smile that she couldn’t stop before she took the paper Hope was holding and set it back down onto the table. She pointed to one of the lines. “What did you attribute this one to?”
“It’s marketing.” Hope furrowed her brow, the deep line in the center of her forehead absolutely adorable.
“It’s labeled that, yes.” Angelica pulled over another pile of papers. “And this one too. All made out to the same marketing company.”
“Correct.” Hope pulled her lower lip between her teeth, popping it out when she looked up to meet Angelica’s eyes again. “Where are you going with this?”
“We’re in the heart of the Rocky Mountains, in small town America. Where do you think you’re going to find an advertisement for thirty thousand dollars?”
Angelica sat back in the chair, not taking her eyes off Hope as the gears turned in her mind, as she made the connections that Angelica had already made.
“Wait…” Hope riffled through the papers again. “I mean, I didn’t think twice about that.”
“Because we live in LA, where it’s not uncommon to spend that much. We also run larger businesses. But Mountain View isn’t large. It’s a small, family owned and operated business. They wouldn’t just drop thirty thousand dollars four times this year on advertising.” Angelica held her breath, watching the information pile up in Hope’s brain. “Which made me ask the question—where did that money actually go?”
“Angel…” Hope murmured, her voice so quiet.
Angelica stiffened at it, at the soft and concerned look in Hope’s gaze, at the fear in her eyes. She shook her head, trying to indicate that it wasn’t what Hope was thinking, and it wasn’t what they’d been discussing the other night. She dashed her tongue across her lips, moving to lean in even more because she needed to shift the tide of the conversation and quickly.
“I pulled up the bank records, thanks to Tatum. He gave them all to me without a fuss, and while I’m not a forensic accountant, this might not require one to figure it out.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s four transfers out of the accounts, and there’s actually a name on the account. One I recognized.” Angelica pointed to it on her iPad, letting Hope read it before she pulled away. She wasn’t going to say the name on camera while being filmed. The last thing she needed was some sort of lawsuit for slander against her. “This individual works for the family.”
“Oh.” Hope sighed heavily as the news settled into her. Her shoulders collapsed down, and that feeling of dread that Angelica had felt when she’d first figured it out was plain as day across Hope’s features. “Have you talked to Tatum?”
“Not yet. I was hoping you’d do that with me.” Angelica placed her palm down on the table and pulled Hope’s attention back to her. “And then we can go from there on what we need to do.”
“He’s going to be devastated.”
“This is an easy problem to solve.” Angelica looked directly into Hope’s crystalline eyes, to the pain that was there, the compassion. People often called her cold and heartless, but she wasn’t. She let them think that, let them call her the Ice Fairy, let them believe that she had no empathic bone in her body. But it was times like this, when good people were taken advantage of, that the empathic bones she rarely used went haywire. “It’s not an easy emotional blow to deal with, especially when they’re already dealing with so much.”
“Right.” Hope rubbed her hands over her face and groaned. “When are we telling him?”
“Now, if you don’t mind. I don’t want to wait any longer.” Angelica raised her eyebrows as she waited for Hope’s answers.
“You really want me here for this?”
“Yes.” Angelica settled her hand on Hope’s forearm. The warmth of her body under the fabric of her chef’s coat soaked into her fingers, and she realized belatedly that touching Hope was a bad, bad idea. It brought her right back to where they were under those fairy lights and stars. She pulled her hand away, tightening her fingers into a fist. “I’m going to go get Tatum.”
Angelica moved swiftly out of the room, one camera following her. She hated this. She just wanted to talk to Hope without all the cameras and people around, when it was just the two of them and no one else. Her heart raced, and her entire body felt like it was half-floating as she walked through the hallways and found Tatum.
“Hope and I need to talk with you.”
“That doesn’t sound good.” Tatum straightened up, a slight grimace on his face.
“It’s not good news, but it’ll solve some issues.” Angelica pointed back the way she came. “Come on.”
They spent two hours with Tatum, going over the financials and how exactly this might have happened. He was devastated. What Angelica hadn’t realized was the bookkeeper they’d hired was an old family friend. This was the problem with family owned and operated businesses. They often hired out of emotion and connection rather than ability and safety.
They spent the next two hours with the police. And Angelica managed to keep most of the filming out of that situation. No one needed their name dragged through the mud before everything was proven.
By the end of the night, Angelica found herself in the back garden, exhausted but satisfied to have solved the actual problem of Mountain View, and she was damn sure she’d managed to do that. She still wasn’t sure how this place ended up on the list for them to visit and fix, because it was anything but the horror show of the last two hotels they’d been at.
“Wine?” Hope asked, sitting next to Angelica on the bench.
Angelica smiled, looking into Hope’s eyes. “Is it celebratory?”
“It can be, if you want. Or it can simply be a nightcap after a long and emotionally charged day. I don’t think you deal with those often.” Hope handed the wine bottle over, along with an empty glass.
Angelica didn’t miss the fact that she had a second one in her other hand. Had she planned this? Had she specifically come out here to find Angelica? But perhaps more important than that…
What the hell were they doing?
Hope poured Angelica’s wine and then some for herself. She crossed her legs and leaned back into the bench, shifting to get comfortable. Every fiber of Angelica’s being was attuned to Hope right now. She had no other distractions, nothing else to think about or talk about. Again, it was just the two of them in the starlight, as if nothing else in the world could touch them.
“Do you like it?” Hope asked.
“Like what?” Angelica couldn’t bring her brain back around to follow Hope’s train of thought. Not this time.
“The wine.”
“Oh. Yes, it’s good.” Angelica hadn’t even taken a sip yet, but she did then. The flavors lingered on her tongue and coated her mouth. It was a good wine, one of the better ones she’d had, but she still preferred other drinks to this.
“You did good today,” Hope said, stretching her arm out along the back of the bench and behind Angelica.
If she leaned a little more, Hope’s arm would touch her. The heat from her body would sear her skin. They’d be connected again. But this was how it all started, wasn’t it? This was how everything would start to spiral out of control and Angelica would lose out once again on the happiness that she actually really wanted in her life.
“How did you figure it out, by the way?” Hope asked.
“The bookkeeper?” Angelica needed clarification, because how she’d figured out she had a crush on Hope was something else entirely, and it wasn’t as straightforward as it might seem.
“Yeah.” Hope faced her, that ever-present smile on her lips, her eyes crinkled at the corners. “I couldn’t even figure it out.”
“Because you were only looking at the records she provided you.” Angelica sipped her wine again. “Once I asked Tatum for the actual bank documents, it was easy to figure out where it went.”
“He’s in for a legal battle to get that money recovered.”
Angelica hummed, holding the wine glass in her fingers as she stared across the garden. In the dark, she couldn’t make out the shapes of the plants or the vegetables growing there, but she didn’t need to. The scents of them surrounded her, consumed her. Along with Hope’s unique scent, the one that Angelica had never been able to make her brain forget.
Lilacs just after a soft spring rain.
Angelica loved lilacs. She always had, but she hadn’t seen them bloom in years. Hell, probably decades. She’d spent too much time cooped up inside, working. Perhaps she did need to get out a bit more, not just for the quick middle-of-the-night runs that she normally took, but to actually smell the roses so to speak.
Maybe she’d find happiness somewhere there.
“I’ll take it if this is our easiest episode to film ever.” Hope laughed gently. “And I’d come back here any day. I want to meet Baxter and Miriam.”
Angelica hummed her agreement. “Vacation here?”
“Maybe I’ll take Eva skiing someday.”
“That’d be a sight. Do you ski?”
“Not a day in my life.” Hope shook her head wildly. “You?”
“In my younger years…” Angelica pursed her lips. “My parents would go on skiing trips by Lake Tahoe twice a year when I was growing up. At least until Christian was born, then that slowed down. They weren’t very equipped to have two kids.”
Hope poured Angelica even more wine. She hadn’t realized that she’d finished her glass already. “We were too poor to take skiing trips. Four daughters living in LA County? Yeah, not recommended without a seven-figure salary.”
Angelia snorted. “Sounds about right.”
She’d been privileged growing up, she knew that. And while she’d never taken advantage of it, she hadn’t spurned it either. She’d used what she had to get where she was now, and she had never second guessed those choices.
“What did your parents do for work?” Hope asked.
“Oh, um, my father was a chief financial officer for a couple different companies over the years. He was always the boss from what I remember. I don’t think he ever had to work hard to end up in charge of anyone.” Angelica swallowed that thought. She was probably bringing in too much emotion into that one and she should cut it out. “My mom worked as a teller at a bank until Christian was born and then again when he graduated high school.”
“But she didn’t stop working when you were born?”
“No.” Angelica took a long sip of wine. “I was a girl. So no.”
“What difference does that make?”
“The world.” Angelica breathed deeply, debating how much to drop into the conversation and how much to leave out. “They loved me, that’s not in question. But I wasn’t a son, which meant the expectations were different, and it meant that I didn’t need their full attention.”
“Because you weren’t expected to stay in the family?”
“Precisely.” Angelica frowned. “I was expected to get married, have a few kids, and join my husband’s family, leaving them behind.”
Hope nodded slowly and leaned in a little closer. “How very wrong they were.”
“Yes, very.” Angelica bit the inside of her cheek, her eyes locking on Hope’s. “But they never got over it, even all these years later.”
“Hmm… disappointed dreams are sometimes the hardest to grieve, especially if one doesn’t want to actually grieve them.” Hope brushed her fingers across Angelica’s shoulder.
When had she leaned back into Hope’s touch?
Angelica pursed her lips, suddenly uncomfortable. This was too familiar for her. It was too easy and calm and peaceful.
“Hope…” Angelica turned slightly on the bench, making sure she had Hope’s full attention. This question was either going to break them down or it was going to reinforce everything that Angelica had been thinking. “What are we doing?”
“Getting to know one another. If we’re going to be working together for the foreseeable future, then we should at least somewhat like each other. Don’t you think?”
“Well, yes, that would be helpful.” But that also hadn’t been what Angelica was asking either. Angelica sighed, finishing her second glass of wine and then standing up. The spell that this place cast over them was one that she needed to break. Immediately. “But as a reminder, Hope, most people who get to know me don’t like what they find.”
“Angel… Why do you think so bad about yourself?”
“I don’t.” Angelica stepped away. “It’s just the truth.”
She walked inside. She needed to leave. She needed to put space between them. She needed to stop the buzz in her head, and the scent of lilacs in the spring rain from following her. She needed to stop thinking that happiness was something achievable. Life had taught her over the years it wasn’t. And Hope’s weaving of the fairytale of happiness wasn’t helping her understanding of reality.
Because that’s all this was.
Fairytale.
Lies.
Magic.
And Angelica wanted nothing to do with it.



Chapter         

Twenty-Five
“Look, we’ve released the first episode for early viewers, and it’s not looking great.”
Hope slowed her steps, Eva’s hand buried in her own. That was Josef. His voice was distinct anywhere. But what the hell was he talking about?
“If we don’t make some changes, we’re not going to get the viewers we need, and then we won’t be renewed for a season two.” He sounded worried now.
“I thought we were working on that.”
Angelica.
Who else was at this illustrious meeting that Hope hadn’t been invited to? Rex? Is that why he’d left her to finish up some stuff that night? But why were they having this conversation in the middle of the hallway? Where anyone could stumble upon them? Any of the crew who was loitering around?
Hope searched to see if anyone else was listening in, but she didn’t find them.
“We’re working on that, but you’re not giving us enough conflict,” Josef hissed at her.
Angelica scoffed. “Conflict? You want Hope and me to fight. Then you want us to get along. And now you want us to fight again? Which is it? Because I can’t keep going back and forth on this.”
“You’re an actor now, Ange. Get used to it.”
“I’m not an actor.” Angelica’s voice was low.
Hope’s stomach dropped. How much had Angelica been fighting on this while she’d been completely in the dark about the fact that these conversations were even happening? How much had she been left out of the loop?
“Neither is Hope,” Angelica finished sharply.
Hope’s lips twitched upward at that. But Eva tugged on her hand. “I wanna go outside, Mommy.”
“Yeah, in a minute, just hold on.” Hope kept her voice quiet as she stood still, focusing back on the conversation she shouldn’t be listening in on.
“We’re here to do our jobs. Your job is to make sure the show is a success with the viewers.” Angelica again.
Hope would hate to be on the other end of this conversation.
“Mommy!”
“Yeah, yeah.” Hope’s cheeks burned, and she nodded down at her little mini-me. “Yeah, we’ll go.”
“If we don’t get renewed, it’ll be your fault,” Josef said, his voice getting quieter as Hope walked away.
It wouldn’t be Angelica’s fault. Josef might have said that out of anger, but Hope knew better. A show was a success because of everyone who worked on it, and if they truly were floundering, then it was everyone’s fault. She pushed open the door to the small garden outside. It’d become her oasis, a place she felt safe and comfortable.
They had a few more hours of daylight to kill, and she wanted to make sure that she used them wisely. She sat down on the log bench. The same one she’d shared with Angelica days before, when they’d had probably the deepest conversation they’d shared since they’d met. Hope had looked back on that night with awe. She’d never thought that Angelica would be someone who would share so openly.
Eva ran through the garden like she owned the place, doing cartwheels and leaps that she’d learned at gymnastics last summer. She’d never gotten over it, and Hope had wanted to sign her up for another class, but her work schedule and Rex’s had never allowed it to happen. Maybe if Hotel Bombshell got cancelled, then she would finally have time to enroll Eva in something she wanted.
Sliding her phone out of her pocket, Hope made a call to her agent. She didn’t want to, but she also didn’t want to wallow in a show that wasn’t going to succeed either. She needed the income, and she needed the recognition in order to grow her restaurant chains. And this was all part of that plan.
“Hope?”
“Hey.” Hope smiled just hearing Mary’s voice.
“What’s wrong?”
How the hell did she always manage to cut to the chase like that? Hope laughed nervously. “Nothing exactly, just a feeling.”
“Talk to me.”
Hope sighed, watching Eva play. Maybe she could play this off as she just wanted to be closer to home, stationary again. For her daughter. For stability. Mary would buy that, right? “Much to everyone’s surprise, Angelica Shields and I are getting along—for the most part.”
“Oh?” Mary seemed surprised by that. “She’s behaving then?”
Hope frowned. What exactly did Mary mean by that? She wasn’t sure that she wanted to dive into that any more than she already was. “We’re getting along.” She wasn’t going to mention her stupid kiss. And she certainly wasn’t going to mention the softness that she’d experienced in the last few days. “I was wondering if there’s anything that I might be interested in or that might be interested in me? Something closer to home perhaps?”
Mary paused. The silence was deafening. Hope held the phone tightly in her hand, keeping it pressed to her ear. The last thing she needed was for Eva to overhear any part of this conversation that she might actually understand.
“Closer to home…” Mary repeated, as if that was the part of this conversation that didn’t make sense.
Which Hope could understand. Because when she’d originally agreed to do this show, she’d made it abundantly clear that traveling wasn’t going to be a problem, and that she loved to travel, and Eva would be fine.
And well… that really wasn’t the issue.
“Yes,” Hope doubled down. “Closer to home.”
“Don’t lie to me.”
Fuck. Mary knew her too well.
“What’s really going on?”
“I just want to keep my options open. Especially if this doesn’t get renewed.” Hope rubbed her fingers together nervously. “And I don’t want Angelica to know.”
“Of course you don’t. That’d piss her off right to the moon and back.”
Moon.
The other night had been so clear that Hope had been completely taken. It’d been moon magic or something. There had to be some kind of fairytale like that, right? She’d have to ask Eva when she was done counting to one hundred cartwheels which story that was from. She’d remember.
“I can keep my ear out, if you really want me to.”
“I do,” Hope replied. “Thanks. And can you look into how iron-clad the three-season contract is?”
“Sure.” Mary seemed dubious now.
“Thanks.” Hope smiled at Eva as she came closer. “I appreciate it.”
“Mm-hmm. Are you going to tell me what all of this is about?”
“Not yet. Not when I can be overheard.”
“Ah. Got it.”
Hope cringed, though. She was pretty sure that she’d just implied something she shouldn’t have, but it had at least gotten Mary to stop asking questions. “I’ll talk to you soon.”
“You better!” Mary said as she hung up.
“There you are!” Rex said, causing Hope to jump. “I’ve been looking for you two.”
Hope turned to smile at him as he slid onto the bench with her. Eva ran up to give him a huge hug. “Daddy, watch this!” She went back to her cartwheels. “I’ve done one hundred and sixteen!”
“Wow!” Rex’s eyes widened the appropriate amount, and he gave Eva the appropriate amount of attention for what was happening. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” Hope answered, lowering her voice.
“I know you better than that, at least give me some credit.”
Hope sighed. “Were you in on that meeting with Angelica and Josef?”
“What meeting?”
Well, that was at least one question answered. Rex was as much in the dark as everyone else was supposed to be.
“Kyle said he had a meeting with them.”
“Right.” Hope frowned. “They were talking about the fact they don’t think we’ll get renewed.”
“Ah, so the test view results came back.”
“I guess.” Hope sighed heavily and slumped her shoulders a bit. “What do we do if we’re both out of a job?”
“We figure it out.” Rex put his arm over her shoulders and tugged her in slightly. “It’s always a possibility, and we knew that going into this.”
“You know I don’t plan that far in advance.”
He chuckled. “Right, I do know that. Except you do sometimes.”
Hope had to agree with him on that, kind of. She was a big picture kind of person, not a detail person. Which was why she’d never succeeded in accounting. She just couldn’t focus long enough to wade through the microdetails to get to the big picture. She wanted to be where the fun and creativity was happening every second of the day.
“It’ll be fine, Hope. Try not to worry about it.”
But that fear and worry were already settling into her chest, and she couldn’t stop them from growing. She wanted to, but she couldn’t help but wonder if this was only the start of the chaos and upheaval that she was facing.
He kissed her cheek and then the side of her head. “We’ll be fine.”
“We always are,” she said, echoing the response they often gave each other any time something sounded or felt hard. She slowed her breathing and relaxed into his arms. This was where she needed to be more often. She always found her center in him, and she would do well to remember that.
“I think the shots of you and Ange figuring out the bookkeeper problem will serve us well.”
“Not really drama.” Hope rolled her eyes, but she was sure Rex didn’t see it.
“It’s drama,” Rex said, rubbing his hand up and down her arm. “Just not drama between you and Ange. Which honestly is a good thing. I was getting worried about you two.”
“Oh? What for?” Hope frowned at him. “I thought we were getting along well.”
“You were until you weren’t. It was very…” he pursed his lips and rubbed them together as he thought about what word he wanted to use “…hot and cold.”
“Ah.” Hope could understand that. She’d felt the same way, though she’d definitely labeled it more as whiplash than anything else. One minute Angelica was sweet with her and then next she was fighting tooth and nail over something that Hope thought was ridiculous.
“Do you think you figured out how to work with her?” Rex asked.
“Maybe.” Hope didn’t really want to say more on that. She didn’t want to stray into territory that would reveal anything else that had happened, because she just didn’t know how to tell him about that. Or what it meant. If it meant anything at all.
“You might just be the only one.”
“Why is everyone so harsh on her? Really.” Hope bit her lip and shook her head. “I mean, all I’ve heard when she’s being discussed is how awful a person she is. If she’s that bad, then why is she here? Why hire her to work on the show? Why even put up with her behavior?”
“Because she’s damn good at her job.” Rex stared directly at her. “You’ve seen that. She knows what she’s doing, she’s a hard worker, and she gets shit done.”
“Yeah, but other people can do that, too.”
“She’s got the looks, Hope. She can make heads turn, and she knows how to use that to her advantage.”
“So now this is about looks? Jesus, Rex. Sexist much? Actually no, let’s move that directly into harassment.”
“I know. I know.” He frowned. “Just remember, I don’t make the decisions on this. I’m just the assistant director. And I’m telling you why Josef fought so hard for her to be the lead, not just a producer or a consultant like she’s been on his other productions. It’s because she can do the job, and he doesn’t have to deal with any of that stuff, and because she’s pretty.”
“Fuck…” Hope muttered, flicking her gaze to wherever Eva was to make sure she hadn’t overheard. “That’s…”
“Ridiculous?” Rex supplied.
“Disgusting,” Hope corrected.
“You’re not wrong.” Rex squeezed her. “But it’s also why you get shows, and I don’t mind being married to a beautiful woman.”
While she understood what Rex was doing, the compliment fell flat this time. She couldn’t stand it. Angelica deserved better than that. She deserved not to just be something pretty to put on the ad for a new show. At least they hadn’t told her to dumb herself down in the process. Guess that was a silver lining if Hope had to find one—though it wasn’t much of one.
This world was vastly different than the show business she was used to. And she didn’t feel adequately prepared for it. Eva came over again, grinning ear to ear. Rex picked her up and slid her into his lap.
“What’d you learn today?” he asked.
Eva went on and on about all the things she’d learned with her tutor and all the places her nanny had taken her that day. At least someone was getting out to visit the towns they were in, even if it was a six-year-old who couldn’t quite appreciate it. As much as Hope tried to focus on the conversation at hand, she couldn’t help but wonder about Angelica.
Not only what she thought about the entire situation, but also how she was going to rectify it.
Because if anything was certain, she would do that.
Angelica didn’t seem like someone who would let anyone walk all over her.
Not now.
Not ever.
“Hope?” Rex asked, getting her attention. He was standing up, Eva clinging to his side as he carried her. “You coming?”
“Uh… yeah.” Though she had no idea what she was agreeing to. She must have zoned out way more than she’d thought she had, because she hadn’t caught anything that Rex had said to her in the last few minutes.
“To get the princess ready for bed,” he supplied. “She wants you to read to her, maybe finish the book.”
“Right.” Hope gave Eva a sweet smile. “I can do that.”



Chapter         

Twenty-Six
Angelica walked through the main lobby, pausing suddenly when her eyes lit upon Tatum. He didn’t look well. Not unwell, but he looked stressed. In a way she hadn’t seen before. She’d stayed longer than normal at the wrap party, and she hadn’t even seen Tatum slip out of the room.
But now, she couldn’t stop herself.
“Tatum?” Angelica said loud enough to catch his attention.
When his eyes locked on hers, she knew the devastation was true.
“What’s wrong?”
Tatum shook his head, but there were tears in his eyes. Something she rarely saw in a man. Walking closer and softening her step, Angelica decided to pry whatever it was out of him. Tatum nodded his head toward the back garden.
“Outside.”
She followed him, curious and decided at the same time. She was going to help him through this, whatever this was. He sat down on the bench that was quickly becoming one of Angelica’s favorite spots, and she mimicked him.
“Dad called this morning.” Tatum swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I didn’t want to ruin the party, and I couldn’t fake it any longer. I don’t know how you do it.”
“Practice,” Angelica said, her lips pulling into a tight smile. “It’s not something I’d recommend, however. What did your father say?”
“The treatment plan isn’t working.” Tatum rubbed his hands across his cheeks and through his hair. He dropped his chin and stared at the ground, elbows on his knees and tears streaming down his cheeks. “There’s another one they want to try.”
“Tatum…” Angelica reached over and touched his shoulder lightly, rubbing a circle. Her heart was shattering just watching him go through this. She’d been witness to so many people over the years dealing with similar situations, and it was never easy. “I’m so sorry.”
“We’re going to have to talk about selling the hotel to fund it, but also because this isn’t my passion.”
He had fooled her on that at least. She’d thought he’d found a love here that he hadn’t had elsewhere, because he seemed to enjoy it so much. Still, she understood. Running a business like this when the heart of it was no longer around was more difficult than anyone could anticipate.
“I can’t do this on my own.”
Angelica stayed silent. She could help him. She could offer assistance, but she wasn’t sure he’d take it, and she wasn’t sure that he’d be open to the idea. Still, it felt right in this moment. Angelica shifted on the bench, her shoulders tightening as she was about to make a leap that she normally wouldn’t.
“I can help with running the hotel if that’s what you need. Temporarily. Until your parents are back or even until they decide on what they want next. If you just need a stopgap for a few months or even a year, I’m more than willing to step in and assist.”
Tatum furrowed his brow, turning his head and looking up at her. “What do you mean?”
“I manage hotels all over the country, Tatum. I don’t own them. I can help you run this one, give you and your parents a break. If that’s what you want.”
“Really?” His eyes lit up.
“Yes. And I wouldn’t change anything, either.” She’d seen enough of the hotel to know that even if she did make changes, they would be minor. Overall, everything here ran fairly well. She’d just supply him with a hotel manager on a temporary assignment and then she’d give it back over to him when he was ready. “Family is important, and you shouldn’t have to worry about paying the bills when you also need to worry about taking care of your parents.”
“Ms. Shields…” Tatum’s jaw dropped. “I’ll have to talk to my parents about it, but honestly, even if it’s just for a few months so I can be in Denver instead of here, that’d be amazing.”
“Talk to them and call me. It’s the least I can do.” She licked her lips and flicked her gaze toward the door. “I need to get ready to leave.”
“Leave?” Tatum frowned at her.
“Because I was sick I had to cancel a trip to Los Angeles for some interviews. I have a few days before our next shoot, so I’m leaving early to get that done.” Angelica smiled at him, genuinely. “Call me and let me know. And if you don’t, then I’ll be calling you.”
She touched his shoulder lightly again and stood up. She didn’t like leaving him so disheveled like that, but she also wasn’t sure that she could stay there and comfort him any longer. She wasn’t someone who did that on a regular basis, and it took a whole lot out of her.
Once she was alone in her room, Angelica pressed her back to the door and closed her eyes. She never would have thought she’d make an offer like that to anyone. But something about this place—it was magical. And if she could stay connected to it, then she would. She finished packing up her things and then put her hands on her hips as she stared at the bed.
Hope’s trill of a laugh echoed in the hallway, and Angelica pursed her lips. She wanted to see what she was laughing at, she wanted to know what could bring that joy to Hope. But she didn’t move. Hope laughed again.
Angelica closed her eyes, breathing in the sound, the lightness, the happiness. They’d had that for a few brief moments when they’d snuck out late at night to walk downtown and dance. God, she couldn’t believe that Hope had convinced her to do that. But it had felt so good.
Biting her lip, Angelica stared at the rumpled bed.
“Fuck it.”
She sat on the edge of the mattress and unzipped her shoes, dropping them onto the floor. She had thirty minutes and that was it until the car came to drive her back to the airport. It’d been months since a woman had touched her, and it had been months since she’d touched herself. Between all of the stress and moving pieces of her life, she hadn’t even thought of it.
But the magic of Mountain View, the ease of this episode, she was actually able to think about it again. She undid the button on her slacks and pulled them down over her hips, just to her thighs. She didn’t have time for anything else.
Angelica wasted no time, sliding two fingers against her pussy, touching and testing to see where she was at. She was already wet, which was a surprise. Angelica pulled her fingers up and sighed, her eyelids fluttering shut. She needed this. She shouldn’t have waited so long.
Angelica pressed two fingers inside herself. They were instantly coated, and as soon as she was filled, she had to bite back a little moan. She focused her attention back on the door and listened, trying to figure out where Hope had gone, but then she shook that thought from her head. Leanne would be a much better option to imagine. She and Leanne had a wild sex life, one that was fulfilling in so many ways.
Leanne would touch her confidently, controlled. She loved to dominate in the bedroom, and Angelica was all there for letting her do that. Sliding her fingers deeper inside herself, Angelica imagined Leanne’s face. The curve of her cheeks, the rosy hue that would take over when they were in the middle of fucking, the brightness of her dark brown eyes, the strands of hair that always seemed to escape the tie holding them. The way her lips would quirk up when she knew she was being devious and teasing Angelica until she’d whine through her annoyance.
Slowing her breathing, Angelica focused on the sensations rolling through her with the slide of her thumb across her clit. The pleasure was slow at first, a gentle tease of her body back to where she should have been well before now. She shouldn’t have waited so long to do this. She knew better. She was a happier person when she wasn’t so pent up with tension and stress, and this was one of the best ways to relieve that. Angelica licked her lips, imagining Leanne’s flavor against her mouth, perhaps after she’d just fucked her until she screamed.
Hope’s voice hit her ears again. “We should do it again!”
Angelica winced.
God, she must be right outside the door. Every fiber of her being was tuned in to what Hope was doing and saying, what she might be looking like. The smile on her face. The crinkles by her mouth and her eyes. The brightness in her energy that went with her everywhere. The way her eyes lit up when she was flirting, so intentional with each phrase she used. Angelica gasped.
She kept the pace of her fingers gentle and slow. She didn’t want to rush this. She resisted thoughts of Hope, trying to force her brain back to Leanne, back to their last encounter before everything had shattered around them. When it had been fun, when they’d enjoyed plying each other’s bodies with pleasure until one of them screamed so loud they went hoarse.
But her mind wouldn’t stay there. When she imagined Leanne’s face between her legs everything was fine, until the woman of her imagination looked up, and she was met with Hope’s crystalline gaze. The tongue was flat against her, pushing hard, intentionally. The glint in Hope’s eyes told her she knew exactly what she was doing.
Grunting, Angelica breathed deeply. She wasn’t going to escape it, was she?
She paused her movements, a brief debate over whether to continue before she slid her fingers out of her pussy and used her own dampness to wet her clit. She wasn’t going to stop.
The air hit her damp clit, and she closed her eyes, sinking back into the dream she’d conjured up. That dampness would be Hope’s warm tongue, the chill her breath caused as she pursed her lips and blew across Angelica’s body just to tease her yet again. Angelica settled into the image, not fighting it any longer. She lifted her hips up slightly before settling them back down again. She didn’t want this to be quick, and while she had a feeling the first time Hope would make it as quick as possible, she would beg her to linger.
To take her time.
To explore every inch of Angelica’s body.
If only she had the time to do that now. Groaning, Angelica continued the slow slide of her fingers back and forth against her clit, the gentle rubbing. She kept her eyes closed, remembering the feel of a woman between her legs but imagining those touches were all from Hope. She’d sworn that Hope was going to kiss her again that night under the fairy lights, that night when the world of filming seemed so far away.
Just what was it about Hope that kept her so entranced?
Was it her smile?
Her energy?
The way she seemed to be so random and fun and full of joy?
She was the complete opposite of Angelica in so many ways, and there was only one they actually had in common. Control. But who would be in control when they were naked against each other? Who would be the one in charge and taking the lead? Angelica stopped her line of questioning. Her hips undulated with each swipe of her fingers, her nipples hardened and tightened in the cups of her bra, her cheeks heated with arousal and passion.
She was so fucking close.
“Yes, I’d love to come back. I love it here. It’s so magical…” Hope’s voice sounded farther away now, but that could just be Angelica’s heightened arousal and the way her ears were ringing. She was so close.
“Fuck,” Angelica murmured, sliding over the edge into oblivion. She crashed hard, her body trembling, her lips parted and eyes clenched. She kept the rhythm of her fingers against her, pulling out every last ounce of pleasure from her body that she possibly could. Who knew when she’d get a chance to do this again? Who knew if she’d even want to?
“Oh, I’ll check. I know she was leaving soon.”
“Fuck,” Angelica said loudly, pulling her hand from her body and standing up on weak, jellied knees. She leaned against the mattress as she pulled her pants up and tucked in her blue button up shirt. Her fingers were still damp, but the knock on her room door was loud. “Fuck, can’t I even get thirty minutes to myself?”
Except she was damn sure this was Hope.
Which was either going to make this worse or make it better.
Brushing her hair behind her ear and smoothing her hands over her stomach and pants, Angelica walked barefoot to the door. She didn’t have time to put her shoes on or even double check the mirror to make sure that she was presentable.
She opened the door and was greeted by none other than the focal point of her sexual fantasies—at least that day. She said nothing as she stared with anticipation at whatever it was Hope needed from her.
And Hope just stared.
Her gaze dropped from Angelica’s eyes to her mouth, all over her face and hair to her body. Angelica resisted the urge to reach up and triple check that she hadn’t left a button undone on her shirt. Then again, she hadn’t undone those, had she?
Hope’s mouth closed, and she breathed in deeply, her lips curling up to one side as her face softened and her cheeks tinged pink. “I didn’t mean to interrupt⁠—”
“What do you need, Hope?” Angelica asked, her tone far sharper than she’d intended. But it was damn hard to embarrass her, and she probably wouldn’t be except that Hope had been at the center of all of it.
“I uh…” Hope’s smile faltered for a second before she shook her head and stepped a little closer, dropping her voice to a near whisper. “I wanted to wish you well.”
“Wish me well?” Angelica raised an eyebrow at her, trying to calm her racing heart, trying to stop the fact that Hope standing this close to her was still doing crazy things to her body especially after that spectacular orgasm that she wanted to linger in.
“On your interviews.” Hope smiled again. “I can’t imagine being on the other side of an interview with you. You must be terrifying.”
“Do you really think I’m terrifying?”
“Oh, I think you want to be perceived that way, especially with new people.” Hope pulled her lip between her teeth, trying to stop the smile from reaching her mouth. “Too bad most people don’t know how sweet you can be.”
“What?” Angelica’s jaw dropped.
“I talked to Tatum,” Hope whispered. “Next time, if you don’t want that information to get out, you might want to tell him to keep it to himself.”
“He didn’t.”
“Just with me.” Hope’s gaze dropped to Angelica’s lips again, this time lingering far longer than was appropriate. She didn’t look up as she said, “I think it’s very sweet, too, for the record.”
“I don’t care about the record.”
“I know you don’t.” Hope flicked her gaze back up to Angelica’s. “But most people do.”
Angelica swallowed, at a complete loss for words.
“And if you really don’t want people to think you’re going soft in your…old age…then it’ll probably be better to try and keep those things a secret as much as possible.”
“Ms. Shields? Your car is here.”
“Oh thank God.” Angelica snapped out of whatever spell Hope had woven and stepped back.
“I’ll see you in a few days, Angel.” Hope smiled at her again, winked, and then walked off as though Angelica hadn’t just begged Hope to fuck her against the wall.
Wait.
She hadn’t done that.
She did manage to have some kind of self-control still.
But fuck.
“Ms. Shields?”
“Yeah, just a minute.” Angelica walked back inside and straight to the bathroom. She ran the water in the sink and washed her hands, staring at her disheveled appearance in the mirror. Fuck, there was really no denying what she’d been doing.
Hope knew everything.
And Angelica hadn’t been able to hide from her.
Not this time.
Not ever.
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Chapter         

Twenty-Seven
Hope scratched the back of her head as she finished going through security and collecting all of her items. It’d been a quick trip to San Francisco and Los Angeles to check on her restaurants there while they had an extra day, and it hadn’t been very satisfactory.
San Francisco still had a problem, and she still couldn’t figure out what it was.
Which irked her.
She grabbed her satchel and started to walk toward the gate. She had about an hour before takeoff, and she really just wanted to sit in the hustle and bustle of the airport and put her thinking cap on. Because her mind was reeling over what could possibly be the problem.
She was going to need more time, unfortunately. And it’d have to be her first stop once they were done filming for the season. It was a good thing they only had two episodes left and four more weeks of this. After buying herself a water, Hope rounded some of the chairs and moved toward the gate, stopping short.
“Angel?”
Angelica’s chin jerked up, confusion on her features before she masked it.
“What are you doing here?”
“Same thing you are.” Angelica looked back down at the laptop balanced on her thighs. “Working and waiting to go to work.”
Hope frowned slightly at Angelica’s cold greeting, but she slid into the seat next to her, settled in, and then asked, “Mind if I join you?”
“Mind? Don’t you usually ask that before you just assume?” Angelica flicked Hope a glance, her lips betraying her tone. She wasn’t mad. She was, in fact, enjoying this.
“We didn’t get much chance to talk while you were gone.” Hope shifted her bag and pried open the top on the bottle of water.
“I had a full schedule.” Angelica typed on her computer quickly, her gaze barely moving from it. “Was there something you needed to discuss?”
“Nothing in particular.” Hope pressed her lips together hard. She’d caught Angelica masturbating. She was damn sure of it, but she hadn’t said anything outright to ask, and she certainly wasn’t going to now. But there seemed to be no change in their relationship because of it, which was odd. Usually someone would be embarrassed and ashamed of that. But Angelica didn’t seem to have that air about her. “Maybe about our last night in Estes…”
Angelica tensed at that. This time she did raise her gaze to meet Hope’s. “What about it?”
“You left the wrap party early. Josef was concerned.”
Snorting, Angelica rolled her eyes. “About himself, not me.”
“What is it between you two?” Hope furrowed her brow. “You seem to hate each other and yet you work together on multiple projects.”
“The enemy you know…” Angelica trailed off. “I’ve known Josef a long time, and he wouldn’t be where he is without me, and I wouldn’t be where I am without him.”
“But when does it stop being mutually beneficial?”
“I’ll let you know when I figure that out.” Angelica sent off another email before she closed the lid on her laptop. “We’re boarding soon.”
“Are we sitting together?” Hope furrowed her brow and pursed her lips. “Not that I want to avoid you… but after that last night in Estes…”
“Are you teasing me?” Angelica asked, leaning fully back in her seat, her eyes locked on Hope’s.
“Perhaps.” Hope’s cheeks burned. Why was she doing that? What the hell was wrong with her?
“How are your restaurants doing?” Angelica asked, changing the topic deftly.
Hope hummed and then frowned. “Honestly? I have an issue I’m trying to figure out.”
“Happens from time to time, I’m sure.”
“Yeah, if only I could figure out what the problem is. Then I could actually resolve it.” Hope stretched her legs out in front of her, pointing her toes before moving them back in. “It’s been a few months, and I still can’t get a handle on what’s going on.”
“You probably need to do some unannounced visitations and stay there for longer.”
“Probably.” Hope looked back at her. “After filming.”
“Good plan.” Angelica slid her laptop into her bag and glanced toward the gate agent. “We’re almost up.”
“Did you know we were flying together?” Hope asked.
“Maybe.” Angelica smiled at her fully this time. “I’m a producer on the show, Hope. I do have quite a bit of knowledge about what’s going on behind the scenes of my show.”
My show.
Those words rang through Hope’s head and into her heart. Angelica still didn’t see this as their show, did she? When would that change? When would they start to be on more equal footing? She really wanted to know, but she certainly wasn’t going to ask. Angelica probably wouldn’t even be able to answer that, or if she could, it’d be that it would always be Angelica’s show and no one else’s.
“Did you find a new manager?”
“Two potentials,” Angelica answered, settling back in. “One for my hotel here in LA and one for Mountain View, if they take me up on the offer. I need to do a few more interviews before I’ll officially give them the offer.”
“Haven’t heard from Tatum yet?”
“No.” Angelica shook her head. “But it’s not a bad idea to hire two and train them up in case someone else resigns or I have to fire them.”
Hope hummed. She never would have thought about that, at least not in terms of an actual plan. She’d hire when she had a need, which perhaps was a downfall in how she ran her businesses. Maybe she could learn a thing or five from Angelica in the long run.
Their conversation died down while they boarded and found their seats, but as soon as Hope settled, she couldn’t stop herself from talking to Angelica. Something about this woman intrigued her so much, and she had to know more—always more.
“How old were you when you figured out you were a lesbian?”
Angelica stilled, her eyes wide and lips parted. “That’s a bold assertion.”
“Well… tell me I’m wrong.”
“You’re not, but Hope…” Angelica looked around at the people around them. “This really isn’t the time for this type of conversation.”
“When else are we going to have it?”
“Never.” Angelica sighed heavily. “Everyone has their own story of figuring it out and coming out. It’s mine and mine alone.”
“Sorry,” Hope murmured. She hadn’t realized that would be such a personal question. She was more looking for the process that Angelica had used to figure it out—if there was one. Because the fact that she couldn’t stop thinking about kissing her, that she couldn’t stop dreaming about it, had to mean something, right?
Angelica didn’t say anything else, but she did open the window by her seat and look out of it briefly before circling back to Hope. “We won’t have much downtime in Seattle like we did in Estes.”
“No, we won’t,” Hope agreed. She’d already looked at the information they’d been sent when she had some downtime last week, and this hotel looked to be a disaster on crack. “Mountain View was a nice break from the chaos, don’t you think?”
Although it’d only introduced another kind of chaos into Hope’s world. One she hadn’t been able to sort out yet. She folded her hands together in her lap, or else she’d be tempted to reach over and touch Angelica during the flight. There was a definite divide between them now, or perhaps it was a wall that Angelica had put there on purpose.
“It was,” Angelica agreed. “At least some of the chaos.”
Had Angelica read her mind?
Hope blushed, dropping her gaze again down to Angelica’s lips. They’d been so close to kissing that night, and Hope wanted to ask so many questions. Was Angelica interested in her? Because it was so hard to tell sometimes. She was cold one second and hot the next. She was damn confident in just about every aspect of her life, and she certainly didn’t seem ashamed of the sexual side of things.
“Hope?”
“What?”
“Do you want a drink?” Angelica nodded toward the flight attendant.
“Oh! Um… no.” She had her water, but the only thing she could think to drink right now was alcohol, and she really didn’t think that was going to be a good idea with the direction her thoughts had gone on lately. “Thank you,” she added.
Angelica waved the flight attendant off and focused back on Hope. “I’ll help Tatum if he wants it. He deserves to be able to have time to worry about his parents instead of just worrying about the hotel.”
“He does.” Hope looked at her directly. “You really do realize that no one would expect that from you.”
“Of course not.” Angelica’s lips quirked upward.
“It could have changed the tide of the show if you’d allowed them to air that conversation, you know. Or hell, even film it.” Speaking of which, everything Angelica had done while in Estes had gone against what Rex had said about her. She hadn’t been hungry for the camera. She hadn’t been mad when they’d rescheduled. And if she really wanted the attention to feed her ego, then she would have insisted on a conversation like this being filmed.
Angelica nodded slowly. “I’m confusing you, aren’t I?”
“You’re not confusing me,” Hope answered. “But what everyone else is saying about you and what I’m seeing is confusing.”
“I’m usually really good at pretending with people.” Angelica sighed, again looking around the plane as if someone else was going to jump out at them that Angelica knew and she was going to shut down again. “But I can’t seem to do it with you.”
“Pretending?” Hope frowned. “Why would you want to do that?”
“It’s part of my job.” Angelica dashed her tongue across her lips in thought. “I’m the boss, and I’m a woman. Some people want me to be in charge, and others want me to never succeed. In order to do what I need to do, I have to play the games that people expect to play and the ones they don’t expect to play.”
“How lonely,” Hope commented, giving in and reaching over to grab Angelica’s hand. She squeezed Angelica’s fingers and then let go. She couldn’t hold on for too long. It’d mean something else, wouldn’t it?
“It can be.” Angelica folded her hands together, ignoring the fact that they’d just touched. “And it can also be completely freeing.”
Hope shook her head. “See, that’s what I don’t understand.”
“The contradictions? Life is full of them.”
“You’re full of a lack of details.” Hope pointed at her, but she used her tone to make it come off more as a tease than the fact that she was calling Angelica out.
“Details?” Angelica’s cheeks took on a shade of pink that Hope hadn’t ever seen before. “You want details?”
“Yes. Who wouldn’t?” Hope turned to lean in closer, the conversation growing in intensity. “Who are you, Angelica Shields? And why do you hide?”
Angelica hummed, her lips pulling tight before her gaze turned from one of contemplation into one of mischief. “Yes, I was touching myself that night in Estes Park. I haven’t done it in a very long time.”
Heat rushed through Hope’s body, filling every single inch of her. She hadn’t expected that. She hadn’t thought that Angelica would drop that on her without any further explanation or understanding.
Angelica’s lips parted, her breathing increasing. Hope realized far too late that she was once again staring at them. That she couldn’t find words even if she tried right now. That she was pushed into silence because she wanted nothing more than to hear Angelica continue to speak.
“Yes, it felt good,” Angelica added, her voice dropping to an even lower level.
Hope had to lean in just to make sure that she was hearing everything correctly.
“Yes, I’m a lesbian, and yes, I like women. No…” Angelica trailed off, pausing just long enough to have Hope’s entire body tuned in to hers. “No… I don’t like women,” she corrected. “I love women. And that isn’t always welcomed by other people, so I don’t welcome other people into my personal life.”
“Because you’re a lesbian?” Hope asked.
“It’s not the only reason,” Angelica responded. “Just one of many.”
Hope stilled. Why was this turning her on so much? Not the topic of conversation, but the intensity of it. The vulnerability. The secrecy. The… she stopped. It was Angelica. It wasn’t the fact that Angelica was a woman or that she had once previously thought she was straight, it was the fact that this was Angelica—a closed-off woman who was giving her a glimpse into who she truly was under all that armor.
That’s what was doing it.
And Hope loved it.
She needed more of it.
Hope leaned in even closer, tilting her head down as she picked up the sound of Angelica’s breathing. “I think that you want people to dislike you.”
“Why would you think that?”
“Because you do. The real question is why you want that.” Hope flicked her gaze up to meet Angelica’s. “And I have a few theories on that one.”
“Do tell,” Angelica whispered.
“No.” Hope grinned broadly, pulling back.
Angelica seemed shocked by that, her eyes wide and lips parted, ripe for the taking. But Hope wasn’t going to do that either. “No?”
“No.” Hope pushed her lips together in a smile that she was really bad at hiding. “I think I’ll let you prove or disprove them to me.”
Angelica scoffed and shook her head. “We have four more weeks together, Hope. You’re going to have to work fast.”
“Entirely possible.” Hope grinned at her brightly this time. She liked Angelica, not just because she was attracted to her, which was something she was fully willing to admit now, but because Angelica wasn’t like anyone she’d ever met before.
Laughing, Angelica settled back into her seat. “Keep it in your pants, Hope. I’m not free for the taking.”
“Wasn’t thinking anything about that.” But now she was. Fuck Angelica for sinking that thought into her brain. Now all Hope could do was remember the feel of Angelica’s lips against hers, the scent wafting off her when she’d opened that door and looked so disheveled, so satisfied.
Why Hope had ever thought she was straight before was a joke. She had been hiding herself from herself, and that was a disappointment. She wasn’t straight, and she just needed to accept the fact that she was so damn attracted to Angelica.
And she wanted to kiss her again.
Now she just had to figure out what she was going to do with that.
No.
Not what she was going to do, because she wasn’t going to kiss Angelica again. But they could flirt. They could tease. And she could safely walk the line of attraction and not cross it. Because she still loved Rex, and she wouldn’t risk her entire family for nothing more than a quick kiss in the moonlight and under the stars.



Chapter         

Twenty-Eight
“Mrs. Lawrence, when you get a minute, we need to discuss some of the upcoming scenes we’re shooting.” Angelica caught Hope’s attention as she walked swiftly down the hall, not even stopping or slowing down to speak to her.
Which was odd.
“Uh… yeah!” Hope gave her a little wave and then disappeared again.
Angelica pursed her lips, her shoulders sinking slightly before she refocused her efforts and tried to push that entire interaction out of her mind.
But she couldn’t.
Hope had been doing more and more of that lately. They’d sat down the first full day they were there to discuss the hotel and the problems, but Hope hadn’t exactly been helpful in that conversation. She’d been quiet, which was so unlike her. And she’d barely even looked Angelica in the eye.
Perhaps the plane ride had been too much. Angelica wouldn’t be the first or the last to admit that sometimes she took things too far. She was bad at understanding where that personal and teasing boundary line was when it was pushed and tested slightly. And while Hope had seemed fine on the plane and when Lyric had picked them up, perhaps she was having regrets about the entire conversation.
“You ready?” Rex said, stepping into Angelica’s line of sight.
“Yes.” Angelica clenched her jaw. She and Rex had a few things to go over too, and she was curious if Hope had mentioned anything of their conversation to him. They walked into the main office where Angelica had taken over and sat down at the temporary desk there. “I’m sorry I missed the initial scene conversation. What did you and Kyle come up with?”
She was halfway curious and halfway not. She’d do just about anything they told her to do when it came to the episodes, at least setting up the scenes, but she still wanted to know ahead of time what was going to take place.
“Kyle’s going to focus on Hope since the kitchen is an absolute disaster.”
Angelica sighed. Why did the kitchens always seem to be the problems lately? Perhaps she should become a bit more involved in them, at least on the management side of things. Then she’d have more to do in terms of filming. She hated twiddling her thumbs like she had nothing going on. Because she wanted to be busy, not stuck in a proverbial ball of waiting while she figured out what the hell was going on elsewhere.
“Ange?” Rex asked, looking up at her.
What had she missed? She wasn’t usually so easily distracted but today was proving to be difficult. “Is something wrong with Hope?”
“What?” Rex’s face dropped. “Why would you say that?”
“She’s been acting… odd.” Angelica wasn’t entirely sure how to put what she was sensing into words. Normally she’d be forthcoming with it or she’d just ignore it. She could be either honest or polite, but rarely the two at the same time.
“Yeah.” Rex sighed heavily, pressing his lips together tightly. He glanced toward the door and then back to Angelica.
“I’m concerned, that’s all.” Angelica put her hands out to her sides, hoping that this was the correct and gentle approach to take with him. “I don’t need details, but it’s making it difficult to work when she’ll barely talk with me.”
Rex’s brows drew together before he nodded. “I’ve noticed it, too.”
Good. She’d judged right this time. She didn’t want him to think that she was going to attack Hope or put her down for not doing a good job. Instead, she wanted him to also understand her concern over everything.
“She’s been quiet for a while now,” Rex added, standing up to shut the office door.
Angelica stopped at that. “For a while?”
“Quieter than normal at least,” Rex said as he sat back down. “I didn’t think anyone else noticed, and that I was just being sensitive because well…I’m married to her.”
“Right.” Angelica paused. What the hell was she doing? She had to be careful what she said right now, didn’t she? “I was just concerned is all.”
“It started in New Orleans. I thought it was just the stress of that particular location, but Estes Park was so easy, and she didn’t really seem to bounce back.”
Angelica’s back tightened, her stomach twisting into a nervous ball of energy. She was the cause of all of this, and he didn’t know. Hope hadn’t told him a damn thing, hadn’t talked to him about any of it. Which was probably for the best, because if it got out…
“I don’t know how to help her get out of this funk,” Rex continued.
Angelica jerked her head up, focusing again on Rex. She was here for a reason. She was bringing this up for a reason. She had to focus on that, and it had nothing to do with the fact that she was concerned about Hope herself, but about the job they were trying to do together.
At least, she kept trying to convince herself of that.
“I hope she figures it out soon.” Angelica pulled over her iPad and turned it on. “I’d like to try and help her with some of the issues in the kitchen this episode. It’s a…big job. Not that I don’t think she can handle it, but to do it all in a week is going to be difficult.”
“I agree.” Rex sighed. “And maybe it’ll help give her a bit of a break or show her that other people care.”
Had he just said that Angelica cared?
Quite the contradiction to what he normally said about her.
Then again, she was the one who’d started this conversation. Ignoring those thoughts, Angelica focused on the film schedule and what exactly she was going to be doing for the next few days. The break back to reality for interviews had been a welcome distraction, but it also felt like such a disruption to the rhythm they’d discovered in Colorado. If only she could get that back somehow.

Two days later, Angelica stepped through the push door from the dining room into the kitchen. Hope had her hands in fists, an angry look on her face, and a crew full of scared kitchen staff staring back at her. The tension was so thick that Angelica could probably cut it with a knife if she wanted to.
“Chef Lawrence?” Angelica asked, trying to get Hope’s attention and turn it all onto her instead of them. That, and she needed to know what the hell was going on.
“Perfect,” Hope muttered, spinning around to face Angelica. “What’s wrong now?”
Angelica narrowed her gaze, tension and anxiety now filling her body. She wanted to reject it, but perhaps if she could take a little of it on then it would ease Hope’s. “Outside.”
Hope scoffed, but she followed Angelica into the dining room. It was early enough that the room was empty, thankfully, because Angelica had a feeling that this was going to be a blowout of a conversation. Hope was certainly in a mood, and Angelica had no idea how to navigate it. She’d never quite dealt with this from Hope before.
“What the hell’s wrong with you?” Angelica asked, clenching her jaw when she realized far too late that Rex and his team had followed her and now Kyle and part of his team were following Hope.
“Me?” Hope dropped her chin and looked down her nose at Angelica. “Nothing’s wrong with me. I’m just damn peachy.”
Angelica squinted. Where was this coming from? Hope wasn’t someone to just pick a fight from her experience, but then again, she could be entirely wrong about that. They didn’t know each other all that well, did they?
“Cut the crap, Hope.” Angelica hated how she sounded so angry just then. She’d wanted to come in here and be compassionate. “You’re terrorizing them in there.”
“That’s rich coming from you.” Hope stepped in closer.
Why did she always do that? It was as if she had no understanding of personal space, especially where it concerned Angelica. But Angelica was going to give as good as she got. She turned slightly, decreasing the space between them even more. She lowered her voice to a threatening level and pointed toward the kitchen.
“You can come at me all you want, but you don’t treat employees like that. You’re better than that.” She hoped that echoing some of Hope’s own accusations at her would snap whatever this was, but it didn’t seem to work, or if Hope even remembered accusing Angelica of the same thing.
“I can’t even begin to tell you what a disaster that kitchen is, or the piss poor shape of not only the training of the staff but of the facilities itself.” Hope pointed back toward the kitchen. “I can’t fix that kitchen without a renovation.”
“What?” Angelica’s face fell, cold washing through her.
“It’s that bad.” Hope dropped her gaze from Angelica’s eyes to her lips and quickly flicked them back up again. “The kitchen is literally rotting, the freezer isn’t holding temp, the grease is so thick that I’m surprised there hasn’t been a fire in there yet.”
“Hope…” Angelica shook her head slowly. “All right. What’s the plan then?”
“Plan?” Hope squeaked out. “I don’t have a plan, but I can tell you that I won’t serve a single damn meal from that kitchen. Absolutely not. It’s a cesspool of illness waiting to make someone sick and then kill them.”
Those were strong words coming from Hope. Angelica clenched her jaw. “What do you need to fix it?”
“I need a bigger budget, a whole new staff, and I need it yesterday.”
“Budget I can help with.” Angelica squared her shoulders. “Maybe. How much are we talking?”
Hope’s lips parted in surprise. “It’s out of range.”
Angelica’s stomach sank. “How much out of range?”
Hope’s look said everything that she needed to know.
“Get me a budget with line items, and I’ll see what I can do.”
“That’s not all of it.” Hope seemed to soften and calm down slightly. “I need a whole new staff. There’s not one good egg in there, pun intended, and they all need to go.”
Angelica was glad to see at least some humor coming through. She sighed and put her hands on her hips and nodded at Hope. “Then get it done. Tell me what you need from me, and I’ll help when I can. First or last round interviews? I’ll take care of it.”
Hope nodded. “The problem is, we have this event coming up, so I can’t fire them yet.”
“The Technology Symposium.” Angelica had tried to rework the schedule to avoid this, but Josef had insisted that they come this week because it’d add more promotion to what they were doing. And the Symposium had agreed, shockingly enough. “Get it done, Hope. I’ll support you in whatever way you need, but if you walk back into that kitchen the way you walked out of it, they’ll all leave you high and dry.”
“I know.” Hope sighed heavily, running her hands along her sides as she stared at the kitchen door. “I know.”
“Good.” Angelica nodded at her. “You okay to go back in there?”
Hope’s lips thinned, and she shook her head slightly before nodding. “No, but do I have a choice?”
Angelica wanted to tell her that she did. That she could walk away and come back in an hour, but she honestly wasn’t sure they had that kind of time. She wanted to pull Hope to the side and really figure out what was going on, solve it, ease whatever was bothering her.
And that was exactly what Angelica couldn’t do.
Hope nodded at her and then bit her lip, once again dropping her gaze down to Angelica’s mouth as if she was thinking about something else entirely. Then she turned on her toes and walked away. Angelica stayed put until Hope was fully inside the kitchen, her voice much calmer when she shouted out orders to everyone in there.
Nodding to herself, Angelica did the next thing that she could. She left the restaurant and walked directly to where she knew she could find the owner. Henry was huddled behind the front counter, in the back room there, where he seemed to spend most of his time. Angelica stepped back there, hands by her sides as she eyed him over.
“We can either do this here where everyone can hear it, or we can do it in the office.” Angelica looked Henry directly in the eye. “I don’t care which it is because everyone’s going to hear it in the end anyway.”
Henry’s jaw dropped. “Do what?”
“Do you realize how bad this place is?” Angelica leaned over the table and stared him down. Here it was. “When was the last time you did an inspection on that kitchen or even walked in there?”
Henry shook his head slowly, trembling a little. “What are you talking about?”
“You’re going to kill someone with that kitchen.” Angelica growled out the words. “And it’s either that you don’t care or that you’re so stuck in your chair that you can’t get off your ass and actually do the work that needs to get done around here. So which is it? Are you lazy? Or are you a killer?”
She could feel the camera crew tense behind her, and she knew that she was being harsh. But Henry needed the shit scared out of him. He needed to be smacked upside the head and get some sense knocked back into him.
“If you were inspected today, you’d fail. I don’t understand how you passed other inspections, honestly. I’m pretty sure that Chef Lawrence is just as confused by that one.”
Henry put his hands up. “It’s not that bad.”
“It is!” Angelica smacked her hand down onto the table. “And until you take this seriously, nothing’s going to change, and I’m not going to waste our time and effort trying to save people. I’ll call the state right now and have you inspected and shut that restaurant down.” It’d kill Hope if she did that—maybe. Hope hadn’t seemed very happy about the situation either. “So what’s it going to be, Henry? Are you going to take responsibility and ownership for the situation we’re finding right now? Or are you going to continue to cower and hide?”
Henry’s jaw remained open, his eyes wide, and he stared at her in complete shock.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” Henry whispered.
“Well, I think that’s the first thing that you said that’s the truth since we arrived.” Angelica straightened up, keeping the hard look on her face. She wasn’t going to let him off easy. “So are you going to learn or are you going to bury your head in the sand?”
Henry paused again, and she hated that he was taking so long to answer her. She was just about to turn and leave when he finally said something.
“Help me. Because if you don’t… I’m going to lose everything.”
“Get up.”
“What?”
“Get. Up.”
Angelica crossed her arms and waited for him to finally stand. She said absolutely nothing as she walked out of the front reception area and straight back into the restaurant. She pushed open the door, her eyes locking with Hope’s.
“Clean the kitchen,” she said, staring at Henry. “You talk back once to Chef Lawrence, and I’ll be back down here. You do absolutely everything she tells you to do without complaint and without whining. Do you understand?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Good.” Angelica looked at Hope again, longing to say a few words to her, but there were cameras everywhere, and they were both mic’d up. She couldn’t. Not now. Not while there were so many people watching. “Chef?”
“Yeah?” Hope asked.
“If he bothers you, send for me.”
“Understood.”
Angelica hesitated. She didn’t want to leave Hope on her own. She wanted to stay and help, but this wasn’t where her talents would be most useful. Hope looked at her again, listing forward as if she was about to take a step in Angelica’s direction.
Shaking her head so slightly, Angelica paused.
They couldn’t.
Angelica must remember that. Hope wasn’t hers to be with even if she wanted. The games they were playing had to stop.



Chapter         

Twenty-Nine
“Ange!” Hope said loudly as soon as she opened the office door. She didn’t even knock. She couldn’t wait. She didn’t have time to let this not happen. She didn’t even care that there were camera’s everywhere, her panic was evident, and Angelica needed to help her deal with it.
Now.
“Yeah?” Angelica said sharply from her seat at the desk. She had her iPad open, papers everywhere, and a calculator. “Don’t tell me you need more in the budget.”
“No.” Hope paused, her heart racing as she looked Angelica over, the way her hair fell over her shoulder, hiding part of her face. Angelica moved her head sharply, pushing the curl that always seemed to end up over her eye out of her face. All the words and anger and frustration and fear raced right out of Hope, and she was struggling to find them again.
“Hope?” Angelica furrowed her brow in confusion. “What is it?”
“We need to cancel the symposium coming tonight.”
“Not possible,” Angelica responded, going back to her iPad and dismissing Hope.
“No, I don’t think you understand. We need to cancel it.”
“We can’t. They’re already here in their meetings.” Angelica glanced up and made eye contact.
Hope sighed heavily, stepping up to the other side of the desk and leaning over it. “Remember when I told you that some people needed to be fired.”
“Yes?” Angelica dragged out the word.
“Well, I fired them. They were making a bigger mess. Henry’s out trying to hire some new staff because what happened when I fired a few key people? The rest of them walked out.”
“No.”
“Yes.” Hope’s chest rose and fell with a surge of energy she didn’t know she had. Her heart raced with the panic that she had scarcely let herself feel before, but now that she was here, in Angelica’s makeshift office, she could be calm. She could breathe these words out and let Angelica catch them. Because she had to, right?
“How many are left?”
Hope bit her lip, shaking her head.
“None?” Angelica asked.
“None,” Hope answered. The guilt ate its way further into her, and she still couldn’t stop it. She’d put them in this situation. If only she’d waited another day to do the terminations, but she hadn’t been able to. They were going to kill someone if they didn’t stop, and all of them were just feeding off each other.
“Hope!” Angelica’s voice was sharp this time.
“What?” Hope blinked, prying her way out of the fear.
“What’s the plan?”
“Plan?” Hope jerked back, standing up straight. “I don’t have a plan, Ange. I don’t even have an idea of what we can do. I shut down the restaurant for tonight. That was an easy choice, but I can’t get anyone in there to work in the next two hours and be trained on what they’re supposed to do. I don’t have a restaurant in Seattle to even pull my own people! There is no backup plan, and I can’t do it by myself.”
Angelica canted her head to the side. “We can’t cancel. They’re already here for the start of the Symposium.”
“Then what the hell do you propose?” Hope shoulder hurt from how tense they were.
“What do you need to get that dinner done?”
“People.”
“How many?” Angelica was already standing up, coming around the side of the desk so that they were standing nose to nose.
“One? Two?” Hope threw her hands up in the air. “It’s only thirty people, thankfully. But the meal that was planned…”
“Change it. If it needs to be simpler, then change it.” Angelica grabbed for Hope’s hand, squeezing. Then she slid her fingers up Hope’s arm to her shoulder, squeezing again. “How many people?”
“One.”
“And you have one.” Angelica nodded, stepping back and straightening her shoulders.
“Who? Rex?” Hope pointed toward her husband. “He won’t touch a pot unless it’s to clean it.”
“Me,” Angelica said firmly.
“You?” Hope pointed at her in complete shock. “You know how to cook?”
Angelica paled. “Do I need to know how to cook or do I need to know how to follow directions?”
“Can you follow directions?” Hope’s brow knit together, and her voice rose unreasonably. She knew it was a dig at Angelica, but she was being damn honest. She’d never seen that woman listen to anyone else. Not once. She always did what she wanted.
Angelica scoffed. “Do you want to make one thing go right or not?”
Hope’s lips parted, her jaw dropping. She looked Angelica over, the black shirt and black suit that she always wore, the heels that made her inches taller than she actually was, the perfectly done-up makeup and manicured nails. Did Angelica ever actually cook? Hope so rarely saw her eat that she was pretty sure that Angelica never did unless Hope brought her food, which would mean that she never cooked.
“I don’t…” Hope started and shook the thought from her head. “Yes. Fine. But you need your running shoes.”
Angelica put her hands on her hips and continued her stare. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”
“Fine.”
Hope left the office. She stepped into the hallway, cold air rushing to her lungs. What the hell had she just agreed to?
She said nothing to anyone as she made her way back down to the kitchen and started preparing everything that she could. Angelica had no experience in the kitchen, so Hope was going to have to give her the simplest tasks possible and hope they worked out. This wouldn’t be a dinner filled with finesse, but it would be a dinner like they’d promised and had been paid for.
She had everything set out and ready to go when Angelica showed up. Angelica had pulled her hair back into a bun at the nape of her neck, her bangs loose on the right side, always in the way. Hope had to hold herself back when she looked at her. They now had an hour and a half to make thirty meals. Not impossible, but it certainly wasn’t going to be easy.
“I told Henry to play host. Hopefully he can’t screw that up.” Angelica stepped up to the sink and started washing her hands.
“Better out of my kitchen than in it. I’m too mad to deal with him right now. And the more I look at him the more pissed off I get.”
“Understandable.” Angelica dried her hands on a towel.
Hope still hadn’t moved. What the hell was she doing? She needed to move. She needed to be in charge. Pointing at the apricots, she said, “Peel those and dice them up into one-inch chunks.”
Angelica pursed her lips but said nothing as she snagged a knife and started to do as she was told. Hope focused on the duck and getting it onto a hot skillet. She’d finish baking them, but she needed to sear the top sides of them to start rendering the fat. She sliced hatch marks into the breasts and set them into the hot pan.
The sizzle was exactly what she needed to hear. Focusing on what she could manage to get done in the time that she could manage to do it, Hope ignored everything else that was happening in the kitchen until she had all thirty duck breasts prepped and ready to be slid into the oven.
The oven had barely kept temp the entire time she’d been there, so she wasn’t holding her breath on that one either. She would check it constantly, and if it was holding temp, then she’d lower it each time she opened the door to check, but hell if she wasn’t going to fuck up this meal.
With the meat in the oven, she straightened her back and looked over at Angelica. She was struggling. Massively. She’d barely gotten through the apricots, but Hope didn’t have a choice. She washed her hands and then pulled over a large pot and filled it with orange juice and sugar, starting the heat under it so she could reduce it down for the chutney she was making.
She didn’t say anything as she took another knife and started to mimic Angelica. Or rather, do it correctly and in half the time.
This was a mistake.
It was all a mistake.
“What are we making?” Angelica asked.
“Roasted duck with apricot chutney.” Hope glanced up at Angelica’s face.
She looked disgusted.
“Don’t take it that’s your cup of tea.”
“No.” Angelica frowned. “I have history with duck, and it’s not a good one.”
Hope snorted. “Do you eat anything?”
“Of course I eat,” Angelica chimed back smartly.
Hope winced. She could see how that could have been taken as an attack. She hadn’t meant it as that, but she couldn’t help herself when she was this stressed. It was too damn hard to control her emotions.
“You don’t eat tomatoes or peppers. You don’t eat duck.”
“I eat tomatoes and peppers,” Angelica fired back. “When they’re cooked properly.” She shot a look over at Hope, her jaw clenching tightly.
Oh, Angelica wasn’t liking the turn of this conversation, was she?
“Are you saying I don’t know how to cook?” Hope’s voice reverberated through the kitchen.
“What?” Angelica stopped slicing the apricot, her hands still. She looked around the room at the film crew and then shook her head. “No. That’s not what I said.”
Suddenly hyperaware of the cameras and the fact that Rex was watching everything go down, Hope tensed sharply. “Then what are you saying?”
“I’m saying that there are certain foods I don’t like.” Angelica shook her head, that damned curl sliding over her eye again until she shook it off. “Just like I’m sure there’s some you don’t like.”
“I eat everything,” Hope muttered. She moved over to the pot to stir the sugar into the orange juice. She had to stop herself. She was being combative for no reason—well, there was a reason, but Angelica wasn’t the source. It was Henry. It was this damn restaurant. It was the fact that everyone had just walked out on her and left her to fend for herself. It was the film crew because they wouldn’t get out of her face. It was Angelica…because Hope couldn’t stop thinking about her, wanting her, feeling her presence all around her.
“Yeah, like hot honey… whatever that is.”
Hope froze. She held the whisk tightly in her fingers and looked over at Angelica. “What did you say?”
“Hot honey.” Angelica stared right back at her. “You said something about that when we first met.”
Hope’s lips parted in surprise. How the hell did Angelica remember that? Of all things for her to remember, of all conversations for them to have had, that very first one was what Angelica remembered? God, she’d been such an idiot that day. Flirting outrageously because she’d been so damn nervous and pent up with anxiety over being so fucking late for the photo shoot.
“Hope?” Angelica asked.
“Nothing,” Hope mumbled going back to stirring the sauce for reduction.
Ignoring Angelica’s confused look, Hope pulled out the dried cherries and raisins and dropped them into the sauce. She turned away from Angelica and started to pull the spices that she would need. She couldn’t look at Angelica right now. She couldn’t look at anyone in the room because they would see the surprise and arousal written all over her face.
She set everything down and then bent to check the duck breasts roasting in the oven. The thermometer at least still worked. But when she read it, she stilled.
“Damn it.”
“What?” Angelica asked, moving to bend down with Hope.
Hope slammed the oven door shut and cranked up the temperature. She had to get it higher. “It’s not holding temp again.”
“You ordered the new oven, right?”
“Yes.” Hope rolled her eyes. “But they don’t just appear out of thin air, Angel. They take time to arrive and then be installed.”
“I know that,” Angelica hissed. “I don’t need the attitude.”
“Attitude?” Hope squeaked the word out. “I’ve been slaving away in this kitchen for days trying to get it up to par, and you know what? It’s impossible. The oven’s broken. Two of the burners on the stove don’t work. The freezer won’t hold temp, so I had to throw out all the food in there because who knows what condition it was kept in. This restaurant came straight from the bowels of hell. I’m serious. No one should ever eat here again.”
Angelica held still, focusing entirely on Hope as she finished her rant, her hands thrown wildly around her. The silence between them was strong, but it wasn’t filled with intensity like it had been before. This time there was relief there.
“Feel better?” Angelica asked.
Hope blew out a breath and rubbed her nose on her bicep. “A little bit. Yeah.”
“Good.” Angelica dashed her tongue across her lips, her eyes not moving from Hope’s face. “Think we can get back to it?”
“Yeah.” Hope shifted entirely. She moved back to the stove and checked on the reduction and tried to concentrate on what needed to happen next.
Apricots.
They still needed to finish peeling and dicing those. She stood next to Angelica and started to work in silence. When she looked up, she met Rex’s eyes. He made a continuing motion at her, but she didn’t understand it. Then he mouthed, “Fight. Get mad.”
Hope wrinkled her brow and focused back down on the food in her hands. She didn’t want to fight with Angelica. She wanted to scream and yell at just about anyone else right now, but not Angelica.
Angelica must have caught the look too, because she stared directly at Hope as if waiting for the other shoe to drop and for a new argument to start. Hope clenched her jaw and went straight back to dicing. She wasn’t going to add any more stress to her already stressful day.
She wouldn’t survive the night if she did that.
Though she and Rex would be having words as soon as they were alone.
Didn’t he realize how bad this was for her?
Didn’t he understand?
Because Angelica did. Hope could see it in her eyes when they looked at each other, when Angelica had asked if she felt better or if she was all right. Hope took the apricots and dumped them into the pot to simmer down for a few minutes.
She stirred everything together before letting it sit off the heat and checking the temperature of the oven. Good, it was finally holding. At least for now. Hope closed her eyes and let out a sigh. Angelica touched her arm lightly and nodded at her.
“It’ll be good, I’m sure.”
“It’ll be exquisite,” Hope said, though she wasn’t quite sure that she felt it this time. She wanted to, but she was getting lost in Angelica’s eyes, in the compassion that she so rarely showed to anyone. Hope gave her a wan smile and then rolled her eyes. “We need to start the rice and then start dessert.”
“Just tell me what to do, Chef.” Angelica’s light teasing tone brought a small twitch to Hope’s lips.
This had been the right decision, at least for tonight.
At least she didn’t doubt that.



Chapter         

Thirty
“Look, I’m not doing this.” Angelica planted her feet and looked at the three men in front of her. She’d called this emergency meeting after filming ended, and she wasn’t going to back down from it. Kyle and Rex looked confused. Josef, however, cowered. He knew exactly what this was about.
“Not doing what?” Rex asked, crossing his arms as he stared at her.
Angelica pursed her lips, eyeing each one of them and settling on Rex. “Do you know how stressed she was tonight? Or how fucking over the edge she is?”
He should know. Hell, he should care more than Angelica did. He should be the one stepping in to protect his wife from pushing over that edge into the abyss below.
“I’m not going to be filming just to create drama. If you want drama, then you should have signed up for 90 Day Fiancé, not a show about hotels!” Angelica’s voice rang through the room, and she didn’t even care. They needed to understand how pissed off she was. Cooking all evening with Hope had been enough stress on her, and she would never have agreed if Hope hadn’t looked so desperately afraid.
“We need drama to keep the ratings up,” Josef said, but his voice was quieter than hers, like he didn’t quite believe it.
“And tonight was perfect for that,” Rex added.
Kyle nodded his agreement. Who was really in charge here? Kyle or Rex? Because she was about to school all of them.
“Tonight wasn’t perfect for it!” Angelica gave each of them a glare. “And Hope can’t handle any more stress. Manufactured or not. And if you really want this show to succeed then you need her. I’m not stupid. I understand my role and her role, and I fully understand that she’s thirty-five and young and I’m over the age people would typically want to watch. I’ve seen the audience estimates and predictions.” She pointed at Josef. “You need her. So fuck with me all you want, but you leave her the hell alone.”
Rex frowned, his face falling. Did he really not understand just how bad Hope had been tonight? Had she been able to hide it from him that well? Or was he just bulldozing his way through to make money and produce a show?
Because fuck that.
“Or is it that all you care about is money?” Angelica was ready to fight fire with fire. “Because you accused me of that.” She pointed at Josef. “And you.” Now Kyle. “So which is it? How is it that I’m the one you call the Ice Fairy, and yet I’m the only one who actually gives a damn about Hope right now?”
She was met with silence.
“Well?” she pushed.
“I didn’t think she was that stressed,” Kyle said.
“Then pay closer fucking attention!” Angelica threw her hand out. “What you did earlier was unprofessional. You want us to argue. Fine. But we talk about it ahead of time. You don’t throw us into the wasp’s nest and expect us to come out the other side without being stung. We’re human, too, and you need to remember that.”
“You’re right,” Kyle said. “You’re absolutely right.”
“No, you’re not,” Josef shook his head. “We’re all in this to make money, including Hope. She knew what she was signing up for when she signed the contract.”
Angelica paused. When had this changed from being a way to make money to actually caring about the work she was doing? No, that wasn’t right either. She’d always cared about the work. When had it changed to caring about the people? About Tatum and Baxter and Miriam? About Hope? She’d told Hope that she wasn’t there to make friends, and she wasn’t.
Yet she’d let herself fall into that same fucking trap.
Josef stepped closer to her, dark bushy eyebrows raised. “Unless there’s something else going on?”
“Nothing’s going on,” Angelica hissed, staring directly at him. He wouldn’t expose her in front of Rex and Kyle, would he?
As much as she would like to believe that he trusted and liked her enough not to do that, she wasn’t sure anymore. For so long they’d worked side by side on things like this, but ever since she’d taken on a new and different role, everything had changed.
“Will you give us the room?” Josef asked, glancing over his shoulder at Rex and Kyle. “I need to talk to Ange about some private matters.”
Angelica clenched her jaw tightly, but she managed to keep her hands from tightening into fists. She hated watching Rex and Kyle leave, the fact that they left a wake of unresolved tension pissed her off even more. And the fact that she knew exactly where Josef was going to go next.
“I told you…”
“There’s nothing going on between me and Chef Lawrence.”
Josef snorted loudly. “I was there tonight, if you don’t remember.”
Oh, Angelica had been keenly aware of the fact that he’d been there, and of the fact that he’d wanted her to poke at Hope until she broke, and she’d flat out refused to do it. She’d seen him watching the monitors, she’d seen him standing behind Rex and Kyle, and she’d seen him encouraging both her and Hope to keep it going.
“The looks you two were giving each other…” He lowered his voice to nearly a whisper, canting his head to the side as he stared at her. “You better not have started something with her.”
Angelica huffed. “I haven’t.”
But Hope had. Not that Angelica was ever going to tell him that.
“I know you, Ange. And that look on your face says something is going on.”
“Nothing,” she repeated. “Absolutely nothing is going on. And it’s ridiculous of you to even accuse me of that. Rex was right here. She’s happily married, and her entire family is here. What else could she hope for on a show? Honestly.”
Angelica tensed, trying to keep herself under control. She wasn’t used to being so outwardly attacked like this. She’d expected it, but she still didn’t like it.
“Ange… don’t fool yourself.”
“I’m fooling no one.” And that much was true. She was entirely too aware of the situation. “But if you don’t start caring about the people who work for you, then what’s going to happen? Because you won’t have a show left to make you any damn money.”
Josef narrowed his eyes at her. “Ange.”
“What!?” She raged, her voice reverberating around the room again.
“You can’t do this to all of us. If you fuck this up, then we’re all going down with you. This isn’t just your livelihood anymore. It’s every single person who works on this show.”
Angelica took deep breaths, trying to calm herself down. She knew that without him throwing it in her face.
“If you fuck this up, you fuck all of us over.”
“I won’t do that.” Angelica crossed her arms and glared at him. “You know I won’t.”
“Then what the hell are you doing with Hope?”
“Absolutely nothing.” Again, she clenched her jaw tightly, breathing deeply as she strove to keep herself as even-keeled as possible. “You were the ones who were pushing her beyond her capacity tonight. This isn’t exactly a stressless job, and Pier 87 is one of the worst for the kitchens.”
“Of course it is.” Josef looked up at her. “You were both lulled into thinking they’d all be as easy as Mountain View.”
Angelica snorted. “You’re impossible. Do you always think that women can’t just do their fucking jobs? Or is it always about finding the faults in us to make yourself feel better?”
Josef shook his head at her, eyes wide at her audacity. She’d called him out on his shit before, but this time felt different. Their relationship had been fractured since he’d discovered she and Leanne had been together, and it had never gotten better. They’d continued to communicate and work together because they had to, but that was it.
“Just do your damn job, Ange. Leave the rest of it to me.” Josef threw that last part at her as he walked out of the office, leaving the door wide open.
Angelica sighed, but she kept her body straight and tense. Just what the hell was going on with everyone here? This was supposed to be the second to last episode, and it was like the tension had skyrocketed and everyone’s stress levels were through the roof.
Still, she didn’t think she was wrong.
Hope deserved better.
And she would fight tooth and nail for that to happen.
Hope had seemed so crushed when she’d come into Angelica’s workspace earlier, begging for help. Desperate to just survive the night. Angelica glanced at her desk and left everything as it was. She didn’t need anything else that night. She needed to give it up and be done with it all for a while.
A break.
Walking out of the office, she shut the door behind her and locked it. She didn’t need anyone else going in there to see what she was doing and what she’d been working on. And knowing Josef, he’d absolutely pry. It was a good thing she didn’t have anything on there that would make her guilty. She was far more careful than that.
She pushed the button on the elevator and closed her eyes as she waited. She needed a hot shower and to make the rest of the world disappear for a few hours. Maybe a run would do her some good. She hadn’t had one of those in weeks at this point. That’s what the problem was. Angelica, with her new plan in hand, stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for her floor.
When the elevator doors opened, she froze.
“Hope…” she trailed off.
“I was hoping to find you.” Hope bit her lip and stepped back, letting Angelica step out and into the waiting area.
Angelica said nothing, not wanting to tip off or push Hope into saying something that she didn’t want to talk about. But her muscles were weary, her feet hurt, and she was exhausted after that confrontation with Josef.
“Thank you,” Hope said, reaching for Angelica’s hand.
Angelica pulled away, staring at Hope’s fingers before she looked back up into her face. Hope seemed confused, and Angelica understood why. Normally, she would have let Hope touch her. But not now. Not when Josef was no doubt watching, not when she’d been called out so blatantly for once again breaking the rules and doing something that was unnatural.
“I just…” Hope stopped. “Thank you for helping me tonight.”
Angelica nodded. “Well, I didn’t kill anyone, so that’s a bonus.”
Hope’s lips curled upward briefly, and she again reached for Angelica’s hand. Angelica took a full step to the side to put even more space between them.
“They want us to argue more,” Angelica said, trying to give Hope the short version of the argument she’d just had.
“I know. Rex was… I don’t know if you saw him, but he was trying to get me to push you tonight.”
She swallowed hard, trying to keep her opinion of Rex to herself. Hope’s marriage was her own, and she couldn’t step into that hornet’s nest.
“But I didn’t want to.”
“We need to,” Angelica fired back, taking another step and putting even more distance between them. “We need to get the ratings up, otherwise the show’s going to be cancelled before it even gets off the ground.”
“Angel…”
“Stop calling me that!” Angelica shouted. She paused, the stress of the entire evening finding its weight on her shoulders and making it damn near impossible to keep standing there. “Just stop.”
“Stop what?” Hope asked. “Because I don’t know what I’m doing that’s ticking you off so much.”
Angelica looked up and down the hallway, hoping that someone—anyone—would show up and pull their attention away, that someone would end this before it even started. Angelica stopped, seeing the look of devastation on Hope’s face, the pain and lack of understanding. Giving in, Angelica stepped closer, right next to Hope.
She didn’t touch her.
Lowering her voice, Angelica said, “You’re just being you.”
Without another word, Angelica stepped back. She wanted to get out of there, to escape. To go back to her room and hide for a few hours where no one would find her and maybe she could catch a wink of sleep that night, although now that was looking like it wasn’t going to happen.
“What?” Hope said, pulling Angelica right back to where she had been before. “What the hell are you even talking about?”
“You! I’m talking about you!” Angelica pointed at her. “You have to stop.”
“Stop what?” Hope shook her head wildly. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“That’s exactly it. Just leave me alone!”
Angelica turned on her toes and walked away. She moved as swiftly as possible from the elevator to her room, keying herself in. She shut the door and put the bolt on behind her. Fuck taking a run. Fuck taking a shower. She just wanted to curl up in her bed, cry, and then forget that had ever happened.
She’d hurt Hope.
She had no doubt about that, and she couldn’t even tell her why, because if she did…Angelica slowed at that thought. If she told Hope what was going on, then it would risk absolutely everything on the show. If one more person knew about Leanne, they could hold it against her even more. They could fire her and bring in someone who was younger and hipper, someone who could smile all the time and play off Hope’s always joyful persona way better than she could.
If Hope knew…
That would be the end.



Chapter         

Thirty-One
“Installation for the oven and freezer repair is delayed.” Hope sat down heavily in the chair across from Angelica. She wasn’t sure she even wanted to be in this room. Not after last night. Well… yes, after the first part, but later on, something had changed. And she still hadn’t found her footing after that.
Rex had been in a mood too, which meant that she hadn’t been able to talk to him about what was going on either.
“Perfect,” Angelica muttered. “Delayed by how much?”
“Twelve hours, which normally wouldn’t be an issue, but we’re filming a show, so twelve hours makes a world of difference.”
Angelica hummed, but she didn’t even look up to meet Hope’s eyes. She flicked through something on her iPad, completely giving Hope the cold shoulder. Hope wanted Angelica to look at her, so they could connect, so they could figure out what the hell yesterday had been all about. She needed that.
“I wanted to thank you,” Hope said softly. She was hyperaware of the fact that there was a camera over her shoulder and there was one over Angelica’s, that the mic wire was taped to her abdomen and between her breasts and the pack pressed against the small of her back. This wasn’t the time for deep conversations, but she could at least get some kind of response from Angelica, couldn’t she?
“For what?” Angelica said, still not looking up at her.
Hope’s heart sank. She desperately clawed at what she needed to stay afloat, to make sure that she wasn’t the only one picking up on this change of mood. “For helping me out yesterday, with cooking for the symposium. It’s not ideal⁠—”
“No, it’s not.” Angelica sighed heavily, finally raising her gaze to meet Hope’s. She held the electronic pencil for her iPad in her fingers, still poised as if she was going to continue to write or do whatever the hell it was she was still in the middle of. “Have you found a solution for that problem yet?”
“Oh I…” Hope cringed. “No.” She’d honestly gone back to her room, cried in the shower while trying to hide that fact from Eva, played the role of doting mother to read her daughter the requested fairy tale story, and then tried to forget why she was here in Seattle for a few hours.
“Have you even thought of potential solutions?” Angelica’s eyes widened slightly, still locked on Hope’s face.
What the hell was going on? Angelica hadn’t talked to her like this since… well, since Dallas maybe. Hope wasn’t even sure if this was on that same level. Or perhaps it just felt different now compared to before, now that they knew each other better.
“Henry was working on finding some staff.”
“Staff?” Angelica shook her head. “Staff isn’t the issue, you need a chef who can do the job properly and be trained.”
“I know that.” Hope’s brow twitched. She was barely keeping her eyes open this morning even with three cups of coffee already flowing through her body.
“Do you really trust him to hire someone?”
“Can’t you work with him on that?” Hope bit the inside of her cheek. That had been impulsive, but she was tired of this… this cold-shouldered, bitchy version of Angelica that she was getting this morning. She’d barely survived yesterday, and now she was greeted with this?
Angelica tensed. Anyone could see that right? But it was masked so quickly that Hope started to doubt it herself. “I am working with him on hiring and how to interview properly… and manage properly.” Angelica sighed heavily. “You don’t have any other solution?”
“Forgive me for taking three hours to myself last night and not think about this damn hotel.” Hope’s voice boomed through the room, echoing.
Angelica paused, her eyes lighting with anger before it vanished. Was it replaced with compassion or understanding? Hope couldn’t quite tell.
“I have a solution,” Angelica said simply. “If you’d like to hear it, other than telling Henry he needs to dig his own way out of this one.”
Hope’s lips twitched at that. She had quite a few choice words for Henry. She just didn’t have a moment to even think about telling him off. “What? What is it?”
“I have a hotel in Seattle—well, SeaTac—that I run.”
“How would hotel staff help me?” Hope pushed a strand of stray hair behind her ear. She really needed this. Coming in here this morning was a hail Mary, and she needed the break.
“It has a restaurant, Hope.” Angelica sighed again. “I’ll offer them overtime pay—paid by Henry—to staff and help you train. You’ll need to train them to your standards, but it’ll at least be a solution until we can find a more permanent replacement.”
“Are you serious?” Hope cocked her head to the side and shook it slowly. “You have an entire kitchen staff at the ready, and you couldn’t have told me that last night? We couldn’t have called them up here to work?”
“SeaTac, Hope.” Angelica pursed her lips. “It’s not exactly two blocks west.”
Hope swallowed a sudden lump in her throat. Her mouth went dry. “Two blocks west would put us in the middle of the ocean.”
Angelica’s eyes lit up briefly, crinkles in the corners as she forced the smile that nearly lit up her face back down. Hope had seen that one, and she wasn’t going to forget that it was there. Whoever this Angelica was, the one she was greeted with this morning and perhaps the one she was greeted with last night, this wasn’t her Angelica.
“You’re right, of course,” Angelica said, her voice gravelly and rough. “I couldn’t get them here last night. Today is a different matter.”
“Tomorrow,” Hope corrected. “Not much point in today without a working kitchen.”
Angelica nodded her agreement. “Tomorrow.”
“The rest of the renovation is underway, though,” Hope added, settling into the conversation now that they seemed to find that even balance again. Why had that been so difficult? “They should be finished by tomorrow morning.”
Angelica hummed and focused back on her iPad. “I’m still working out figures. I was able to find a donor for the equipment, so that’ll cut your over-expenses.”
“That’s good.”
“That’s my job.” Angelica flicked her gaze up to Hope’s sharply. “I suggest you do yours.”
Cold washed over Hope. That was unexpected. Had she had more energy, she probably would have called Angelica out on it, but for now, she could barely even manage to keep herself upright. Gripping onto the arms of the chair she was seated in, she pushed herself to stand. “Understood, Ms. Shields.”
Angelica stared at her, eyes wide and lips slightly parted. The tension held. Hope breathed deeply, not sure if she wanted to sit down again or storm out of the room. And she needed just one more hint from Angelica about which it needed to be.
When nothing else happened, Hope left.
She walked out of the room, feeling Angelica’s eyes on her back as she went. She moved into the hallway, pressed her hand to her belly and breathed. What the fuck was going on with them? This was out of nowhere. They’d figured out how to work amicably together, didn’t they? They knew what to expect from each other, but this… this was… this was what?
“God!” Hope grunted out the word and shook her head, then her arms and her hands. She needed to get this mood off her shoulders and away from her.
Ignoring the cameras, ignoring Kyle, Hope made her way back down to the kitchen to supervise the renovation. It was going to be a whirlwind, and the last thing she needed was for something to go wrong. Rolling her shoulders, she pushed up her sleeves, ready to get to work.
She spent most of the day down there, and she only came up to the main reception area when it was time for dinner, and her stomach loudly told her that she hadn’t been snacking on food that she was cooking all day and if she didn’t eat soon she was likely to throw something at the next person who spoke to her.
Angelica stood at the main reception desk, her curled locks trailing down her back and over her shoulders, the gold-hued lighting setting off all the tones of it like a beacon calling to her. Hope paused in her step, still not sure which way to go. Angelica bent her head to look at something, then she nodded toward Henry and made him come over and look.
Rex stood to the side behind the three cameras that were aimed in Angelica’s direction. Hope smoothed her hands over her shirt, missing the chef’s coat that she’d become so used to wearing while they were filming. But since she wasn’t cooking that day, Ansel had stuck her in a loose mustard yellow V-neck shirt with a dark black jacket and black slacks. She almost looked halfway professional. It was much colder here than it was in the kitchens, and goosebumps ran along her arms and her abdomen.
When she looked up again, Angelica was eyeing her curiously, still focused on whatever she was saying to Henry. Hope’s breath left her in an instant. Her stomach twisted into knots as she stood there in silence, her knees going weak. How was she supposed to stay standing? But she still couldn’t tear her gaze away.
At least not until Rex looked at her. Hope shuddered, locking her gaze on her husband and then locking her gaze back on Angelica. She went back and forth, fear racing through her to match the chill she’d experienced before. What the hell was going on with her?
Hope found herself walking forward, straight toward Angelica. She ignored Rex, ignored the curious glances he was giving her, ignored the wave of his hand to get a camera on her face as she approached.
“Hello,” Hope said, leaning over the reception counter to get a better view of Angelica. She couldn’t stop looking at her.
“Was there something you needed?” Angelica asked, her voice precise and to the point.
“Dinner.” Hope wetted her lips.
“Don’t know what to do when you’re not cooking?” Angelica’s lips pressed together and pushed to the slide slightly.
There was a tease in there, right? Or was Hope making that up?
“A chef without a kitchen is always lost,” Hope replied, trying to play off what she thought she’d heard in Angelica’s voice. “Have you eaten yet?”
“Why would you ask that?” Angelica’s terseness was unexpected.
“I just thought… dinner, Ange. That’s it.”
That light tease she’d thought she’d seen there vanished in an instant. Angelica’s lips pursed tightly, and she straightened her back to her full height. “Is there some business you’d like to discuss?”
Hope stilled. “Uh… no.”
“Something about the renovation, then?”
“No.” Hope furrowed her brow.
Angelica crossed her arms, looking intently at her. “Then why would you need me for dinner?”
“I just thought…” Hope trailed off, stunned. So they really were back to this. “Right.” She looked to Rex. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the briefing and for the reveal.” Hope crossed her arms as her shoulders fell. She stepped away from the reception desk and immediately started toward the elevator. She had to escape.
“Hope!” Rex ran after her, catching her just as she was about to step into the elevator. “What’s going on?”
Hope sniffled, her eyes already watering. She could barely control herself. “I feel like I should ask you that. You spent all day with her.”
“Hope…” Rex shook his head at her. “Didn’t Kyle talk to you?”
“Talk to me? About what?”
Rex sighed heavily, annoyed. Hope couldn’t stand it anymore. She just wanted to go back into hiding. This hotel fix needed to end as soon as possible. She was about to turn when the elevator dinged its arrival, but Rex’s hand on her upper arm kept her in place.
“Kyle, Josef, Angelica and I had a meeting last night to discuss ratings. We need more arguments from the two of you. We need more tension, more drama.” Rex stared down into her eyes. “That’s what she’s doing.”
“No, she’s not.” Hope shook her head in denial. “That wasn’t a manufactured argument, Rex. That was…” She glanced behind him to the reception desk, finding Angelica still looking at her. “I don’t know what that was.”
“Kyle was supposed to talk to you, but you have to find a way to fight for the camera and then figure out how to get along off-camera.”
Hope frowned deeply. “That makes no sense.”
“Drama sells. This isn’t some daytime cooking show. It’s reality tv, and we need high stakes. You and Ange are the ones who are going to create that. And Mountain View proved you need some help with it, so Kyle and I were charged by Josef with helping you to make drama.”
“Is that what last night was about?” Hope stepped back, jerking her arm from his grasp. “Is that why you were telling me to get mad at her? Is that why you kept throwing random things at us to make it worse?”
Rex looked guilty. Flat out.
“Fuck, Rex.” She stepped back again. “How could you do that to me? To Angelica?”
“Because we have to do it.”
“To make money?” Hope pinched her face. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen an uglier side to you than I’m seeing right now. I can’t believe…” she trailed off, not sure what to say at all. She looked over to find Angelica still looking at her, but once again leaned over the desk with Henry. “Since when is that all you care about?”
“It’s not.” Rex gripped her hard again on the arm and pulled her in to lower his voice. “But we don’t want the show cancelled because you two can’t figure out what we need from you.”
Hope looked at him directly. “You’re such an ass.”
Wrenching herself free from him, she jabbed her finger into the elevator button. She wasn’t going to talk to him anymore. She was over it. She was exhausted, she was at her limit of stress, and he still couldn’t be compassionate toward that.
“Hope, listen to me, really.”
“Fuck you.” She turned when the elevator door opened and hit the button for her floor. She didn’t care if the entire crew heard her say that to him. It was well deserved. She watched as he looked on in shock while the elevator doors shut on his face.
Good riddance.
Hope sighed heavily, tears building in her eyes. She reached behind her back for the mic pack and ripped it from her waistband. She turned it off and then pulled out the batteries just to make damn sure no one heard her cry.
What was she doing here?
She couldn’t win. It was either fight with Angelica or let the show die. And she didn’t want that ultimatum. She wanted to get along with everyone on set. She wanted to find a balance with Angelica where they could actually enjoy working together—like at Mountain View. She wanted…so much.
But what she knew for certain was she didn’t want this.



Chapter         

Thirty-Two
“Have you seen this?” Josef slid a stapled pack of paper in front of Angelica’s face.
Angelica glanced over it, instantly wanting Josef to give far more of an explanation than he had. It was a state inspection on the kitchen. One that had been failed. She glanced at the date, seeing it was for yesterday, when the kitchen had been finished and refilled with food. She flipped to the second sheet.
“Hope failed the inspection,” Josef added, glancing at Rex behind the camera.
“She certainly did.” Angelica sighed, reading through page after page littered with different violations. Some of them were minor, but some were egregious. The total fine at the end was astronomical, as were the requirements for fixing it within the next ten days.
“You should go talk to her,” Josef added.
Angelica looked at him curiously. “Is that want you want?”
“Yeah.”
“You want a scene of me confronting Hope about this? Instead of a scene about how we’ll resolve it?” Angelica dropped the papers onto the table and kept her eyes locked on Josef. She needed more direction from him, because the last couple of days had been absolute hell. She’d started to feel as though she had a place on the show only for all of that to be taken away as soon as they’d arrived in Seattle.
And it was wearing on her as much as she was sure it was wearing on Hope.
“Yeah, that’d be great. Thanks!” He clapped his hand on Angelica’s shoulder, moving her slightly with the force of it.
Angelica ignored him and picked up the papers again. If she was going to go into this for an argument, then she would… she stopped. The date on the front sheet was yesterday. The date on the last page…was two weeks ago. She’d nearly missed that. Angelica pursed her lips and looked from the paperwork to Josef.
“Is this all the violations?”
“Yes.”
“And you were given it this morning?”
“As soon as it came in.”
Angelica nodded slowly at him, her brain churning. How long had it taken him to come up with this idea? More than that, who else was involved in it? She didn’t dare look at Rex or the camera crew. She didn’t want to know how deep this ran, because she was sure it went beyond just Josef.
“You’re mad, aren’t you?” Josef asked.
“Mad as hell,” Angelica mumbled. And she wasn’t lying. She just wasn’t pissed off at Hope like he thought she was. And she needed to figure out a way to let Hope in on that fact, because she couldn’t continue the torment and bullying they wanted her to participate in. Tightening her grasp around the papers, she looked directly at Rex. “You ready for this hell?”
She didn’t even give him a chance to respond as she walked out of the room. Rex deserved to wallow in the pit of his own making. She wasn’t going to save him, but she strongly suspected that he was in on this. She wouldn’t put it past him or Kyle. They’d all know, because they’d all be waiting for Angelica to show up and throw her fit and scream at Hope.
Well, they were going to get what they wanted.
And so was she.
Angelica slammed her way into the kitchen, the few staff she’d pulled from her hotel in SeaTac all looking at her as if they knew exactly what was coming. They should. They knew who she was and what she was capable of, but they also respected the hell out of her.
“What’s this?” Angelica shouted, finding Hope immediately.
They stopped by one of the steel counters, facing off each other. Angelica threw the papers down onto the top of the counter and waited for Hope to pick them up and look at them. Hope seemed confused, and calm, which wasn’t what Rex and the others wanted. Angelica refused to look over her shoulder at them, either. She didn’t need confirmation that this wasn’t what they wanted. What she needed was for Hope to start firing back at her.
“It’s an inspection report.” Hope flipped through it quickly. “What the…”
“You failed it!” Angelica raised her voice again, noting those around them flinching already. “Are you going to tell me that you, world-renowned and celebrity chef with her own damn show, doesn’t know how to pass a simple state inspection. Don’t you own restaurants? Maybe I should send inspectors to all of those? Hmm?”
Fuck, Angelica wasn’t holding back. She was going to keep up the anger in her voice, the tension in her body language, the glare on her face for as long as she had to.
“I don’t understand…” Hope trailed off, flipping through the pages again.
She seemed so confused, and Angelica’s heart broke over that. She hadn’t been told this was happening, and Angelica had suspected as much. They weren’t actors. But they were real people, and Josef needed to get that through his damn head. Angelica ripped the papers from Hope’s hand and flipped to the last page.
She pressed the document onto the counter, her pointer finger on the date next to the signature from the inspector. The date that was correct. Then she leaned onto the counter, making sure that her arm blocked the cameras so they couldn’t see what she was pointing at.
“How could you screw up so bad?” Angelica doubled down, tapping her finger against the paper. “Look, this is the worst of it. Cross-contaminated and rotten food. We agreed to get rid of that.” She tapped her finger again.
Hope’s wide eyes looked from Angelica’s face down to her finger.
Another tap, tap, tap.
“Oh,” Hope said, the word enough to let Angelica know that she understood. “I…”
“You what?” Angelica snatched the papers up, opening them again. She started listing off offenses one after the other. Then she pointed at her staff and asked them. “Do you know how to properly store shellfish?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And you!” Angelica pointed at another employee. “Do you know how long until it goes out of date?”
“Yes, Ms. Shields.”
“Are you just incompetent?” Angelica turned on Hope again, throwing the papers back onto the table and shaking her head. “Or is this job too big for you?”
“You’re over the line,” Hope fired back, a light in her eyes that Angelica was hoping to see. Hope stared at her intently.
“Am I? Looking at this, you deserve to be taken down quite a few notches.” Angelica once again pointed at the paperwork. “Ten days to fix it all. I hope you have the manpower left to do that.”
“Oh, I’ll get it done.” Hope leaned over the counter, her palms flat against the metal. She was so close to Angelica, inches away, nearly nose-to-nose.
Angelica’s heart raced. She couldn’t make herself look away. She was stuck there, staring into the eyes of the only person who might actually be on her side in this entire show. And everyone else was pitting them against each other. Angelica parted her lips, ready to throw another accusation in Hope’s direction when she stopped. She dashed her tongue across her lips, watching Hope’s gaze drop to her mouth and follow the motion.
Oh they really were fucked.
And not in the way she’d thought before.
“I’ll whip this kitchen into the best shape you’ve ever seen.” Hope’s voice was low, threatening. “Don’t you dare come in here again and throw this shit around. And don’t you dare treat me like I’m on my first job either.”
Angelica felt the full force of Hope’s anger—well, almost. There was a twinkle in Hope’s eye that told her she now knew exactly what was happening. Angelica poked her fingers at the paperwork again.
“You better figure out how we’re going to pay for this fine, since it’s your fault it happened in the first place.” That was an absolute lie, but what else was she supposed to say? Josef had handed her paperwork and intended for her to run with it, so she had.
“Failures happen all the time, Angel. You’d know that if you paid closer attention to the restaurants in your own hotels.”
Angelica gasped.
Angel.
She slowly straightened up to her full height. “Fix it, Hope. Now.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Hope mimicked the tone of her employees, even daring to give a very slight bow. “Can’t have the Ice Fairy upset, can we?”
Oh, she was playing with fire now. Angelica breathed heavily, giving Hope the best glare that she could summon. Without another word, she gripped the paperwork and walked out. She needed air. She needed to breathe. What the hell was that all about?
“Ange! Ange! Wait up!” Josef jogged slightly to catch up with her.
Angelica spun on him. “What?”
“That was brilliant!” His enthusiasm leached into his words.
“Brilliant?” Angelica scoffed.
She tried to walk away again, but Josef caught up with her. “Yeah! That’s exactly what we need!”
“You need me to be a bully?” Angelica clenched her fists at her sides, rumpling the paper in the process. “You need me to be such a dick that no one would ever work for me again, not in my actual business and certainly not on the damn show.”
Josef’s smile faltered.
Good.
He needed reality to be slapped into him. Angelica took a deep breath before she launched into her next argument against this. “There are plenty of shows out there that are successful without this kind of drama, plenty of dual hosts that work together and get along well and easily resolve conflicts that happen. We don’t need this kind of bullshit on ours.”
“Yeah. You’re right.” Josef came closer, towering over her. “But you know what’s different about those shows?”
“What?”
“They have a female and a male lead.” Josef stopped there, glowering. “Not two women. Not two headstrong and competent women who know exactly what they’re doing.”
“So you want us to pretend we’re stupid?” Bile rose in Angelica’s stomach at that thought.
“No.” Josef softened his tone. “No, you don’t have to pretend to be stupid. But you do need to understand the rules you’re playing by now.”
“Rules?” Angelica shook her head confused.
“You’re women.”
“I’m fully fucking aware!” Angelica’s voice rose. “What’s your point?”
“Viewership loves a good cat fight.”
“Oh my God.” That sense of disgust filled her, taking over her entire body.
“They do, Ange. They want the drama. They want the arguments. They want you and Hope to step all over each other while you work your way up. They don’t want collegiality. They want the spice.”
Angelica was going to be sick. Her stomach churned so much that she wasn’t sure she’d be able to stand there much longer.
“You got too complacent in Estes Park. You and Hope were getting along too well. Hell, we’re struggling to even find any footage that we might be able to use to make a full episode because you didn’t deliver.” Josef leaned in even more, the scent of coffee on his breath making Angelica want to instantly puke. “I need you to do your job.”
“My job is to come into these hotels and fix their problems, to get them up to basic standards. My job isn’t to piss the world off.”
“No. No, that’s where you’re wrong. Your job is to do exactly what I tell you to do.” Josef’s nose wrinkled.
Angelica shook her head, stepping back from him. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught movement, and when she turned to look, she found Rex and Kyle standing just behind Hope. What side would they end up on? Because this was all their jobs on the line.
Focusing back on Josef, Angelica took the papers in her hand and slapped them against his chest. “Next time you want to create drama, you should lie better. Or maybe that was your intention the entire fucking time, to lie and then tell them all that I’m the loose cannon and need to go.”
“What?”
“Change all the dates on the fucking inspection results if you want me to believe that a chef and restaurant owner as brilliant as Hope Lawrence failed an inspection so miserably that she’d risk shutting down an entire restaurant. Make your lies believable.”
“Ange.”
“No. You got exactly what you wanted, Josef. You got the argument you were so insistent on, and you made it so no one in this crew gives a damn about what happens next. If this show goes down, you’re the one who’s to blame for it. Not me.” Angelica pushed in a little more as he took the papers she still held plastered to his chest. “Fuck you.”
She stormed off. She didn’t care where she went or how she got there, but she had to get away from that. She walked outside into the cold Seattle rain, and she didn’t stop. She walked along the piers and the docks, letting the rain soak into her clothes and against her hair. Ansel would kill her for it, but right now, she couldn’t bring herself to care about that.
Her phone blew up with texts and calls from Josef and other producers.
From Hope.
Angelica winced, but she didn’t answer it. She just needed a few minutes to herself. That was it. A few more minutes.



Chapter         

Thirty-Three
“What was that about?” Hope pulled on Rex’s hand to get his attention as he walked swiftly back toward the room.
They’d stopped filming.
Hope had quietly finished up what she’d been working on, and then she went to find her husband. Because the look on Angelica’s face when she’d walked out of there, the words she’d spat at Josef, Hope was in the dark completely. And she was damn tired of it.
“They need you to fight more, I told you that.” Rex tightened his jaw and squinted his eyes, a true sign that he wasn’t very happy with something. Whether that was Hope, or Josef, or the entire situation, Hope wasn’t sure, but she was determined to find out.
“Fight more?” Hope flashed her keycard to their room and stepped inside, holding the door for him. “Yeah, you said that. But what was that?”
Rex shook his head, confused. “That was a fight.”
“Rex…” Hope put her hands on her hips and stared him down. “That wasn’t a fight. That was an ambush. And she knew it. The question is, why didn’t I?”
“Kyle was supposed to talk to you.”
“Kyle?” Hope shook her head wildly at him. “Kyle doesn’t tell me shit apparently, because no one said anything about Angelica coming down there to throw nasty shade at me!”
“I didn’t know she’d take it that far.”
“Take it that far?” Hope raised her eyebrows at him and then stopped. The knock on the door was distinct. She wrenched it open to find Eva on the other side of it with her nanny. “Hey baby.” Eva ran to give her a hug and then Rex.
“Hi Mama!” Eva grinned as she looked at each of them and smiled, holding their hands. “What are we doing?”
“Uh… can you go take your bath?” Hope glanced at the watch on her left wrist. It was a bit early, but it’d get them started, and it’d give her and Rex some more time to actually have this argument, because she didn’t want to let this go.
“You mean shower!” Eva giggled and headed for the bathroom.
Hope nodded at the nanny, who stepped out of the room and shut the door behind her. That woman was a godsend. But this wasn’t a fight that Hope wanted plastered all over the film crew for them to know about it either.
She waited until the water was turned on before she turned her anger back onto Rex. “What did you think she was going to say to me?”
Rex shook his head and walked toward the bed, plopping down onto a mattress. “I didn’t know what she would do. Josef handed her the papers, and basically said, Go!”
Hope glared. “Go?”
“He needs you two to be at each other’s throats.”
“Needs us?” Hope didn’t buy that one either. She really needed Rex to own up to this, and he was hiding something. And she didn’t like it. “Did you know about this?”
“I…” Rex’s lips parted, his jaw dropping. “Only because Josef told me what was going to happen, not because I had any hand in planning it.”
“Are you kidding me?” Hope’s voice rose loudly.
Rex shifted a look toward the bathroom, where Eva was quietly taking her shower.
“You let her come in there and tear me down repeatedly? You let her accuse me of things you know I’m not capable of all for the sake of a good episode?”
“I didn’t know she was going to do that!”
“No, but you knew she was mad, and you knew that was the intention behind giving her those papers. Did you know they were forged? Did you know that Josef had changed the dates on them?”
Rex shrugged slightly.
“Oh my God. I can’t believe you right now.” Hope pulled her hair loose and dropped the clip onto the top of the dresser. She pulled sharply at the buttons on her chef’s coat and ripped it off, throwing it onto Eva’s bed. These close and confined quarters weren’t helping them any. “You know, I thought working with you might be good for us, but I can see that I was so very wrong.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Is this how you are on other shows?” Hope put her hands on her hips again, staring him down as he sat like a scolded little child on the bed. “Do you purposely go out of your way to intentionally hurt people just so you can get the shot?”
“That’s not what happened⁠—”
“It’s exactly what happened!” Hope’s voice rose even louder, and she didn’t care that Eva was so close. He needed to hear this, and she needed to let it out. “You goaded her into coming after me, and you didn’t even warn me! It’s one thing to let me know what’s going to happen, to let me play into it, but Angelica was the only one who did that!”
“What?” Rex looked confused at that.
“Yeah, Rex, she’s not an idiot, and she figured out your little plot before you could even make it happen. Did you know that?” Hope had no clue how early on Angelica had figured out what was happening, but she did know it was before she walked into that kitchen, that was for damn sure. “Did you really think that you could trick her?”
“Josef did,” Rex muttered, looking down at his hands.
“What a fine producer we work for,” she said in a mocking tone. “God, I still can’t believe you.”
“What did you want me to do, huh?” Rex stood up, but he didn’t seem imposing. Not to her. She was so used to fighting with him, to their arguments. “Did you want me to let this show fail and all of us be out of jobs?”
“I expect you to stand up for what’s right!” Hope poked her finger into his chest to make her point. “Not to cower behind whatever the man in charge tells you to do.”
“He’s not wrong, Hope. We need the drama. We need the tension. We need something other than what you two gave us in Colorado.”
“Compassion?” Hope jerked her head back, crossing her arms. “Actual colleagues working together to solve a problem that could actually save jobs instead of just firing people from them?” She waved her hand wildly to encompass the hotel where they were. “I get that not everyone deserves to keep their job, but you can’t tell me that giving us a one-week deadline means that more people will lose their jobs than if we had proper time to train them. And I get that I signed up for this. But that doesn’t mean I’ve lost my heart or that I think you’re making the right decisions!”
“You don’t get a choice!” Rex’s voice barreled through the room. “And neither do I.”
“I’m choosing not to believe that.” Hope glared. “There’s always another choice.” Hope started toward the door. “I need a breather.”
“Hope?” Rex stepped closer to her. “Will you be back tonight?”
She sighed heavily. “I just need to think, because this version of you that I’ve never seen before… I don’t like him.”
She reached for the door handle and froze. The bathroom was steamed up with water way too hot for what Eva would like to shower with. She furrowed her brow and pushed the bathroom door all the way open and stepped inside.
“Eva?”
No response.
“Eva, turn the temp down. That’s too…” she trailed off, pausing. The shower was running, but Eva wasn’t in it. “Rex! Is Eva out there?”
“No?” he asked as he stepped around the corner to look in the bathroom with her. “Shit.”
“Eva!” Hope said louder. She ignored the shower and pushed past Rex toward the bedroom area. She looked around, finding no sign of Eva. When the hell had she left? Where had she gone? “I’m going to look for her.”
Hope didn’t even look at him. She snagged her phone and walked right out of the room. She was still so mad at him.
“Eva! Come out from where you’re hiding. This isn’t funny!” Hope called it down the hallway loudly, but she wasn’t greeted with any kind of response. Not that she expected any. This wasn’t the first time Eva had run away, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. The problem was they were in a strange city and Hope honestly had no idea just how long it had been since Eva had run off.
Was it at the beginning of the argument?
The middle?
The end?
God, she hoped it was the end. Then Eva couldn’t have gotten that far. She pulled up the nanny’s cellphone number but paused just before she was about to call. There was a group text that flashed through with her and Rex.
Well, at least he was doing one thing right today.
Then again, if he’d just done it right in the first place they probably wouldn’t be in this situation. Because there wouldn’t have been an argument, and there wouldn’t have been a problem between them that scared Eva into running away in the first place. Hope hated that this was her go-to lately.
“Eva!” Hope called again, turning down the hallway and dodging in and out of every nook and cranny she could think to find. But Eva was nowhere.
The nerves in the pit of her stomach took over, and she could barely think straight. Stepping into an elevator, Hope nervously chewed on her lip as she waited to arrive at the main floor. Where the hell would Eva have gone? Hopefully not out of the building itself. But Hope wouldn’t put it past her. She breathed slowly, trying to keep herself steady and calm. Because the last thing she needed was to be the frantic parent.
The elevator door opened, and Angelica stood on the other side. Completely drenched, head to toe. Her hair hung past her shoulders, clinging to her cheeks and neck. Hope stared at her wide-mouthed and confused.
“What’s wrong?” Angelica asked.
Hope shook her head, words not forming.
“Hope. What’s wrong?”
“Eva ran off.” Her voice broke on the word. “I-I can’t find her.”
“When?”
“Just like ten minutes ago maybe?” Hope couldn’t drag her gaze away from Angelica’s face, from her wet clothes. “Did you see her outside?”
Angelica pursed her lips. “No. Did you check the cameras?”
“Cameras…” Hope sighed. She hadn’t even thought of that. Hotels had cameras everywhere.
“Come on.” Angelica took Hope’s hand and led her straight to reception and the small back room there. She immediately sat down and started to pull up the cameras for the lobby. “Where did she leave from?”
“Our room.” Hope shivered.
“We’ll find her.” Angelica reached over and pulled Hope into the seat next to her, squeezing her hand. “Does she do this often?”
“Lately, yeah.” Hope’s cheeks heated. She felt like such a shitty parent. This was why they were so strict with where Eva went and who she was with—because she had this bad habit of slipping out of sight when she got upset or when she sensed Rex and Hope were upset.
Angelica hummed, flipping through the cameras. Still, Hope didn’t see Eva on them. “How long do you want to wait until you get the entire crew on the search for her?”
“I don’t know.” Hope glanced at her phone and the text thread between the nanny and Rex. Neither one of them had found her yet. “Maybe another ten minutes?”
Angelica nodded. “Sooner the better. Maybe it’ll help Eva realize just how terrifying this situation is. Stay here.”
Angelica got up and walked away. Hope kept her eyes glued to the screens in front of her. People came and went, they moved around the lobby, the hallways, everything. But not one of them was Eva. The panic she felt built, and she trembled as she moved cameras around to try and view the whole room instead of just the small area where there was most traffic.
Eva liked to hide. And she’d often crawl into tiny spaces just to get away from everything and everyone else. Hope had no idea how long Angelica had been gone, but she came back in and put a hand on Hope’s shoulder.
“Let’s hope she’s still in the building,” Angelica said.
“Uh-huh,” Hope answered, biting her lip and continuing to stare at the cameras.
“I want you to stay here and still look, all right? I’m going to talk to the staff and Josef and see if we can get people looking for her.”
Hope gripped Angelica’s hand tightly, squeezing. She was nearly in tears, and she had no idea what she wanted to say or what she could do. “Thanks.”
Angelica furrowed her brow.
“Just for…being here.” Hope trembled.
Moving in swiftly, Angelica slid her arms around Hope’s back in a light hug, pulling Hope’s face against her chest for a split second before she stepped back. “We’ll find her.”
“I know. She’s done this before. It’s just…” Hope brushed the tears away from her cheeks. “…we’re someplace strange and everything’s been a shitshow since we arrived.”
“Agreed.” Angelica sighed. “We’ll talk about that later, all right?”
Hope nodded. She didn’t want Angelica to leave though, as much as she knew it needed to happen. Angelica was pure comfort and peace in this moment, the calm that Hope had been trying desperately to find.
“Do you want me to bring Rex down here?”
“No,” Hope said firmly. She absolutely blamed him for this right now, and she needed to sort through some of that or resolve the issue before she saw his face. She just needed another thirty minutes before she saw him again.
“You sure?” Angelica asked again.
“I’m sure.” Hope looked up at her and forced a smile onto her face. “He’s staying in the room in case Eva goes back.”
“Think she can find the room?” Angelica asked, curious.
Hope nodded. “She has an affinity for numbers, so she memorizes the room number and repeats it.”
“Good. That’s a good thing, then.” Angelica touched Hope’s shoulder lightly. “I’ll be back in a bit, all right?”
A well of unease opened up again, and Hope had to try her damnedest not to drop herself into it. She went back to looking at the cameras, focusing on those. She rubbed her lips together, checking her phone on and off to see if there were any other texts that had come in or gone out. She saw the one from Angelica to the production crew, the one that said Eva was missing and everyone needed to be looking for her, the one that said the front doors were being watched by hotel staff.
Hope hadn’t even thought of that.
She wiped more tears as they fell, the overload of emotions and stress from the week finally breaching the walls she’d created to keep it in. They spilled down her cheeks, blurring her vision, but she refused to look away from the cameras for long.
They had to find Eva.
She had to be here somewhere.



Chapter         

Thirty-Four
“There’s a kid missing. I need you to enact the policy for that.” Angelica dripped water onto the floor as she stood behind reception and looked at the two employees. Henry had long gone home for today, she was sure, and the two receptionists stared at her like she had yelled at them in German or something. “The lost child policy.”
“The what?” one of them said.
“The lost child policy,” Angelica reiterated. “When you have a child who’s lost, what do you do?”
They both shook their heads at her in confusion.
“Shit.” She stared at the door. “You go stand by the front door and don’t let anyone out that has a child with them. You.” She pointed at the other one. “Get someone from custodial to lock all the other doors and station someone at them.”
When they didn’t immediately move, she clapped her hands at them. “Now!”
“Yes, Ms. Shields.” They both went to work, and Angelica spun back around to talk with Hope for a brief second. She’d deal with the training and policy issues tomorrow. Right now, she had to find Eva. Because if she had to go in there and tell Hope that Eva wasn’t in the building, she might just break herself.
The absolute fear she’d seen in Hope’s eyes when she’d stepped off that elevator… Angelica shivered at it. She couldn’t witness that again. She checked in with Hope and immediately started sending texts to the crew. They would at least all know what Eva looked like, and she was familiar with them, so hopefully, she wouldn’t be scared of them.
She walked directly to the elevator as she started assigning people different floors to check and started running through exactly what needed to happen. She walked into the makeshift office and ripped off her wet jacket, throwing it onto the table with a loud thwap as it landed. She lifted her phone and was just about to call the police when she stopped.
There was a sniffle.
Angelica stilled, holding her phone away from her ear as she listened again to make sure that she’d heard it correctly. She stood completely still, her heart hammering so loud that it obstructed her ability to listen clearly.
There it was again.
“Eva?” Angelica asked, keeping her voice as gentle and as calm as possible.
She furrowed her brow and looked around the room, finding no one there. Her phone buzzed wildly in her hand as people responded to the texts she’d sent. The office was so quiet, but there was that damn sniffle again.
“Eva,” Angelica said a little more firmly. “Are you in here?”
Angelica walked around the table toward the desk and then stopped. Underneath the large conference table, she caught sight of a bare foot. She pursed her lips and sent a text, telling everyone to stand down that she’d found Eva. Then she texted Hope and told her to meet them upstairs in a few minutes.
Squatting down, Angelica looked under the table. Eva was curled up with her knees pulled to her chest and arms around her knees, her head buried. She sniffled again. Instead of asking Eva to come out, Angelica got onto her ass and scooted under the table to sit next to Eva, having to slouch slightly so she didn’t hit her head.
“Everyone’s looking for you,” Angelica said.
Eva didn’t answer.
“Your mom’s really scared.”
“No, she’s not,” Eva said, firmly.
Angelica pressed her lips together hard. “Want to tell me what happened?”
The silence was loud, but Angelica could be incredibly patient, especially when it came to children. She’d always had a heart for them, and Eva was no different. And this was Hope’s daughter, one of the kids on the set that Angelica had interacted with the most.
“We can stay here for a little longer if you want, but eventually, I’m going to have to let your parents know where you are.”
Eva sighed, and she raised her head. Her big blue eyes were full of tears, her cheeks red from crying. She brushed her hands over her face and stared directly at Angelica. “I don’t want them to get a divorce.”
Angelica’s heart snapped in two. Now she knew exactly what had happened because she’d been Eva so many times. But she didn’t know what to tell her, because she wished her parents had just divorced. It would have ended the arguing, it would have put her in a calm, stable home, and it would have been for the best. But she couldn’t judge Hope and Rex’s marriage on the little she knew about it.
“Were they arguing?” Angelica asked, trying as much as possible not to fish for details.
Eva sniffled again, a large tear streaking down her face like a beacon of her sadness. “Yeah, about work.”
Angelica had one guess what that was all about, and it was the same reason she’d walked out of the hotel and into the rain. Speaking of which, now that Eva was found and the scare calmed slightly, she couldn’t help but feel chilled and soggy.
“Adults argue.” Angelica crossed her legs in a crisscross-applesauce position and leaned over on her knees. “That’s normal. Sometimes we have to argue just to get our feelings out.”
“Yeah, but this one was bad.”
Angelica nodded in understanding. “Yeah, it gets bad sometimes.”
Eva sniffled again. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Well, running away, while it feels nice to escape for a while, isn’t the best idea in the long run.” Angelica pursed her lips, ignoring the fact that she’d done the exact same thing. “But I get it, trust me.”
“Did you run away?”
“Tonight?”
“Yeah.”
“I did,” Angelica admitted with a sigh. “I ran away outside for a bit, cleared my head, and then I came back.”
“Did it help?” Eva scooted a little closer to her, easing her tight grasp on her legs and mimicking Angelica’s pose.
“It did.” She hated admitting that again, but she’d never lie to a child. “But I probably could have handled it better.”
“Were you mad for the same reason my mom was mad?”
Angelica nodded. “I’m pretty sure. We were both really mad tonight.”
“At each other?”
“Nope.” Angelica shook her head, brushing her soaking hair behind her ear. “Not at each other.” For once. Though, she didn’t add that last part. Eva didn’t need to know that.
“Well, that’s good. I think she likes you.”
Angelica snorted lightly. “She’d be one of the few.”
“Really?” Eva scooted closer and put her hand on Angelica’s arm. “I like you.”
“Thanks.” Angelica covered Eva’s hand with her own and canted her head to the side. “Next time you want to run away, I want you to tell your mom and dad about that feeling, okay?”
“Okay. Then what?”
“Then they’ll handle it, and if you need somewhere to go where it’s quiet just so you can get away a little bit, you can ask them if you can come find me.” Angelica liked that idea. She could work while Eva did whatever she needed, and then she could let Rex and Hope figure out their shit at the same time. It seemed like a good plan all around.
“Okay,” Eva whispered. “Do you think they’re going to ground me?”
“I don’t know.” Angelica frowned. “What I do know is that they’ll be very happy to see you.”
They fell into a silence that Angelica didn’t want to break right away. She finally did as she straightened out her legs, ready to climb out from under the table and get off the floor.
“Ready to go see them?”
“I guess,” Eva whispered. “But I’m scared.”
“I’m going with you. Come on. I’m old, so I’m going to need your help standing up.”
Eva laughed, and the sound was music to Angelica’s ears. She scooted out from under the table and waited for Eva to scramble her way from under it. Eva held out her hands, and Angelica placed her feet on the floor before she allowed Eva to help pull her to standing. She brushed off her pants and then stopped. She was still drenched. And she was chilled to the bone now. She had goosebumps all over her body, and she could barely feel her toes in her heels.
“Come on,” Angelica said again, taking Eva’s hand in hers.
They walked together to the elevator and then rode it up in silence to the floor they were all staying on. Hope was in the hallway, arms crossed, worry still on her face as they approached. She bent down, holding her hands out as they got closer. Eva let go of Angelica’s hand and ran straight to her mom, letting herself be wrapped up in a tight hug.
Hope buried her nose in Eva’s hair and her neck, squeezing her tightly. It wasn’t much longer until Rex stepped next to them and put a hand on Hope’s back in comfort. This was what family should be, nothing else.
“Where was she?” Hope asked, standing up and passing Eva over to Rex.
“The office area.” Angelica put her hands on her hips, her shirt pulling tight in its dampness. Hope’s gaze dropped from Angelica’s face to her chest. Angelica frowned when she didn’t look up immediately and then looked down. Fuck me. She was wearing a white shirt that day, of course, and the material was stuck to her skin, clinging to her. “I’ll work on a policy with the hotel tomorrow for when this happens again. I can pull one that I already have.”
“Policy?” Hope frowned.
“For when a kid goes missing. I make it standard in all my hotels.” Angelica waited as Hope walked even closer to her.
The hallway was empty, Rex having disappeared back into their room. Angelica shivered under Hope’s scrutiny.
“They didn’t know what to do,” Angelica said, but her voice was so soft it was nearly a whisper.
Hope nodded, still walking closer to her. She reached out and snagged Angelica’s hand, squeezing her fingers. “Your hands are freezing.”
“I’m freezing,” Angelica answered. “I’m soaked.”
God, why had she said that? Angelica’s cheeks burned, a massive contrast to the way the rest of her body felt in that moment.
“Were you outside?” Hope took Angelica’s other hand in her own, staring down at them.
“Yeah…” Angelica breathed slowly, her chest rising and falling. “I needed to run away, like Eva did.”
Hope frowned, tears in her eyes again. “She got upset when we were fighting.”
“I told her next time to talk to you first.” Angelica needed to put space between them again. She needed to step back and feel like she was her own person again, but she couldn’t make herself move. She couldn’t force herself to step away like she should. “And I told her that if she really needed a break to come find me, and we’d sit in silence together.”
Hope’s lips quirked up slightly at that, but she didn’t blossom into a smile. “She’s been running away a lot in the last two years.”
“Two years?” Angelica turned her hand, gripping Hope’s fingers. “Why?”
“Rex and I… it’s complicated, but it’s been stressful. Especially when we’re both working away from home so much. She comes with us, but it’s not easy on her. She’s a creature of habit, and she loves familiarity.”
That was something Angelica understood. She just took it to the extreme of not being at her home base as often as possible to try and face her fears and problems head on. Perhaps Eva would get to that point eventually, but she was only six. And she couldn’t control very much.
“Hope…” Angelica softened her tone again.
“Yeah?”
“Don’t ever let her stop being a priority.” Angelica looked deep into Hope’s eyes, wanting her to understand exactly what she wasn’t saying. But she couldn’t force herself to say those words either. She’d never told anyone how she’d felt as a child, how she’d been pushed aside for the favored son because she was a daughter, about how the expectations had made her feel burdened and not loved. She licked her lips, tightening her grip on Hope’s hand. “Don’t ever stop loving her.”
Hope flinched at that. “Of course I love her.”
“I know you do.” Angelica clenched her jaw. “I wasn’t saying that you don’t. She’s scared. And she needs to know that you’re there for her, no matter what.”
“I am there for her.”
Why was Hope getting so defensive? Angelica continued to look deep into Hope’s eyes, wanting her to understand but having no way to explain what she was trying to say. So instead, she gave up. Hope would either figure it out or not. “I hope it’s okay I told her to find me if she’s upset.”
“Yeah, of course it’s okay. I trust you.”
Did she?
Angelica wanted to push back on that. So many people didn’t trust her. So many people told her that she was too hard and too cold, that she wasn’t someone who could make those deeper connections. And yet, Hope trusted her. But why?
“I should get back to Eva,” Hope murmured, but she didn’t step away and her hand was still locked in Angelica’s. “You should probably get warmed up.”
Angelica had a few more things she needed to do before she went back to her room, namely collecting her soaked jacket and her iPad so she could prepare the policies she needed Henry to train his team on. But Hope was right, she did need to get warmed up as soon as possible.
“You found her!” Josef’s voice broke through the buzz.
Angelica immediately pulled away from Hope, putting a good step or two between them as she turned to face Josef. The last thing she needed was to be accused of an unprofessional relationship with Hope…again. He stared at them curiously, but he didn’t say anything as he came closer.
“Ange did,” Hope said. “In the conference room that we’ve been using.”
“Thank God.” He looked fully relieved, which was good. That was the man that Angelica had come to know, the compassionate one. And she was glad that he was still in there somewhere. He looked from Hope to Angelica. “Why are you wet?”
“Uh…” Angelica flicked her gaze to Hope. “I went looking for Eva outside for a bit before coming back inside.” It was a lie, but Josef wouldn’t know any different. Hope would, especially if she talked to Eva and Eva told her everything they’d discussed.
“Oh, good thinking. I’d hate for her to run away in downtown Seattle.”
“Yeah.” Angelica tightened her jaw. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to collect my things and then get dried off.” She walked away quickly, not looking over her shoulder as she went directly back to the elevator.
All she wanted was to hold Hope’s hand again, comfort her. Let her know that she wasn’t alone in this. That she was right there. But she couldn’t. She had to maintain her distance.



Episode Five
LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA - LUXURY SUITES





Chapter         

Thirty-Five
Hope stood at the reception counter for ten minutes. No one showed up. She looked around, watching as guests and crew meandered around, going from place to place, and no one talked to her. She leaned on the counter and looked over it, trying to find a bell or something to get someone’s attention.
She sighed heavily when there was nothing.
She couldn’t catch a break this week, could she? Lyric had picked her up and dropped her off, but she was exhausted. She’d spent the entire week doing press for the upcoming season of her cooking show, and somehow juggling the drama in San Francisco where she still couldn’t put her finger on what was wrong.
“Hope?” Angelica’s voice rang through the lobby.
“Angelica…” Hope caught herself from using the nickname that Angelica had expressly forbidden her from using, but barely.
“You’re late,” Angelica said.
“I know.” Hope sighed heavily.
Angelica came closer, looking at the barren reception desk and pursed her lips. “How long?”
“Fifteen minutes?” Hope frowned.
Angelica scoffed and rolled her eyes. “It took me thirty to find someone.”
“Really?” Hope gripped the handle on her small rollaboard suitcase. Angelica didn’t answer her, not that she expected one.
“Where’s Rex?” Angelica asked, frowning. “I thought he’d be joining you.”
“No.” Hope frowned. “We thought it’d be better if Eva slept at home this week. And since home is here…”
“He’s going to have quite the commute each day.”
Hope shrugged. They’d discussed it and decided it was still for the best. After Eva’s stunt in Seattle, they didn’t want to risk her struggling any more than she had to. “He’ll be here with Eva in the morning.”
“Oh, so she’ll be joining us on set still?” Angelica leaned against the counter, looking genuinely curious and engaged in the conversation.
“Yeah.” Hope bit her lip. “But I’ll be staying here.”
She could see the question cross Angelica’s thoughts. She didn’t need to voice it. And for some reason, Hope didn’t want to answer it. She didn’t want to admit that the few days away from each other would probably do them good but no, they weren’t working toward a separation. Who knew what Eva had told her when Angelica had found her, but Hope was damn sure that Eva had said she’d left when they were fighting.
“I figured it’d be easier since my nights will be late and my mornings early,” Hope added, avoiding that topic entirely.
“Fair.” Angelica looked around again and checked her watch. “I’m keeping a running tally of crew who have arrived and are staying and how long it’s taken them to be checked in.”
“Who’s winning the longest wait?”
“You are, surprisingly.” Angelica looked at her watch again. “And I’m about to call…” She paused. Josef walked out into the lobby, and immediately, Angelica straightened and put space between them. Her entire demeanor changed from light and conversational to sharp and managerial. “I’m about to call someone about it.”
She picked up her cell phone.
Hope looked at Angelica and then at Josef. Something similar had happened in Seattle, hadn’t it? When Angelica had brought her Eva? She was trying to remember, but her mind had been so clouded because of the situation and all the drama earlier that night. Angelica had been pissed at Josef, that much had been clear, but was there something else underneath it all?
“Hope, glad you arrived safely.” Josef smiled at her, and the uncomfortable feeling that settled in the pit of Hope’s stomach doubled.
“Yeah.” She didn’t know what else to say. It wasn’t like she’d flown in that night. She’d literally had Lyric pick her up at her house and spent an hour in the car until Lyric dropped her off. The traffic had been fairly light for a Sunday evening, but again, what else was she supposed to say about that?
“Did you see the change in schedule?” Josef was speaking to Angelica now.
“I did,” Angelica answered, still looking down at her phone. “We can discuss it when Rex gets here in the morning.”
“What change?” Hope asked, feeling out of the loop, which she hated.
“We’re going to film mostly separate this time around, because Angelica is the one who is going to have to take the bulk of the scenes.” Josef barely even looked at her.
Hope hesitated in asking, but was this because of Seattle? Of what happened with Eva or because of what had happened the night Eva had run away?
Angelica must have caught her thought, because she said, “As you can tell, we have a serious management issue.” She waved her hand back to the reception desk, where there still wasn’t anyone there to check her in.” Angelica sighed heavily. “You had the shitshow last time, now it’s my turn.”
“I guess it’s only fair.” Hope bit her lip, again looking from Josef to Angelica. Something was definitely up between the two of them, but she was damn sure she didn’t want to know what it was right now.
Angelica hummed and then set her phone onto the counter. “Conrad says someone will be here shortly. Time to start the second timer.” Angelica flicked her gaze to Josef. “Was there something else you needed?”
“Uh. No.”
“Good.” Angelica pursed her lips at him, glaring, but she also wasn’t moving away from Hope.
Whatever the hell was going on between them wasn’t good. Hope continued to grip her suitcase, the awkward tension filling her chest. She wasn’t used to being caught in the middle of an argument unless she was a direct part of it.
It took another twenty minutes, but Hope finally had her room key in hand. Josef finally left, and it was just Hope and Angelica staring at each other awkwardly. What was Hope supposed to say to her? They’d left on such an awkward note, and what little communication they’d had in the last week had all been about this upcoming shoot.
“Let me walk you to your room.” Angelica finally broke the silence.
She turned on her toes, her heeled shoes clacking on the tiled floor as she walked toward the elevator. Hope trailed after her, still not sure what to say or where to go from there. But it didn’t seem like the time to bring any of that up either. But then again… when else was she going to?
As soon as they were in the elevator, Hope broke down. “What are we doing, Ange?”
“What do you mean?” Angelica looked at her confused.
“Us. You and me. What are we doing?” Hope gripped onto her suitcase, staring into Angelica’s baby-blue eyes.
“I don’t understand.” Angelica folded her hands together tightly.
Hope didn’t miss that move. And still, she pushed. “Are we…friends?” Why had she said that? It hadn’t quite been what she meant. “Are we more than that?”
Angelica’s jaw tightened, the muscles in the sides of her cheeks bulging out slightly from how tight she did it. “How’s Eva?”
“Fine, sidestep the question.” Hope sighed. “What’s going on between you and Josef?”
“Nothing,” Angelica said sharply.
Hope snorted. “Like I’d believe you with that response.”
Angelica’s face pinched in annoyance before she rolled her eyes. “We haven’t resolved the other week.”
“When you told him to fuck off?” Hope asked, her eyes lighting up with amusement.
“Yes, if you must know.” Angelica crossed her arms and rocked back on her heels, but she didn’t take her gaze from Hope.
“Do you think you’ll resolve it?” Concern etched its way into her now. She’d seen Angelica pissed, she’d seen her upset, but she’d never seen her hold onto it for this long.
“I don’t know,” Angelica whispered.
The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. Hope waited until Angelica walked out, her hips swaying as she went. Hope locked her eyes on Angelica’s body, entranced with the way she moved, the tender way she walked in her heels, so confident and yet so damn feminine. They turned down the hall, and Hope followed, staying quiet.
She almost ran into Angelica when she stopped in front of a door. “I’m next door.”
“Next door?” A thrill ran through Hope. She’d tried to ignore that thrill for so long, but when it was just the two of them, it was so difficult. It was what she’d felt when Angelica had found Eva, when they were together looking at the cameras. She hadn’t realized it then, but that’s exactly what it was.
“I didn’t plan it that way.” Angelica eyed her carefully. “Can you answer my question now that I’ve answered yours?”
Hope narrowed her gaze at Angelica, leaning against the wall in front of the door to her room. “You didn’t answer my question, actually.”
“Sure I did.”
“No.” Hope added a teasing tone to her voice. “But Eva is good, at least as good as I think can be expected. She struggled more with traveling around than I thought she would. She’s so sensitive to heightened emotions and since…”
“Josef wants us at each other’s throats?” Angelica finished that thought for her.
“Yeah. That.” Hope blushed slightly. “I think she picked up on that a whole lot more than anticipated. Add in that Seattle was…”
“A disaster,” Angelica said.
“To put it lightly.” Hope sighed heavily. “I hope your staff is still working there.”
“They’re not.” Angelica frowned, crossing her arms. “Henry fired them and hired all his former staff back.”
“You’re kidding me.” Shock ran through Hope.
“I wish I was.” Angelica slowly flicked her gaze up to meet Hope’s eyes again. “I was thinking about starting a betting pool on how long until the state shuts him down.”
Hope laughed, the sound gleeful and full. Something she’d needed desperately in the last few weeks, and something she’d missed. “If you do, I want in on it.”
“For sure.” Angelica was smiling again, but it seemed so distant. Was it just about what they were talking about or something else entirely? Hope paused, waiting for Angelica to say something else. The last thing she wanted was to leave before Angelica was done talking.
But it was too quiet.
“If we have another one like the last one, I’m not sure how I’ll handle it.”
“I’m sure we will, if we get renewed,” Angelica said. “It makes for good television.”
“It might, but holy crap, I think I lost a few years off my life with that one.”
“You’re not the only one.” Angelica flicked her gaze over Hope’s shoulder. “If you want to stay home and be closer to Eva, I’ll understand. Family comes first. Always.”
Hope wanted to believe that Angelica believed that, but she’d never once sounded like she was going to make her own family a priority. Instead, Hope lived into the permission to leave if she needed to and the fact that her staying at the hotel wasn’t just about Eva, but about her and Rex. Working on set with her husband every single day for twelve weeks straight might just have been more than she’d bargained for. Especially when he was pushing the drama just as much as Josef. Not that Hope wanted to admit that.
“No, I think this is exactly where I need to be.” She bit her lip, dropping her gaze from Angelica’s stunning blue eyes to her bowed lips. In any normal situation, Angelica would be labeled as someone with resting bitch face, if only for the fact that she was a woman who didn’t naturally smile a lot.
“If you change your mind, I’ll understand.”
“I won’t.” Hope steadied herself. Why was she thinking about kissing Angelica again? Surely they were over that, and surely Angelica’s avoidance of that topic when Hope had tried to bring it up—twice now—was enough of a sign that they shouldn’t go down that road.
Angelica turned, heading to the door next to Hope’s. She hadn’t been lying at all. She nodded at Hope before pressing her key against the doorknob and letting herself into the room. And then she was gone. Hope stood in the wake of that tension, wanting and needing more of it instantly.
She let herself into her room and sat on the edge of her bed. The only thing she could think about was the fact that Angelica was on the other side of that wall. And what was she doing? Touching herself again? What exactly would turn Angelica on so much that she had to masturbate twenty minutes before leaving Colorado?
Would it be the same thing tonight?
Hope sighed and toed off her shoes. She was about to shower when her phone buzzed. Rex’s name popped up. Eva would be asleep already, so she answered it, even though she’d really wanted the break from him for at least twenty-four hours—or at least whatever she could get.
“Hey,” she said softly, pulling herself onto the bed and leaning against the pillows.
“Hey,” he replied.
“How’d she go down?”
“Like a charm with all of her stuffies surrounding her.”
Hope smiled at that thought. Limiting Eva’s options to just one that she could bring with her had been difficult, and she had noticed that being in her own bed in her own space had seriously helped her fall asleep and stay asleep. She couldn’t be more opposite her parents.
“How are you doing?”
“Fine,” Hope answered, running her fingers through her hair. “Took a while to get into my room, but apparently that was expected.”
“Expected?”
“Ask Angelica about the score card she was keeping when you see her tomorrow. You’ll probably want to add that into the script you’ve got running in your head.” Hope closed her eyes. “Do you think we’ll get renewed?”
“I don’t know,” Rex answered. “We won’t know until the episodes actually air.”
Hope hummed, nodding. She understood that, but still, it was hard to wait and put in all this work with no definitive answers.
“Why do you ask?”
“I was thinking about talking to Mary about finding another show to be on.” She absolutely wasn’t going to tell him that she’d already talked to Mary. Because while she didn’t want her first real show to fail, she also wasn’t entirely sure that she wanted it to be renewed either.
“What? Why would you do that? You signed a contract.”
“I sign a lot of contracts…” Hope trailed off. “This is…stressful, Rex. You know that. Seattle was…”
“I know,” he answered, that defeated tone. “But not every hotel is going to be like that.”
“No, it’s not. But Angelica told me tonight that everything we did up there was for naught. Henry already reverted back to what he had before.”
Rex scoffed. “I figured that would happen.”
“So it’s hard. And it’s been really hard on Eva.”
“It has,” he agreed. “Just stick it out and we’ll see.”
That was her plan. At least for now. She glanced at the foot of the bed before sitting up and putting her feet over the edge. She looked at the wall that she shared with Angelica and pursed her lips. Maybe it really would be better if it was cancelled.
Then she wouldn’t have to deal with whatever she was feeling right now.
Because that scared her even more than losing out on a dream job.



Chapter         

Thirty-Six
“Thank you, Mary.” Angelica sighed heavily as she ended the call and set her phone down. She picked up the pen she’d been writing with and flicked it back and forth between her fingers.
She hadn’t expected that call.
She probably should have, but she hadn’t all at the same time.
Leaning back into the chair in her hotel room, Angelica sighed again. Hope wanted to leave the show. She’d gotten the sense when they were in Seattle that the conversation might have come up between Hope and Rex, but she hadn’t expected Hope to take it this far. To actually contact her agent and to try and break the contract—it must have been worse than Angelica had anticipated.
They weren’t even a full season in the books.
What if this was about the kiss?
About the conversation that Hope had tried to have in the elevator yesterday?
Angelica frowned again and rolled her shoulders. She didn’t have time to worry about it or come up with any kind of solution. They had this one last episode to film and post-production press to do, which she still needed to get on top of organizing.
But she didn’t have time for that today, or at least not right now. She was due at hair and makeup in the next five minutes, so they could get started on filming. Dropping the pen onto the desk, Angelica slid her shoes on and walked directly out of her room. She stopped short, coming face to face with Hope.
“Angel?” Hope asked.
“Yeah…” Angelica trailed off. She hadn’t thought about the fact that their call times were the same that day so they could start with the beginning of production to introduce where they were, who they were working with, and the hotel itself.
No way in hell was Angelica going to tell Hope that she’d just gotten off the phone with Mary, but she had to know, right? Hope had to know that Mary would call production and ask around to find a way to break the contract.
“Want to walk together?” Hope furrowed her brow.
Had she asked something else and Angelica had missed it? She nodded slightly and pocketed her key. “I forgot my iPad.”
“I can wait.”
Angelica had hoped she wouldn’t. Holding in her sigh, Angelica retrieved the item, took two seconds to collect herself and put a mask in place, and then stepped back out into the hallway. She was much more prepared to join Hope now than she had been two minutes ago.
“Ready?” Hope asked, but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes like it normally did.
Or perhaps it was Angelica reading too much into it. How much of this had been a farce from the start? She’d risked for love before and that turned out to have been a wrong decision. Leanne hadn’t given up anything for her. In fact, she’d doubled down on what she had and how they were so similar and could just go back to being professional.
But they couldn’t.
“Yeah,” Angelica said softly. She didn’t look into Hope’s eyes, fearing that she might see the truth of what she was thinking. Instead, she glanced down at the iPad in her hand and pulled the door shut behind her. She could do this. They just had to make it through this episode.
“How did you sleep?” Hope asked.
Small talk it was.
“Fine,” Angelica answered. She refrained from reciprocating the question as was typically expected. Instead, she walked directly to the elevator and smashed her finger a little too hard into the button. The truth was she hadn’t slept much. Hope being in the room right next door had weighed on her mind all night, and she was still struggling to find a replacement for Leanne. The one person she’d wanted to hire had declined her offer.
Which was a whole other problem. But at least she was in LA now so she could take care of the issues more readily than from a distance. Next week, she had three more interviews set up, and then maybe she’d find someone worthy of working for her—at least in that position.
“Did I do something wrong?” Hope asked, catching Angelica’s attention.
“What?” Angelica frowned, confused.
“I’ve never seen you this quiet before. At least not in a room with me.” Hope cocked her head to the side and looked Angelica up and down. “Did I do something wrong?”
That really depended on the definition of wrong, which wasn’t a conversation that Angelica wanted to get into that morning. Not before she had another coffee at least. She clenched her jaw and gripped her iPad a little tighter. “I have a hotel owner and manager who doesn’t want to actually manage, he just wants to own. Which means that he’s done very little training—which seems to be a theme in these hotels we’ve been in—but worse than that, his employees walk all over him.”
“Like last night?” Hope furrowed her brow.
“Like last night.” Angelica sighed. “They were outside on a smoke break.”
“Smoke break?” Astonishment reached Hope’s eyes. “For forty-five minutes?”
“An hour and a half, actually. I looked at the cameras to see when they left.”
“Oh my God.”
“Exactly.” Angelica faced the front of the elevator when it dinged their arrival. Thank God, she needed to escape this as quickly as possible.
As soon as Ansel handed her the coffee cup and she sat down, Eva burst into the room.
“Mama!”
Hope held her arms out for Eva to run into them and gave her a long, deep hug. Angelica was actually impressed with just how long they stayed in each other’s arms before Eva pulled back and looked over her shoulder to meet Angelica’s eyes.
“Hi!” She blushed a little.
“Hey there,” Angelica said, nodding toward Hope. “Miss your mom?”
Eva nodded, biting her lip in the same habit that Hope had. Angelica hummed her understanding and looked over her shoulder to find Rex standing in the doorway looking at them both. “You two good? I need to go talk to Kyle.”
“Yeah, we’re good,” Hope answered, pulling Eva into her lap.
Eva, however, had other ideas. She wiggled her way off Hope’s lap and came to stand right in front of Angelica, hands on her hips, staring at her like Angelica had all of the answers to the problems in the world.
“Can I help you?” Angelica asked lightly before sipping her hot coffee.
“I’d like to be with you today.”
“Oh?” Angelica flicked her gaze to Hope to see what she thought of all this.
Eva nodded sharply. “What exactly do you do all day?”
Angelica laughed and took another sip of her drink. Only a six-year-old with the gumption of her unrestrained mother would be able to ask that question with a straight face and fully expect an answer.
“I do a lot of things,” Angelica answered. “But you’d probably find most of them boring since I spend a lot of time at my desk and on my computer.”
“But you tell people what to do.” Eva pursed her lips to the side, her dark hair falling over her shoulder as she cocked her head to stare hard at Angelica.
“I do.”
“Mom does too, but not like you.”
“No, your mom is much nicer than I am.” Angelica’s lips pulled upward into a smile as she looked at Hope for confirmation. No one needed to tell her twice how true her statement was.
“Maybe.” Eva got closer, beckoning Angelica to lean down with the crook of her finger. “But she does yell and throw things.”
“Does she now?” Angelica asked, this time looking at Hope with a whole new perspective. “I can throw things too, sometimes. But it takes a whole lot for me to get there.”
“Me too.”
“Somehow I don’t quite believe that.” Angelica found herself laughing again.
Ansel raised his eyebrows at her and shook his head. “Since you’re in the throes of an amusing conversation, I’ll start with Hope this morning.” He pulled gently at Hope’s hair, pushing the comb through it while she ate a light breakfast of fruit.
“See what you did?” Angelica teased Eva. “You made me go second, and I never go second.”
She couldn’t help but look directly at Hope when she said that. Did she understand what she wasn’t saying? It was as bold as she’d probably get in the presence of others around them, but for some reason, she wanted to continue the light teasing they’d started all those weeks ago when they first met. Perhaps then Hope would want to stay on the show, instead of leaving her to herself with all these men.
“Are you good at math?” Eva asked. “Because Mom says she’s not good at it, and Daddy says he doesn’t know the difference between a four and a five.”
Hope choked.
Angelica dropped her gaze from the embarrassed Hope back down to Eva. “Your mom is actually very good at math, don’t let her think otherwise. But yes, I’m good at math.”
Eva wrinkled her nose and then stepped to put her hand on Angelica’s. “Can you help me with my math homework?”
Angelica paused. She really didn’t have the time that day to help a six-year-old with her math. Then again, it couldn’t be hard math, could it?
“I can probably find some time today.”
“Yes!” Eva threw her hands up in the air, made fists, and pumped them again.
“Eva, you don’t need to bother Ms. Shields⁠—”
“She said yes, Mom.”
Oh that attitude was adorable on her, and Angelica was pretty damn sure that Eva was fully aware of that fact. Hope instead turned to Angelica. “If you don’t want to help her, don’t worry about it. I know how busy your schedule is.”
Angelica raised her eyebrows. She didn’t go back on promises, and she was fully prepared to help Eva that day. Barring any major emergencies that took all of her time. Instead, she turned to Eva after checking her schedule on her iPad.
“Come find me after lunch. I might have thirty minutes then.”
“Really?” Excitement was written all over her face. She did a little dance before crawling back up into her mom’s lap to give her a hug. “She said yes!”
“She did.” Though Hope didn’t sound as convinced by that as Eva did.
Oh well. Angelica made a promise, and she was going to keep it. Ansel finished Hope’s hair quickly and moved into her makeup, dodging around Eva as she moved on Hope’s lap. He was actually quite talented at that. How many times had he done it since they started filming? Hope left as soon as she was able, Eva’s hand firmly in hers, with only one backward glance at Angelica.
Angelica lost herself in work for the morning, running through the opening of the show with Hope by her side as they explained to those who would be watching exactly the mess they were walking into—or at least as much of it as they knew and were willing to share.
To, you know, amp up the drama more.
Angelica was starting to loathe that word. She finally made it to the room she’d claimed as her office and set her iPad down in favor of the one for the show. She had just finished lunch and was ready to dive into some of the training issues she’d already discovered and knew she needed to fix first. And she needed to put some policy into place that Conrad could follow when it came to actual consequences and corrections on their work.
“Can you help me with my math now?” Eva’s small voice reached her ears, startling her.
Angelica looked up, finding Eva standing by the door with notebooks in her hands and her nanny behind her.
“I tried to tell her you were busy, but she insisted that you told her she could come up here.”
“I did,” Angelica said on a sigh. She held her hand out to the table. “I can help for a little bit.”
Eva grinned at her as she sat at the table and laid out all of the notebooks and papers that she’d brought with her. Angelica closed down her iPad and sat next to Eva, shifting the notebook over so she could see exactly what Eva was working on.
They sat together for way longer than the thirty minutes that Angelica had, but the break was so nice. It wasn’t until Hope interrupted them with Rex right behind her that Angelica stopped.
“We need to get back on schedule,” Rex said.
“Yeah, right.” Angelica gave Eva a sad smile. “We’ll have to work on it some more later.”
“Really?” Eva’s face lit up.
“Yeah, but not tomorrow, okay?”
“Okay.” Eva closed up her notebooks and hopped off the chair. She left the room without a fuss, and her nanny immediately took her hand.
Hope sat next to her in Eva’s vacant seat. “We’re supposed to talk about planning for the upcoming fix.”
“I suppose we are.” Angelica rolled her shoulders and got up to get her iPad again. There was never an end in sight, was there?
While Rex and his crew set up, she started to pull up what she needed to discuss with Hope. This conversation would at least be one of their calmer ones—based on how the past episodes went. And she was looking forward to it.
“She feels safe with you, you know,” Hope said quietly, relaxing back in her seat.
Angelica frowned at her. “Who?”
“Eva…” Hope trailed off, looking directly into Angelica’s eyes. “I’m glad she does.”
Angelica smiled, genuinely, as she crossed her legs and waited for Rex to tell them they were ready to start this scene. She wasn’t exactly sure what to say, so she went with the truth. “I enjoy her.”
“That’s good. Isn’t it?”
“Yes, Hope. It’s good.”
“Sometimes I worry she’s too much like me…” Hope stared down at the table before flicking her gaze up to meet Angelica’s, a blush to her cheeks. Was she embarrassed about something?
“How so?”
“Impulsive.”
Angelica laughed heartily for a few seconds before she rolled her eyes and schooled the smile on her lips. “Well, I don’t think anyone would argue that, about either of you.”



Chapter         

Thirty-Seven
Hope pressed the button on her mic pack before she stepped out the back door and slipped into the alley. She had her phone pressed to her ear. She hadn’t wanted to take the call, but she honestly couldn’t ignore Mary any longer.
“Hey. We’re in the middle of shooting. I can’t really talk right now.”
“I know. Can you manage to get away?”
“For a few minutes.” Hope rubbed her lips together nervously. “What’s up?”
“I’ve looked into getting you a new show and breaking the contract.” Mary didn’t sound overly optimistic which put Hope deeper into the mood she’d already found herself in. What the hell was she doing here anyway? Everything about being in LA with Angelica had set her off on a downward spiral she hadn’t been expecting.
“And?” Hope asked, tired of waiting.
“It’s going to be rough. I can get you a new show, if you want. There’s several that are looking to cast. That’s not the issue.” Mary paused, again.
Hope wanted to growl and scream, but she somehow managed to hold it in. Though she wasn’t entirely sure how. She leaned against the brick wall and closed her eyes, waiting for Mary to start up again.
“It’s the contract.”
“I can’t get out of it?”
“Not unless production releases you from it.”
“Perfect,” Hope muttered, wincing. “They won’t let me out of that, I’m sure. Not without an actual reason other than I don’t want to do this job anymore.”
“You got it, hon.” Mary tapped her nails against her desk, the tap-tap-tap echoing through the phone. “I can still work my magic and try to get you out of the contract if you’d like, but I want to know for sure that you want out before I do that. Because if they don’t let you out⁠—”
“It could make the next two years really rough.”
“If you’re lucky, that’s all it’ll be.” Mary sighed. “So take some time and think about it, all right? I want you to be sure that this is what you want. You’ve only been on the job a few months now. You might change your mind when you’re not locked into tiny spaces with the Ice Fairy.”
Hope frowned. “Ice Fairy?”
“Isn’t that what they call Angelica Shields?”
“Yeah but…” Hope clicked her tongue before continuing, “How do you know that?”
“Word gets around, Hope. Also think about that when it comes to your decision. I know this is your first foray out of the daytime cooking shows, and I don’t want you to ruin chances for future jobs if it’s something that you want going forward.”
“Yeah, thanks.” Hope had heard exactly what Mary wanted to tell her.
The back door to the kitchen opened, and Hope came face to face with Conrad. She looked at him, worry in her gaze before she finished up the call and ended it. Conrad stared at her with wide eyes and fear in his gaze.
“What are you doing out here?” Hope asked.
“I uh…” Conrad closed his mouth and then licked his lips. “I…”
“Conrad?” Hope asked, straightening up and pushing off the wall. “Aren’t you supposed to be in a meeting with Angelica?”
“I…”
Jesus, was he ever going to say anything other than that?
“I am,” he finally finished a sentence.
“So why aren’t you?” Hope asked, crossing her arms as she held tightly onto her phone.
Conrad wrinkled his face up like a toddler and then shuffled his feet into the gravel. Oh, now that was hilarious. Hope straightened herself up to her full height, putting on the best mom face. She was going to scold him come tomorrow depending on what he said.
“She….” He mumbled something so quiet that Hope couldn’t even hear him.
“What was that?” she asked, needing him to repeat it.
“She scares me,” he whispered.
Hope laughed. Full-on, body-shaking laughs. She could absolutely see why this scrawny man with no backbone would be scared to death of Angelica Shields, a woman so unapologetic about her behavior, a woman who could probably be accused of acting far more like a male CEO than a woman.
She had to wipe tears from the corners of her eyes before she could even manage to get herself together. “I’m not laughing at you, I promise. She can be quite formidable.”
“Is she always like that?” Conrad asked, not seeming offended by Hope’s reaction, which was probably a good thing.
Hope shrugged. She’d seen an entirely different side to Angelica Shields, but she was also damn sure that not many people saw it. In fact, she would almost bet her small fortune that the number of people who did could be counted on two hands, and maybe just one.
“She’s mostly like that.” It was the only answer Hope could give that wasn’t a lie but also didn’t expose the truth of who Angelica was. “What is it about her that scares you?”
“There’s no bending. Like… it’s her way or the highway.”
“She knows what she’s doing when it comes to this business. And she’s damn good at it.” Hope rolled her shoulders and closed her eyes, letting the sun brush across her skin. She really needed to get back into the kitchen, but it felt so good to be out here and to have a tiny break. Even if her break had been interrupted.
“Yeah, but… she scares me.”
Hope chuckled this time. “So you’re hiding out down here?”
“Yeah, for a little bit anyway.” Conrad frowned.
“It’s a good thing I like you.” Hope reached behind her back to turn her mic pack on. “Let’s go back inside. You can help learn how to do dishes properly.”
“What?” Conrad looked offended now. “Why would I do that?”
“Because as an owner and manager, it’s a decently good practice to know what you’re doing in all areas of your business. And, it’ll give you something to do down here instead of just skulking in a corner.” Hope reached for the back door and held it open, waiting for Conrad to walk inside in front of her. She wasn’t going to let him escape for any longer. They were here to be productive after all.
Conrad walked ahead of her, and she set him up on the dishes station. She made eye contact with Kyle, who looked confused, and she shrugged at him slightly before saying she’d talk to him in a minute. Conrad was lucky that he’d hired a competent chef, because the kitchen wasn’t a total disaster. All Hope had really done was tighten up policies and help them to up the quality of the food to a whole new level. They’d officially be in five-star restaurant range now.
Wiping her hands on the towel hooked in her waist, she walked over to Kyle. “He’s hiding from Ange.”
“Who wouldn’t?” Kyle laughed, and immediately, Hope hated that he did. Why was everyone so damn mean about her? Didn’t they realize that that attitude was what put Angelica on the outs of absolutely everything?
“I’m going to go talk to Rex and see if he can send her down here to fetch her owner.” Hope flashed Kyle a smile and walked out. He could film without her for a bit. It wasn’t like they had much more to discuss anyway.
She made her way up to the reception desk where Angelica was stationed, giving more training to the staff there. They made eyes across the large lobby, and Angelica seemed confused and then concerned. Rex caught sight of her and turned a camera onto Hope.
Perfect.
That wasn’t exactly what she wanted, but she didn’t really have another choice either, did she? They were mic’d up for a reason. This was a reality television show. Hope would just have to be very careful with what she said and how she said it.
“Got a minute?” Hope asked.
Angelica nodded. “Yeah.” She gave a few more commands to the staff before walking around the counter so that she and Hope were face-to-face. “What’s wrong?”
“I found your missing owner.”
“Conrad.” Angelica sighed heavily, glancing at the reception staff before stepping farther away from them. The cameras followed. “Where is he?”
“He’s doing dishes in the kitchen.” Hope crossed her arms, barely containing the smile on her lips. “I told him if he was going to hide out in my kitchen, then he needed to be useful.”
Angelica snorted, her lips twitching into a barely there smile. She shook her head. “Damn, that’s good.”
Hope hummed briefly before looking over at the reception staff again. “How’s it going up here?”
“Could be better. They’ll get there, eventually. It’s more just herding cats, and apparently one slipped out the back door while I wasn’t looking.”
“Yeah.” Hope locked her gaze onto Angelica’s blue eyes. She looked worn out and tired, perhaps stressed, but in a way that Hope hadn’t seen on her since New Orleans. She wanted to help, but she wasn’t exactly sure how to do that. “People do that when they’re scared.”
“Scared?” Angelica frowned. “Scared of what?”
“Hard work, I think. Competence.” Maybe that would tip Angelica off enough to get her to understand what Hope wasn’t saying.
It seemed to click, because in her gaze, Hope found recognition.
“Feel free to come get him when you’re ready. Just let him finish the dishes first.” Hope nodded and stepped backward.
“I’ll do that.”
Hope deliberately put distance between them, not just physical but emotional. She needed to be on her own and figure out if this was really what she wanted or if it was something else entirely. And being in close proximity to Angelica wasn’t helping her figure that out at all. Angelica pulled her in, which scared her just as much as Angelica had Conrad. But for entirely different reasons.
She got back to the kitchen and picked up right where she left off. She was deep into changing up the menu completely while halfway supervising Conrad as he did dishes and one of the busboys continued to correct him when he screwed it up.
She set up a plate, cooking a few of the items on the menu so that the rest of the staff could try them out for a taste test and understand what to explain to customers. But she set aside one small plate for Angelica. It was normal to prepare food for the hotel manager to taste as well, so that she could approve it. And Conrad wasn’t going to have any brain capacity for that right now, but Angelica would.
Everything was set up when Angelica arrived, a look of anger on her features. Hope raised her hand to get Angelica’s attention and beckoned her over. “Before you light into another unsuspecting—or perhaps in this case, suspecting—hotel owner, why don’t you try our new menu?”
Angelica froze, her gaze dropping from Hope’s face to the plate that Hope pushed gently closer to her.
“If you have a minute, that is.”
Surprise reflected in Angelica’s eyes, but she seemed to calm instantly. Which probably meant she wasn’t that angry to begin with. Hope pushed the plate forward a little more and then leaned on the counter with her elbow and rested her chin in her hand. She had a smile on her face as she looked directly into Angelica’s eyes.
“Which do you want to try first? I promise I made them all with you in mind.” That was Hope’s way of letting Angelica know there were no nightshades in them. She’d spent hours researching that allergy one night, diving down the deep hole that was the Internet to discover as much as she could.
Angelica flicked her gaze toward Conrad, who stared at her like a teen who had missed curfew one too many times. Swallowing, Angelica folded her hands in front of her. “Is this a tactic?”
“Isn’t everything a tactic?” Hope responded, keeping her tone light and nodding toward Conrad so slightly that only Angelica—and the damn cameras—would be able to see. “I go into my best arguments when I have a full belly.”
Angelica hummed, her lips pursed, but she raised her eyebrows and nodded, finally. “What did you make me?”
Oh yes, Hope had definitely made this food for Angelica. That sent a rush through her, a shiver of delight that she wanted to hold onto. She explained each item on the plate, watching with rapt attention as Angelica tasted all of them. She listened for the small noises of pleasure and acceptance. Angelica finally looked at her with a smile.
“That last one was good.”
“It’s my favorite,” Hope said, straightening up. “Thank you for coming to my taste testing today. You’ve been most helpful.” She gave a little fake bow before she took the plate toward the sink. She clapped a hand on Conrad’s shoulder. “You’re up.”
He said nothing, but Hope turned around and crossed her arms, giving Angelica a half-amused look. Instead of leaving Conrad on his own, she followed him back to Angelica.
“I need to go through some retention strategies with you.”
“All right.” Conrad sighed, and Hope could tell he was still tense as fuck.
“I’ll meet you in the office in a minute.” Angelica hadn’t taken her eyes off Hope, not the entire time. When Conrad was gone, Angelica gave Hope a curious glance. “Trying to humanize me?”
“A little.” Hope laughed. “He’s scared to death of you.”
“Perfect. He should be.” Angelica nodded sharply and walked out of the kitchen.
Hope watched her go, the way she walked swiftly, her heels clacking each time she took a step, the movement of her slacks and jacket as they formed to her body exactly as they should. The clearing of a throat caught her attention, and she shocked herself back into reality. She was in a kitchen. There were cameras pointed at her. They could see absolutely everything she’d been thinking, couldn’t they?
Fuck.



Chapter         

Thirty-Eight
“Cut!” Rex said loudly.
Angelica sighed, glad that they were done for the day. She’d given the update she had for Luxury Suites and what she was going to be doing going forward to help Conrad. She had her work cut out for her still, but she did believe that this hotel could at least be turned around. And it felt damn good to just be home.
Something about the travel this time had been harder on her than ever before. Or perhaps it was the work environment. She’d analyze that later. Angelica sat on the edge of the conference table, crossing her arms as the crew started to clear everything up and put everything away.
Rex, however, came directly to her. “We need to talk.”
“About?” Angelica pressed her lips together firmly. Had Hope told him finally? Were the beans spilled, and would she be outed to the entire crew over what had happened? She was the one in power, so it’d all fall on her in the end.
“Hope.”
Fuck. He did know, didn’t he? Angelica clenched her jaw tightly, trying to relax but knowing it was impossible. She was going to be kicked out of this operation so fast that she wouldn’t know what had hit her.
“We need you two to film together more.”
“What?” Angelica shook her head, confused more now than ever. This wasn’t about that kiss Hope had planted on her weeks ago? Or the conversation that Hope had tried to have with her in the elevator?
“You two have been avoiding each other. I don’t know why, but you’re both the hosts of the show, so I need you to actually be together in the same room on occasion.”
“Oh.” Angelica pursed her lips and watched the crew carefully. She could barely bring herself to look at Rex, honestly. She hadn’t realized it was that obvious that they were avoiding each other. That or Rex was just particularly aware because of filming and because Hope was his wife. “What do you suggest?”
“Isn’t there something the two of you need to discuss?”
There really wasn’t. That was the disadvantage to splitting everything the way they had. Unless it was about budget, then they both sort of just went their own ways and did what they needed to do. Angelica pursed her lips in a frown before she fixed that. “Not really.”
“Can you find something?”
“Like a failed inspection?” Angelica stared at him hard. She really did want to know what he knew about that. How much had he fed to Josef? How much had just been Josef’s idea? It’d give her a good estimate of who Rex ultimately was.
Rex shook his head, his cheeks turning slightly red. “I wouldn’t do something that drastic.”
But would he stop it if someone else was going to? Angelica continued to watch him carefully, judging every reaction that he gave. “What do you suggest?”
“Budget? Hope needs a new one for all the menu changes she’s making, doesn’t she?”
“Not really, not if she stays within the budget she already had.”
“Well, can you make a discussion out of that? Maybe out of cross-training some people.”
Angelica snorted lightly. “I can barely get them trained for the jobs they have and now you want to talk about cross-training?”
Rex shrugged. “I don’t know, but we need a shot with both of you in it. We’re trying to make this a show with both of you as the leads, aren’t we?”
Angelica wasn’t entirely convinced of that. That was the line everyone was touting, but in actual practice, she wasn’t sure that everyone agreed with that party line. Namely Rex and Josef. Hope seemed to be far less eager to see Angelica out of the door. She had come in here to make enemies—or perhaps not enemies just not make friends.
“I’ll see what I can come up with.”
“Good.” Rex clapped his hands together and grinned. “I’ll talk to Hope about it tonight so we can rearrange the schedule a bit tomorrow.”
“Perfect.”
“Oh, and one more thing…” Rex stilled. “Kyle and I were hoping it could be…intense.”
Angelica’s skin ran cold. “You mean an argument.”
“It doesn’t have to be a brawl.”
Hadn’t he learned enough the last time?
Rex put his hands in the air in defense. “Full transparency on all sides. I promise.”
Perhaps he had learned at least one lesson. But the thrill of an argument had waned considerably, and Angelica didn’t want to push Hope out any more than she already was. That phone call from Hope’s agent still rang through her mind. It had been a fishing call, nothing explicitly stated, but there was no other reason to call other than Hope wanting out of the show and her contract. Angelica wasn’t an idiot, despite what a lot of people thought sometimes.
“No.” She said it quietly, resolutely. She wasn’t here for a fight but to make her position clear, and she wasn’t going to back down from it.
“What?” Rex seemed even more confused than ever by her calm demeanor.
“No,” she repeated in the exact same tone. “I’m not going to start a fight with Hope just for the cameras or the audience. I’ll film something with her, a scene, a conversation, a concluding whatever to this episode, but I’m not going to pick on her in an argument.”
“I didn’t say you had to pick on her.”
Angelica flipped her gaze directly to him in surprise, but she didn’t show any other signs that she was taken aback by his statement. What was it with him? Was he here to protect his wife or to do Josef’s bidding?
Grabbing her iPad and things on the table, Angelica started to clean up her mess from the day so she could get to work on her production duties. She still had that damn press schedule that she needed to figure out. They were going to have to divide and conquer on several things to get the most press, but she knew Josef and the other producers would want her and Hope together on some of that.
“Ange…?” Rex said.
“I told you no.”
The door banged open, startling her. She turned around, her fingers tightly wrapped around the iPad and came face-to-face with a red-cheeked and obviously miffed Josef. What had she done now?
“You told Conrad that he was an idiot?”
“Not in so many words, no.” Angelica set her iPad down on the table and leaned against it again to settle in for this argument. This one was one that she’d willingly have. “Did he file a complaint?”
“No.” Josef’s cheeks turned red. “You can’t just insult our clients.”
“You just said he didn’t complain about me.”
“No, he didn’t.”
“So…tell me what I did wrong.” Angelica crossed her arms. The camera crew abandoned their items and scampered out of the room, but Rex stayed put. Angelica wasn’t sure if that was going to end up being a blessing or a curse. He’d certainly witness whatever was going on between them.
“You can’t be a bully and insult the people we’re here to help.”
Angelica furrowed her brow in confusion, then she pointed at nowhere in particular in front of her. “But I can bully the people who actually work for us?”
Josef froze, and the energy in the room stilled instantly.
“I didn’t say that.”
“But…didn’t you?” Angelica cocked her head to the side, glad to have caught him in his own farce. “You want me to fight with Hope all the time. Both of you do. And yet you can’t tell me to be an actual manager to the people you’ve hired me to manage. So tell me how I’m wrong.”
Josef gritted his teeth. “You’re twisting my words.”
“I’m really not.” Angelica reached for her iPad but stopped when Josef growled low.
“I’ll keep Hope on over you any day, Ange.”
“Excuse me?” She furrowed her brow at him. Had he really, honestly, just said that? She still had her mic on. She hoped everything said in this room was still being recorded because holy fuck, did he just say that?
“She listens. She plays nice with others. She works with the team. You don’t do that at all.”
Well, he did have her there. She wasn’t someone who played nicely with others, but that also wasn’t new information to him. She’d been hired with that already on his radar. “What’s your point, Josef?”
“If I have to choose between keeping you or keeping Hope Lawrence on for a season two, I’ll pick her.”
“Fine.” Angelica crossed her arms, leaning back against the table again and glaring at him. She could play this game. She could win this one, because she wasn’t going to back down. “You want Hope, you can have Hope.”
“What?” Josef shook his head in confusion.
“I signed a contract, Josef. It’s going to be damn hard to break it. I know, because I double checked it. And I’m not going to let you push me out of a show that I spent a considerable amount of time creating. This is my show, and I won’t let it go easily.”
“I’ll buy your contract out.”
“Only if I want you to. It’d actually be easier for me to run you out of the show than the other way around. Do you know how hard it is to boot off a lead after the first season and still keep a show going? I do. I did the research well before I agreed to work with you.” Angelica glared at him. She wasn’t going to let him get out of this. “What did I do to you, anyway? Because you’ve been a bear since we left Colorado.”
Josef puffed his cheeks out, and then he looked directly at Rex. Angelica knew exactly what he wasn’t saying. He suspected there was something between her and Hope, something more than just being co-hosts of the same damn show.
And fuck it all, he wasn’t wrong.
But like hell would Angelica admit that. And it didn’t seem as though Josef was going to push it either or say it out loud, at least not in front of Rex. So perhaps tonight it was to her benefit that Rex had stayed in the damn room.
“I’m tired of dealing with you,” Josef said instead. “You aren’t made for this job, Ange. You’re not built for television like Hope is. You’re not young and beautiful, you’re not bubbly and ready to talk to anyone, you don’t understand how to manage people. Hell, you don’t care about a single person here, crew or client.”
Angelica clenched her jaw and pursed her lips.
That one stung.
As much as she wanted everyone to believe that she didn’t care, she did. She wanted them to have jobs, to be able to make money and work and do what they were good at. She wanted them to feel fulfilled by the work they were doing, not just managing to maintain. And she worked fucking hard to keep as many good employees on as she could, no matter what.
He’d know that if he’d open his eyes.
“You’ve aged out, Ange. No one wants the old boss who’s so damn cold and icy that she’s not even human.”
Angelica took in a slow deep breath, keeping herself as calm as possible. Because she didn’t even have a comeback for that one. Not right now. Not while she was swimming in the sea of hurt that he was throwing her into and letting her drown.
“Josef…” Rex stepped in, putting his hands up and physically moving between them. “I think both of you might need a break.”
Angelica snorted. She grabbed her iPad, shot Rex and Josef a look, and then walked out. She didn’t need to stay in there and be berated any further. She reached under the edge of her shirt and ripped off the microphone wire from her skin. She grabbed the mic pack from her waist band and handed it over to one of the crew. She didn’t even see who, and she didn’t care. She just needed to get the hell out of there.
She reached the elevator and tapped her toe as she waited for it to come down to rescue her from the mess she’d left behind. She hated the fact that what Josef said bothered her. She did care about the people who worked for them. She cared about them, but she had a very strong boundary between herself and them—even more so with the threat of what had happened with her and Leanne in the mix.
Angelica clenched her jaw, fighting back the tears when the door opened.
Hope.
Eva holding her hand.
They stared at her oddly, not moving from inside the elevator to leave it, and Angelica not stepping inside to join them. She couldn’t, could she? Her heart hammered.
“Ange?”
Angelica shook her head and stepped inside, turning her back to the wall so she could face the door. She had to get out of here as soon as possible. She couldn’t be forced to stay in here with them. Breathing slowly, Angelica tried to calm herself down enough to make it up to her room.
“I passed the test!” Eva said, her voice bright.
Angelica had to shake her head to focus and realize that Eva was actually talking to her. “What test?”
“My math test.” She beamed.
“Congratulations.” Angelica smiled, though she feared it didn’t quite reach her eyes this time. Hopefully Eva wouldn’t notice.
“Eva…” Hope said quietly. “When we get upstairs, I want you to go into the room and get ready for bed, all right?”
“All right!” Eva beamed.
They stepped off the elevator, and Hope slipped Eva the keycard before snagging Angelica’s hand and tugging her back to stay a little. She didn’t even wait until Eva was in the room before she stared directly into Angelica’s eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“N—”
“Stop it.” Hope sighed heavily. “Something’s wrong. What happened?”
Angelica didn’t have words. All the pain and hurt that she’d been avoiding came rushing into her chest, and she couldn’t bring herself to say any of them. Because they would hurt Hope. They’d shatter her into a million little pieces, and Angelica couldn’t be the one to do that. She had to protect Hope from this.
She just had to figure out why.
“I’ll see you in the morning,” Angelica said firmly, stepping back and away. “I hear we have a scene to shoot tomorrow.”
“A scene?” Hope frowned.
God, they were still keeping her in the dark. When would that end?
“You can talk to Rex or Kyle about it. I have… work I need to get done before morning.” Angelica stepped back again. She needed to escape. Now. She said nothing else as she turned on her toes and started down the hallway.
Please just don’t follow me.



Chapter         

Thirty-Nine
“Are you ready for a service run through tonight?”
Hope started at Angelica’s voice. Something about last night had been off, and all she’d wanted to do was to help, but Angelica had pushed her out even more. She certainly hadn’t expected Angelica to come down to the kitchen randomly. She glanced toward Kyle who didn’t seem surprised at all. She sighed. That was a massive problem that really needed to be solved. Why he was the director instead of Rex was beyond her, but it needed to be changed.
“Absolutely.” Hope gave Angelica a smile worth a thousand words as everyone around her continued to work and prep for lunch and dinner service. They were doing a soft run for lunch with the new menu items and a hard run for dinner, which would actually be filmed so they didn’t look like complete fools. Not that Hope thought they would. This crew understood what was happening.
“Good.” Angelica paused by the edge of the counter, her hand resting on it. She looked into Hope’s eyes, searching for something.
Were they supposed to have more of a conversation?
An argument?
Hope again glanced toward Kyle, but she wasn’t given anything. Not one hint as to what was supposed to be happening. “How’s training going?”
“Not half as bad as expected.” Angelica clenched her jaw tightly, looking around the kitchen as though someone was going to jump out and knife her right there. What was she so scared of?
Hope wanted to reach out and touch Angelica’s hand, soothe whatever discomfort she was feeling, but with people in the room and the cameras on, she was also pretty damn sure that Angelica wouldn’t appreciate the sentiment.
“I’d like Conrad to be down here tonight, if that’s okay. He needs to understand how this part of his business functions.” Angelica’s lips pulled tight, extra lines forming right around the edges of them.
Hope had to work hard to raise her gaze back to Angelica’s eyes. “What do you want him to do? Because if he’s down here, then he’s not going to be standing in the middle of the kitchen and in the way.”
Angelica winced, barely. Would anyone else have noticed it? Hope kept her watchful gaze on Angelica, needing to make sure that they were all on the same page.
“Teach him what an executive chef and owner of a restaurant would do.” Angelica locked her gaze on Hope’s. “You should understand that role.”
Why did that seem like such an attack? Hope furrowed her brow and straightened up slightly, her defenses coming into place even if she didn’t necessarily want them to. She wanted to know what was pushing her that hard in that direction first. “I do understand that role.”
“Good, then it shouldn’t be a problem.” Angelica gripped her phone tightly, taking a small step back as if she was going to leave.
“But for the record, I think that Conrad needs to understand more than just how to be an owner in this space.” Hope wrung her hands together in the dish towel she had on her waist. She was going to push Angelica, at least a little bit, because she was pretty sure that was what was expected.
“Oh, he does.” Angelica frowned. “But I don’t have the time to teach him that this round. So if you want to throw a few things his way tonight, feel free.”
“O…kay.” Hope again furrowed her brow. Angelica seemed…flat. Like not only was her entire demeanor lacking in energy but everything about her affect just seemed alarmingly distant. “Can I talk to you a minute?”
“We are talking,” Angelica responded quickly.
“No, out back.” Hope gnawed on her lower lip as she waited for Angelica to give her an answer. She could see the immediate rejection of the idea before Angelica gave in and nodded slightly.
Hope led the way, putting her hand up to stop anyone else from coming with them. She needed this to be just the two of them. She shut the door behind her, looking directly at Angelica as she pulled her mic pack and turned it off. Angelica seemed confused now, and she didn’t move an inch.
Sighing, Hope stepped closer and snagged Angelica’s mic and turned it off.
“What are you doing?” Angelica hissed.
“I need to actually talk to you,” Hope said, clenching her jaw and stepping back. Her shoulders were so tense, the line between her collar bones tight to the point that it was hurting. She had always been impulsive, her entire life she’d been accused of that, but this seemed to rub up against Angelica’s sensibilities.
“We don’t need to talk.” Angelica tried to step around Hope and move back toward the door.
“No. We do. What’s going on with you?”
“What?” Angelica spun around, breathing heavily.
“Last night you were… I don’t even know how to describe it, Ange, but something’s off.” Hope cringed. She really should have planned this better. Angelica wasn’t someone who easily shared anything, and now Hope was barreling in like she knew better.
“I’m here to do a job.”
“So am I, but it’ll be a hell of a lot easier if you actually talk to me.”
“Me? Talk to you?” Angelica stepped closer now, a fire behind her eyes that Hope had missed.
It’d been so long since she’d seen it, since she’d wanted to ignite it. She stayed put, letting Angelica make the moves and start whatever dance she was doing.
“I could say the very same thing to you,” Angelica said, her voice a low growl.
“What are you talking about?” Hope shook her head in confusion.
Angelica rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. She pursed her lips and stared directly at Hope in silence. As if that was going to convince Hope to say whatever Angelica was looking for. But she had no clue what Angelica wanted from her.
“I don’t understand…” Hope started, trying to ease into this. Angelica’s fire had started up, and she didn’t want it to consume either one of them before they got somewhere with this conversation.
Angelica’s eye twitched. “We have this last episode to shoot, some press we need to do, and then you’re free to go do whatever you want.”
“What?” Hope furrowed her brow in confusion now. “What are you talking about?”
Angelica took another step closer, her shoes scuffing against the ground as she stopped. “I talked to Mary. If I was that awful of a person to work with, Hope, you should have just told Josef. He’d take your side in a heartbeat.”
Hope’s heart sank.
A chill ran up her spine and grasped her skull in its dark hold, and she knew everything was about to shatter around her.
“Ange…” Hope trailed off, her heart hammering.
That wasn’t anger she was seeing in Angelica’s eyes. It was pain. Pure, raw hurt. Hope’s lower lip quivered, her heart shattering right along with whatever she’d broken in Angelica. Because she had broken something.
“You could have told me…” Angelica murmured, her voice falling so quiet that Hope had to lean in and hear her.
Doing everything on instinct, Hope took one more step to close the gap between them. She reached up and grabbed Angelica’s shoulders and squeezed tightly, trying to encourage her to look up into Hope’s eyes. And when she did…
…Hope wished she hadn’t.
All that hurt and pain and turmoil swirling in the blues was so obvious when they were this close. Angelica wasn’t even trying to hide it anymore. Hope’s lips parted, her breath lost somewhere in the mid-morning rise of heat and the LA sun. She dropped her gaze from Angelica’s eyes to her mouth, to the bowed curve of her lips, the slight part right in the middle where Angelica’s lips barely ever touched.
She turned her head to the side, studying them. The way Angelica’s lipstick was painted across her mouth, the fine hairs right on her skin. She swallowed hard, forcing herself to move her gaze back up to Angelica’s eyes.
“I didn’t talk to Mary because of you,” Hope whispered, though it wasn’t entirely the truth. It wasn’t because Angelica had behaved poorly. In fact, it was the exact opposite of that. It was this exact tension between them that scared the living shit out of Hope. Every time they were this close, she had to work double-time to stop her brain from disappearing and her body taking over and just leaning in and capturing Angelica’s lips in another kiss.
The first kiss had proven that would be a bad idea.
Angelica didn’t want it.
Hope shouldn’t want it.
“I talked to her in Seattle, but she knows how bad it was and how bad New Orleans was. She was just looking into options.” Hope leaned in even more, wanting Angelica to truly hear everything she said. This was so important. “Trust me, I have no problem telling you what I feel.”
She bit her lip and waited.
Everything rested on Angelica now, on her reaction, on if this would break down the hardened exterior she’d put on in the last few minutes. Angelica breathed, and Hope saw the first signs of a crack, of the ice melting away.
“You should have told me,” Angelia said.
“When could I have told you? You’ve been avoiding me since Seattle, and I don’t understand why.” Hope furrowed her brow. “I thought we had an understanding. I thought we had some sort of connection—something. Because you treat me so differently than everyone else, but then we’re here, aren’t we? You coming at me with whatever you can throw and then vanishing, and I don’t understand why.”
Angelica tensed again. Her jaw clenched, the muscles in her cheeks bulging slightly. Her lips were pressed together so tightly they nearly disappeared.
“You should quit.” Angelica’s words came out forcefully.
“What?” Hope dropped her hands from Angelica’s shoulders to her wrists, sliding them down her arms. Angelica didn’t even flinch at the move. Angelica’s fingers touched hers briefly before the physical connection was broken.
“You should quit,” Angelica said again, more firmly and quiet this time. “I dare you to do it.”
“Wh-why would you do that?” Hope swam in confusion.
“Because you’ll prove his point. Josef was right all along, Hope. And I’m tired of fighting him on it. It’s not worth it. I won’t hold you back from leaving. If you want to break your contract, I won’t tell you no, and I won’t keep you here against your will. Quit.”
“Ange—”
Angelica stepped back, eyes glued on Hope. She held so still. It was terrifying to watch, this unraveling of a woman who was so strong, so tightly wrapped together that Hope knew she could take on the world if she needed to.
“Quit, Hope.” She turned sharply around and wrenched open the door to the kitchen, heading straight back inside.
Hope rocked back onto her heels, putting her hands on her hips and staring down at her shoes. The LA sun didn’t feel warm anymore. It felt hot, brazen, as it touched her skin and the back of her neck. She was missing something, and this was way more than just that she hadn’t been told about a scene with her and Angelica or an argument that needed to be fought.
Something had happened.
Something she had no earthly idea about.
But she wanted to know. She was so tired of being tossed into the background and thrown shit that she was expected to catch and not be grossed out by. Raising her chin up, Hope settled her shoulders. She needed to get her head on straight before she walked back in there.
“Hope?” Kyle stepped outside, a frown on his face. “Everything all right?”
“Did you know she was coming down for a scene today?”
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Hope fisted her hands, tightening her jaw. She was going to take a page out of Angelica’s book, because she was so tired of this shit. “You’re the director. You’re the one who’s supposed to communicate with me. And you haven’t done a damn thing about that.”
“Hope…” His tone of voice was so patronizing.
“Oh don’t you start with me.” Hope glared at him. “I’ve given you a pass until now, but I’m sick and tired of it. You have made my job so much harder and so much worse than it had to be, and I’m over it. Get your shit together, Kyle. Be a director. Don’t be an asshole. There’s enough of those in the world.”
She pushed past him and walked back inside to the kitchen. This was her safe space. And she wouldn’t ever let anyone tell her otherwise.



Chapter         

Forty
“Welcome to the team.” Angelica smiled at the Zoom call she was in as she officially made the notice of hiring for Matthias Bryan—her Leanne replacement. She’d managed to sneak in one last interview with him earlier that day, which had solidified that he was the right choice to make. Now all she had to work on was getting him trained and figuring out when he’d be starting. And she had a few weeks before that would happen.
And she could very easily figure out how to do that and the press tour at the same time.
“Thank you,” Matthias said, a huge grin on his face.
Perhaps the two of them would get along. He seemed like he could handle her as a direct boss. Then again, she could be wrong. She’d been wrong before. Thoughts of Hope swarmed her mind. She really shouldn’t have said what she did when they were talking. She’d told Hope way too much about what was being said behind the scenes.
Angelica ended the call and immediately sent Matthias an invitation to their online portal where he could fill out all of his new hire paperwork to get that ball rolling. She didn’t want to push it off or wait until her admin got around to it. They’d been without a manager long enough, and she needed a replacement in for Leanne.
Leanne.
Angelica sighed heavily, brushing her fingers through her hair. What the hell was she going to do about Leanne? The answer was nothing, but that still didn’t stop the ache in her heart anytime she thought about her. It had been months, and she should have moved on already. But for the first time in ages, Angelica had thought that they were on the same page, that perhaps they could make a life together.
But Leanne hadn’t agreed, and she’d ended up leaving anyway.
Angelica closed her laptop and looked around the hotel room that she’d called home for the last couple of weeks. She’d nearly packed everything up already, and the next morning, she’d travel across town to the hotel where she actually lived. It never made much sense to have a full apartment since she traveled so much, so she’d taken one of the suites at the hotel she primarily was at. Which happened to be the same one where she’d be training Matthias.
At least Josef couldn’t accuse her of an inappropriate relationship with Matthias. He absolutely wasn’t her type. Angelica stood up and changed her outfit from the last one they’d filmed in that day to something clean and fresh. She went into the bathroom to take off the makeup Ansel had put her in that morning and to refresh it with her own style.
It’d be good to get back into the routine of life, wouldn’t it?
She left her hair alone, not wanting to deal with it, and it still looked halfway decent anyway. She still had to put the final touches on the press tour, and she had to finalize the plans for the crew wrap party, which would be happening next week at her LA hotel. She’d opted to host, wanting to make sure that all the details were taken care of—and hell, she had the space, so why not?
She smoothed her hands over the white shirt she had on, making sure that it wasn’t bumped up over her belt in any way. One more night with these people and then she could have a little break. Slipping into her heels, Angelica pocketed her key and stepped out of her room. The party should be starting any time now.
Hope’s door opened, and Angelica tensed. Of course. They really needed to stop meeting like this—in hallways, in elevators, anywhere that was close and confined. Angelica didn’t have the bandwidth to keep dealing with it. The break couldn’t come soon enough.
“Oh, hey,” Hope said, her voice dropping.
Angelica winced. She really had done a number on Hope during their last tiff, hadn’t she? It hadn’t been full of anger and bravado like many of the others, but she’d pushed Hope as far away from her as possible.
Angelica nodded in Hope’s direction, acknowledging that they were headed to the same place. She didn’t want to say anything that she’d regret again. They started down the hallway in silence, but it was so oppressive. This quiet attitude wasn’t like Hope—and it was entirely Angelica’s fault.
Hope reached for the button to the elevator, but Angelica put her hand out to stop her. Hope stared at her in curiosity. “Is something wrong?”
So many things were wrong.
And Angelica didn’t have solutions to those problems. Just this one. She dashed her tongue across her lips, looking at Hope’s face and focusing on her eyes. “I’m sorry about yesterday.”
Hope’s eyebrows shot up. “Sorry?”
“Yes.” Angelica’s cheeks heated. It wasn’t often she said those words, but when she did, she always meant them. “I was…frustrated, but not with you.”
“With Josef,” Hope supplied. “Yeah, I could tell that.”
Angelica hummed slightly, keeping her hands at her sides. She was scared if she moved or got any closer that the tension between them would snap, and she’d do something she’d regret.
“I’m always here if you need someone to talk to.”
“No. Not about that.” Angelica couldn’t let Hope know about that. No one could know. Having Josef be the only person on set was plenty. She didn’t need the pressure and watchful eyes from anywhere else.
“Okay.” Hope nodded, turning back toward the elevator, ready to leave and get this conversation over with.
But Angelica wasn’t. She wanted to make sure that she rectified the problem between them fully before they stepped into the party room. “I meant what I said though.”
“What did you say?” Hope frowned at her.
“That if you want to quit, I won’t hold you back from it. I don’t ever want to force someone to stay somewhere they don’t feel…comfortable.” That was the best word she could come up with for right now. Because it was exactly the opposite of what she felt every day on set since New Orleans and that kiss.
“What makes you think I’m uncomfortable?” Hope’s crystalline eyes locked on Angelica’s. Her hair was in curls around her shoulders, the black slacks and black tank forming to her body, and the mustard yellow jacket brought out the darker tones of her skin again.
Angelica could barely talk, her mouth was so full of cotton. She’d taken such great pains not to notice Hope, and here she was, staring at her again. Because they were avoiding the one thing that they really should talk about but that they couldn’t.
“Nothing. I just thought you should know that I meant that.”
Hope cocked her head to the side, shifting her weight so she faced Angelica more fully than she had before. “I understand you’re trying to apologize, Ange, but for the life of me, I have no idea what you’re apologizing for.”
The gut punch was hard. Angelica sighed as her face fell. Perhaps she’d already done too much damage to make repairs for. “I’m sorry it’s been so difficult—filming this show.”
“Oh.” Hope nodded firmly, as if finally understanding. “Well, I don’t think all of that is your fault. Or really most of it,” she mumbled the last bit.
“It’s my job as a producer to make this easier for everyone, and I failed at doing that.”
“You ran into roadblocks, sure, but you also were thrown more wild cards than I think anyone was anticipating.” Hope put one hand into her jacket pocket. “In this case, I accept your apology.”
“Thank you.” Angelica nodded, turned toward the elevator, ready to join the rest of the party to celebrate wrapping up this episode.
“Was that it?” Hope asked.
Angelica looked her over, gaze dropping to Hope’s full lips, the ones that were curling back upward in their natural almost-smile state. She loved seeing that again. Dragging her gaze back to Hope’s eyes, Angelica said, “Yep.”
“All right.” Hope gave her a small smile and reached forward to press the button and call for the elevator.
As soon as they were inside, Angelica relaxed a bit. She could do this. They could find some sort of even footing and make it through tonight, couldn’t they? Angelica sent Hope a small, weak smile, but she received a genuine one back. Yes, they could do this.
“Eva was asking for you today, something about doing more math homework.”
Angelica smirked then. “She doesn’t need my help.”
“Need it? No.” Hope turned to her. “She wants it. She likes you, and that’s something to be proud of. Eva’s scrupulous with the adults she likes, and you’re on the short list.”
Angelica hummed. She felt the same about Eva. Something in that little girl had captured Angelica’s affection, and she wasn’t going to let it go anywhere.
“Were you able to hire a replacement for that manager who quit?” Hope asked.
“Yes, today actually.” Angelica sighed, hooking her thumbs into the pockets of her pants. “I’ll start training him next month probably. I know my assistant manager will be happy to have the extra workload lifted.”
“No doubt.” Hope grinned. “Ange?”
“Yes?” Angelica turned to face her fully.
“Are we okay?”
She hated being thrown back into that chaos. They’d just left it, so why did Hope have to bring it up again?
“Because I want us to be okay.”
“Yeah, we’re okay.” Angelica’s voice softened, and she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “It’s been an intense few months.”
“It has,” Hope responded. “Way more stressful than I anticipated.”
“I think more than anyone did.”
They shared a light chuckle as the doors to the elevator opened on the second floor. They walked together, the din of voices reaching their ears as they got closer to the salon where Conrad had set up the party. Everyone was there already, which Angelica wasn’t unused to. But typically Hope would have been there before her.
“Drinks are this way,” Hope murmured in Angelica’s ear, guiding her toward the champagne and wine. She snagged a glass of champagne and handed it over to Angelica before taking one for herself. “I had a talk with Kyle yesterday after you left.”
“Oh?” Angelica didn’t look at Hope. She didn’t want anyone to accidentally overhear what they were talking about.
“Gave him a piece of my mind about communication.”
“Ah. Well deserved, I think. I’ve talked to him several times about it, but as women, we’re just not given quite the credit we should be sometimes.”
Hope laughed. “Agreed.”
Angelica sipped her drink and surveyed the room. The chatter was good, moods were happy. The crew knew everything was coming to an end soon, and Conrad was probably damn happy that Angelica would be out of his hair soon.
“So what are we doing to promote this beast of a show?” Hope asked, raising an eyebrow at Angelica.
“You want to talk shop?” Angelica replied, her gaze flicking from Hope’s mouth to her eyes. How many times she’d done that in the past few months really shouldn’t be counted. It’d easily be in the hundreds.
“What else would we talk about?”
That kiss? Doing it again?
When we’ll see each other again?
Angelica stopped those thoughts immediately. “Perhaps something we have in common.”
“Like what?” Hope had that tease in her tone again, the one that Angelica had missed from when they’d met.
“Who knows?” Angelica sipped her champagne, the dry flavor tingling her tongue. She still preferred beer, but apparently that wasn’t a popular choice at events like this—something she’d learned early on her in career.
“Hmm, let’s think…” Hope crossed her arms, casting a studying gaze over Angelica. “We’re both control freaks, we have established that.”
Angelica found herself chuckling. “I’ll give you that one.”
“But that’s not a very interesting topic to discuss, is it?”
“No.” Angelica once again turned back to focusing on the room around them. She spied the food that Hope had prepared earlier that day and was curious what exactly she would have picked for a night like tonight.
Hope must have caught that. “Are you hungry?”
“Not really, no.”
“Do you ever eat?”
“Yes.” Angelica gave her a half-offended look. “Of course I do.”
“I mean like do you actually eat eat.” Hope smirked at her. “Unless I’ve brought you food, I’ve never seen you eat anything other than coffee.”
“Coffee is the key to life.” Angelica grinned at her. “Don’t you think?”
“I think coffee might be the key to life, but food is the way to anyone’s heart.” Hope brushed her fingers down Angelica’s arm. “Everything we made tonight you can eat, by the way. I didn’t want you to have to pick through whatever was served for something.”
“What?” Angelica looked at her sharply, shocked. “Are you serious?”
“Yes.” Hope smiled softly at her. “You don’t tell many people about your allergy, do you?”
“No. No one unless I have to.”
“Because people stare at you like you’re crazy.”
Angelica grinned. “Most of them, yes.”
She’d never had someone take so much care in preparing food for her either. Leanne certainly never had, but again, Angelica hadn’t told her. She’d just eaten what she could and went from there, and they didn’t often share meals together either. Their relationship was more… physical. Which should have been a tip off that it wouldn’t ever go further than that, now that she thought about it.
“Thank you,” Angelica said, her voice breaking slightly.
“Anytime.” Hope finished her drink and held her hand out for Angelica’s. “Another one?”
She hadn’t even realized she’d finished it, or that she was actually semi-enjoying herself this time. She should have stuck closer to Hope during all the last of the parties, but she hadn’t felt comfortable doing that.
“Sure.” Angelica nodded and watched as Hope walked off.
“It is nice to see the two of you get along.”
Angelica tensed. She looked to her other side to find Josef staring after Hope. “Did you want us at each other’s throats?”
“No, not at all.” He sipped his drink, keeping his gaze on Hope. “But I don’t want you to screw this up either, and I’m still watching. You’re different with her. You can’t deny that.”
“She’s a woman in a male-dominated field. Don’t you think that gives us some semblance of commonality?” Angelica raised her chin at him, keeping the rest of her body calm. He really didn’t need to know how much he got under her skin.
“Perhaps.” He turned on her. “Just watch yourself.”
Hope came back, eyeing him and handing Angelica not only a glass of champagne but a small plate of food. “Josef.”
“Hope.” He nodded at her and then walked away.
Hope instantly focused on Angelica. “What did he want this time?”
“Shop talk.” Angelica frowned down at the plate. He’d completely ruined her mood. She’d never get away from her past, would she? And she’d never not be the center of suspicion when it came to her relationship with women. She hated that she wanted to leave already.
“You all right?”
“Fine,” Angelica mumbled, taking a long sip of her drink. She’d stay just to spite him, and she’d stick close to Hope, again to prove a point.
Nothing was going on between them.



Post-Season





Chapter         

Forty-One
Everything felt off.
The house felt empty, and Hope was lost on how to fill it up again. She spent hours deep cleaning Eva’s room after taking her to and from her activities and tutoring now that they were home and re-establishing the routine they’d once had.
But it still didn’t feel right.
She stood at the sink as she cleaned dishes from the day and glanced at her phone. What was Angelica doing right now?
Working probably.
Hope smirked at that thought.
“Mom?”
“Yeah, baby?”
“Can I play on your phone?”
Hope hesitated but nodded. Maybe if the thing was farther from her then she wouldn’t have to question her sanity about calling Angelica. She shouldn’t. She knew that. She would talk to Angelica when they had something to talk about.
But something in that last night together had been magical, so peace-giving in their relationship. Hope wanted more of that. Perhaps she wouldn’t be considering quitting the show so much if they’d had more moments like that. Instead, she’d been stuck in the chaos of uncertainties.
“Hello?” Angelica’s voice echoed through Alexa.
Hope spun sharply and looked around. “What the…? Eva?”
“Yes, Mommy?”
Oh that tone didn’t bode well.
Hope dried her hands on the dish towel and walked into the living area, finding Eva hunkered down on the big fluffy chair with the phone pressed to her chest. “What are you doing?”
“Nothing?”
“Eva?” Angelica’s voice said again.
Hope held her breath and put her hand out, waiting for the phone. Eva frowned and then held it up so that Angelica could see her.
“Hope.” That was a statement, not a question. And the worry on Angelica’s face instantly eased. What had she been worried about?
“I wanted to see when Angelica could help with my math again.”
“Honey, you can’t just call people randomly in the middle of the workday.” Hope took the phone and immediately turned the Bluetooth off so at least Angelica’s voice couldn’t be heard throughout the entire house. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s fine.” Angelica pursed her lips. “I’ll talk to her, if you don’t mind.”
“I…don’t. But if you’re busy, don’t feel obligated.”
“It’s fine, Hope.”
She hesitated another second before handing the phone back to Eva, who grinned broadly at Angelica’s face on the small screen. Of course her kid would FaceTime the one person that Hope wanted to talk to and didn’t want to talk to at the same time. Sometimes having a kid was such a curse.
“You said you’d help me with my math again.”
“I can do that, if you want and if you need it.” Angelica smiled at Eva, and this smile was so different from the ones she gave Hope. It was genuine, kind, and tender. “When do you have a test coming up?”
“Um…” Eva looked up at Hope. “Next week.”
Hope honestly didn’t know. She let the tutors figure out the schedule and her daughter keep track of it as much as possible, not the other way around. But she also wasn’t going to leave and let Angelica and Eva talk without supervision.
Sure, that’s the reason she wasn’t going back to dishes.
Hope sat on the arm of the chair and leaned over it so she could glance down and see Angelica’s face. This woman was completely different when a child entered the picture. Immediately soft and warm when she never would be otherwise.
“What’s six plus six?” Eva asked.
“Twelve…?” Angelica said it like a question, and when Hope glanced, she could tell that she was doing something else at the same time as entertaining her daughter.
“Um… twelve plus twelve?” Eva continued. Hope had played this game with her several times in the past few months, and she wasn’t exactly wanting to do it again.
“Twenty-four.” Angelica glanced at the camera and smiled at Eva. “You know that one. I don’t know why you’re asking me.”
“To test you!” Eva giggled in the way only a little child could. “What’s twenty-four plus twenty-four?”
“You should be asking what six times eight is.”
“What?” Eva was confused now.
Hope dropped her hand onto Eva’s shoulder. “She’s talking about multiplication. And you shouldn’t be bothering her. Can’t you tell she’s busy?”
Eva squinted at the camera. “Are you busy?”
“I’m trying to solve a problem.”
“Oh, what problem? I like to solve problems!” Eva grinned. “I can help you this time.”
“Maybe you can.” Angelica put down whatever she was working on and focused on the phone for a minute. “You know how your mom and I have this big party coming up? For everyone who worked on the show with us?”
“Yeah.” Eva frowned. “Mom said I can’t go.”
“Yeah, sorry, it’s for grown-ups only.” Angelica seemed genuinely sad about that.
Would she be more relaxed if Eva was there? Hope was about to suggest that when Angelica continued. “The person who was supposed to make all of the food can’t do it anymore.”
“What? Why?” Eva frowned, her big blue eyes looking so sad.
“There was a big problem that they can’t solve, which has made a big problem for me.”
Hope furrowed her brow at that. Angelica had just been deliberately cagey and not even in a way that would throw Eva off the trail. What the heck?
“Mom can cook for you. She likes to cook.”
Angelica’s eyes twinkled. “Are you going to be her sous chef? I tried it once, and I’m not sure that your mom would want me back in her kitchen.”
Hope would take Angelica in her kitchen any day, honestly. She’d enjoyed those few hours together more than she wanted to admit to anyone. They’d been tense about the task at hand, but relaxed with each other.
“Maybe when I get older. Right now I can only use the microwave.” Eva popped her lower lip out in a pout.
“Because you put your hand on the stove when you were four and burned it so severely we had to take you into the hospital.” Hope snagged the phone from Eva. “What happened with the caterer?”
Angelica’s face fell, and she rolled her eyes. “That’s a long, complicated story.”
“Tell me about it then.” Hope took the phone with her, glancing over her shoulder at a still pouting Eva. “Go watch Bluey!”
“Okay!” Eva turned toward the television.
Hope walked out of the room and down the hall to her office. She sat on the small love seat in there and crossed an ankle over a leg as she stared at Angelica. She didn’t look all that different now than she did before, her hair in gentle curls, her makeup not as pronounced as when Ansel did it.
“Are you still in LA?”
“I am, at least for this week.” Angelica stared directly at Hope. “I thought you had a problem in San Francisco that you needed to resolve.”
“I do,” Hope answered with a sigh. “I leave Friday when Rex has a bit more time to be at home with Eva.”
“Ah. Post and editing.”
“Yes.” Hope smiled, her eyes twinkling. “This isn’t getting you out of the story.”
“There isn’t a story,” Angelica murmured. “Hold on.” She stood up, taking the phone with her. Hope got a brief view of some of the paintings on Angelica’s wall in her office, and the door, which Angelica was shutting. “I don’t want someone to come in while I’m talking to you.”
“But you don’t mind when you’re talking with Eva? How rude!”
Angelica let out a small chuckle. “Her call was unexpected. I was planning on calling you this afternoon.”
“It is afternoon, Ange.”
Angelica frowned as she recognized the time. “So it is.” She sat back down in her chair and put the phone against something so that Hope could see her without moving around like the Blair Witch Project. “The caterer dropped us as a contract.”
“Why?”
“Because the manager I had to replace didn’t take care of the situation like she should have.” Angelica’s jaw clenched tightly.
“I thought you said she was good at her job.”
“She was until about six months ago.” Angelica sighed, her lips pressing into a thin line. “Apparently the contract was cancelled three months ago, right about the time we started filming. I trusted her that she’d taken care of it, but with the transition between managers and filming, it slipped through the cracks.”
“And finding a caterer for a large event on less than a week’s notice and a reasonable budget is next to impossible,” Hope supplied.
“Exactly.”
“So you came to your first best option, and the exact person you should have come to first.”
“I…” Angelica’s jaw dropped.
Satisfaction rolled through Hope. She’d managed to take Angelica by surprise again. Laughing, Hope shook her head. “Oh the look on your face. If you’d ask, you’d get an answer, you know.”
Angelica narrowed her gaze and took a long pause before speaking. “Hope, would you cater the crew wrap party?”
“Yes.”
“For a reasonable cost.”
Laughing again, Hope nodded. “Yeah, Ange. Just send me your budget, and I’ll figure it out.”
“Thank you.”
Hope breathed into that. She loved hearing those two words from Angelica. And it was the least she could do, it seemed, when they were going to be spinning in each other’s circles for a while longer.
“Anytime. You should know that by now.”
“That you want to save me from my own mistakes?” Angelica’s lips quirked slightly.
“Oh now there’s something you didn’t quite say.” Hope bit her lip, debating whether or not she wanted to actually push Angelica on this.
“What’s that?”
“How is the management issue your mistake?”
Angelica’s face fell. She went from the lightness of teasing to instant dread. There was way more to this story than Hope was getting, and she wanted to know. Not because she felt like she deserved it, but because she wanted to know more about who Angelica was behind the many different masks she wore every day.
“I’m sorry if that’s too much…” Hope said.
“It’s my fault because I didn’t follow up with it. I trusted when I shouldn’t have.”
“You should be able to trust the people who work for you.” Hope cradled the phone in her hand and glanced out the office door when she heard the theme song for Bluey start up.
“You’re right. I should. But I can’t, and I made the mistake of thinking I could with this one in particular.” Angelica seemed sad now.
“I didn’t mean to bring anything up that you didn’t want to talk about.” Hope went back to biting her lip. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It’s my own fault.” Angelica breathed in deeply. “And as an offer for your help today, Hope, if you can’t figure out what’s wrong in San Francisco, let me know, and I’ll see if I can help you.”
“Oh like a trade?”
“It’s only fair, don’t you think?”
“Maybe.” Hope’s cheeks rushed with heat. The more she got to know Angelica the more she actually liked her. She really was soft underneath all the bravado armor she wore, and she had a feeling it was rare for anyone to be let in to see it. “But I think just seeing you at the wrap party will be enough of a trade.”
Angelica laughed. “You can’t be missing me.”
But she was. Desperately. Spending three months in close quarters with someone and then not having that person in her life was a sharp change. And this time, Hope hadn’t been prepared for it at all. Hope didn’t want to say that out loud though. Something held her back.
“I miss being busy.” That wasn’t completely insincere. Taking time off post-filming might not have been the best idea on the planet. Hope needed to be doing something, and the stillness, while it had been beneficial for Eva to spend some one-on-one time with her, had been driving her mad. Taking on the task of planning food and making it for the wrap party would give her exactly what she needed.
“Then it’s a good thing you have a new job to do. By Friday.”
“Yeah, by Friday.” Hope smiled. “Wait… you do have people to serve, right?”
“Yes, I do have that.”
“Good.” Hope’s stomach had dropped instantly at that thought. Finding enough people to keep the crew full and happy would have been difficult on such short notice.
“I have a call coming in, Hope.”
“Right. You have a busy life compared to mine.”
Angelica hummed. “Some days. I’ll have my assistant email you the budget.”
“Thanks. I guess I need to go shopping soon.”
“That you do.” Angelica smiled at her, gave a small little wave, and then hung up without saying anything.
Hope relaxed back into the loveseat, smiling to herself. How was it that one simple and random conversation with Angelica could put her at such ease? Because this feeling wasn’t like anything she’d had with Angelica before, but after not seeing her and having nothing to do, she’d needed this conversation. In fact, she would have loved more of it.
What if she and Angelica could set up regular calls or meetups throughout the break so they could prepare for the next season? They’d see each other a whole lot on the press tour, wouldn’t they? Hope had gotten that schedule in her inbox yesterday, but she hadn’t had the heart to open it and figure out where she’d be headed yet.
“Mommy! Can I talk to Angelica again?” Eva skidded into the room in her socks.
“I’m sorry, baby. She had another phone call she had to take.”
Eva frowned. “But when will I see her again?”
“I don’t know. Soon. Okay? I’ll talk to her about when you two can get together again, all right?”
“Okay.” Eva grinned. “Come watch with me.”
“I’ll be out in a minute.” Hope watched as Eva skittered off again. She breathed slowly and then snagged up her iPad so she could start on a catering plan. She could always adjust later depending on the budget and make it work. And she wanted to make sure that Angelica had plenty of options at the party. She would make this a party that the crew would remember—one that Angelica would remember.



Chapter         

Forty-Two
“Thanks for coming in to meet with me,” Angelica said as she stepped into her office at the hotel she ran in LA. Hope was already sitting in the comfortable chair in the far corner near the window where Angelica had set up a small lamp and table with two chairs. She’d used those for more intimate and longer conversations.
“Eva was mad that I wouldn’t let her come, but I told her we had actual work to discuss.”
“Right.” Angelica faltered in her step slightly, but she put her iPad onto her desk and walked to sit next to Hope. She slid her hands against her backside and under her legs to smooth out her skirt and cross her legs as she leaned a little in the chair. “As co-leads, I thought it’d be a good idea for us to get the crew gifts.”
“I had the same thought.” Hope rubbed her palms against her thighs. “Did you have any ideas?”
“It might strike you as strange, but this isn’t my area of expertise.” Angelica loved this side of Hope, the much more comfortable in her own skin side. She seemed way more confident and down to earth now than she ever had when they were filming. The jeans she wore were a bleached-out blue with a few rips in them. Angelica couldn’t tell if they were supposed to be there or not. The tank top was white and stretched across her body beautifully.
Angelica was more than a little distracted by it. But seeing Hope on FaceTime and seeing her in person didn’t compare at all. This was so much better. Angelica settled into the conversation, relaxing. She had an hour block of time before she needed to be in another meeting, and she was going to spend the entire time with Hope if she could.
“That doesn’t surprise me at all.” Hope grinned at her, eyes squinting in the corners.
Fuck, she was beautiful. Did she know just how gorgeous she was? Angelica was having a hard time forcing herself to focus and convincing herself that the conversation needed to move on. “Normally I’d ask my admin, but since you and I are on this project, I thought I’d ask you.”
That’d been the thought that had originally run through her head. But when she’d analyzed it more later on, she’d realized it was just an excuse.
She wanted to work with Hope again.
She needed to see her in person without anyone else there.
“You could have asked me before today, you know.” Hope lifted her chin up slightly. “Or are you one of those people who gets a thrill from last-minute decisions?”
“Hardly.” Angelica laughed lightly. “I’ve just been distracted with bigger messes to clean up.”
“I can understand that.” Hope rested her ankle on her knee and relaxed a bit. “Everyone loves a good travel mug, don’t you think?”
Angelica pursed her lips. “Sure.” That seemed rather simple though, like something so basic and forgettable. While Angelica wasn’t great at coming up with gifts for people, she didn’t want it to be a crappy gift either.
“And we could put some bonbons and good coffee in it.”
That sounded like a much better idea. Angelica settled into it. She shifted slightly, her skirt rising up higher on her knee than it had before. Hope gave a small whimper, and Angelica instantly looked at her. Their eyes locked. They were caught in a battle of wills and curiosities and wants and desires. She could see every thought run through Hope’s mind.
What would it be like to kiss again?
This time when they were both expecting it.
It’d be better surely.
But would Hope like it?
Angelica stayed right where she was, not moving an inch. “By bonbons do you mean chocolates?”
Hope’s cheeks rushed with pink. She nodded slightly. “Yeah, truffles or the like. I can make them.”
“Along with everything else you’re making for Friday?” Angelica didn’t want Hope to run into too much overwork right before a big shift in their lives. The least she could do was protect her as much as possible from herself.
“Yeah,” Hope said. “Eva can help make those. She’ll enjoy it.”
Angelica cleared her throat and glanced down at her hands. When had she clenched them into fists? She flexed her fingers, pressing them against her thigh so that she wouldn’t be tempted to clench them again. Her heart raced.
She didn’t want to give this up.
“Have you talked to Mary again?” Angelica nearly whispered the question. But she was so scared of what the answer might be, that Hope would leave her high and dry if they were to get renewed for a second season.
“Yes, but not about what you’re asking.”
Angelica wasn’t sure she dared to hope. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from Hope’s face. It hurt her so much to think that this might be the last time they worked together on a project. The physical ache in her chest grew by the minute.
“She did line me up a few jobs during the break, which I’m grateful for. It’ll keep me entertained while I’m traveling to my restaurants.” Hope looked at her curiously, as if daring her to actually ask the question they were both avoiding.
“That’s good,” Angelica responded. “Are you going to open a new restaurant?”
Angelica took the easy and distracted way out. She wasn’t ready to hear Hope’s answer. She couldn’t fathom what that would do to her between now and Friday, and she wanted to be as present as possible on Friday.
“Eventually. I’m working with a developer in DC actually.”
“Oh!” Angelica eyes widened. “That’ll be a nice place for a five-star restaurant.”
“It will. Imagine all the political people I’ll meet.”
Angelica laughed. “Yes, because you excel at playing politics.”
“Oh, I don’t have to play them.” Hope grinned conspiratorially. “I just have to watch and listen. Which I’m excellent at.”
Angelica smiled before she nodded. “That you are.”
“What do you think about the travel mug idea?”
“It’s good.” Angelica nodded. “I can get some special ordered with the logo on them and go from there. I think pint glasses would be better.”
Hope’s eyes widened. “Excellent idea! Maybe next season we can do that.”
“Maybe.” Angelica’s stomach churned. She still wasn’t convinced that they’d actually be picked up for a second season. Kyle and Josef had sent her some of the footage from the first episode that was finally being edited together in its more final form. It seemed like it was a good show, at least from what Angelica could tell, but she wasn’t the target audience for this either.
“I’ll work on the bonbons and the coffee.” Hope bit her lower lip as was her habit, and she trailed her gaze across Angelica’s body again.
Angelica couldn’t be the only one wondering, could she? The intensity between them had been there from the start, and she should have known then. But she’d buried her head in the sand and ignored all of the signs. She didn’t want to admit that Josef had been right.
She liked Hope.
Way more than she should.
And she was a chronic rule breaker, always playing with fire and being interested in those who worked under her. She really needed to stop that. Or maybe get some damn therapy to figure out what her problem was. She pushed that thought aside. She didn’t have time for therapy.
“Eva wants to know when you can teach her math again.” Hope folded her hands together. “Her schedule is fairly wide open since she’ll be in LA with Rex for the rest of the summer.”
Angelica hummed and nodded. “I’ll have to look at my schedule.”
“Just let me know.” Hope pushed herself to stand up. “I assume that’s all you wanted to talk about today?”
It was.
But Angelica didn’t want her to leave. The hour wasn’t up. She could still fill it with other idle conversation, couldn’t she?
Angelica stood up, wobbling a little in her heels, which was so unlike her. But her knees were weak, and her heart raced. “How are the food preparations going?”
“Good.” Hope turned around to face her, and they stood so close that Angelica could smell Hope’s scent again. That damn lilac after a rain. It was fast becoming Angelica’s favorite. “I have several of the dishes already prepped and made. The others I need to cook, so I’ll do that tomorrow.”
“By yourself?” Angelica asked. She wasn’t going to offer her services again, was she? Surely Hope would laugh at her. She wouldn’t be any help to Hope at all. She’d barely been any help last time.
“Are you wanting to apply for a new job?” The tease was there, but it didn’t come off in a mocking tone. Not like Angelica had expected.
“I don’t think I’d be any good to you.”
“I don’t know about that.” Hope lowered her voice, leaning in even closer. “You were a lot of help the last time you came to rescue me in a kitchen.”
Angelica hummed, pressing her lips together. Her cheeks rushing with an unexpected heat. Could Hope see it? “I’m fairly certain I ruined more than just what I touched in that meal.”
“You didn’t.” Hope’s eyes glittered with amusement. “But let’s say your cooking skills could use a lot of honing.”
“A whole lot,” Angelica corrected.
“Sure. It wasn’t your skills I was looking for that day.”
Her heart skipped a beat. “It wasn’t?”
“No. I needed a calm presence, someone who could chill me out.” Hope laughed a little. “And you were the perfect person for that.”
Angelica breathed in deeply. That was the best compliment anyone had given her in a long time. And it was so unexpected.
“Never doubt yourself, Ange. It’s not a good look on you.”
Angelica’s lips parted in surprise. “I won’t,” she whispered.
“Good.” Hope smiled at her again. “But if you really want to help me cook and have free time tomorrow, my house is always open.”
“House?” Angelica frowned.
“Yeah.” Hope cocked her head to the side. “Did you think I was doing this at my restaurant?”
“Or here, if you wanted.” Angelica brushed her thumb and forefinger together. “If you did it here, then you wouldn’t have to move the food.”
“True,” Hope said, dropping her voice a little.
And Angelica would be able to pop in and see her. And that sent a thrill through her, one she was expecting this time. She had no doubts about her attraction to Hope, but that confirmed she was interested in far more than simple attraction.
“But I think your chef might not be very happy for me to come in and take over their kitchen.”
Angelica hummed her assent. “But I’m the boss.”
“A boss who’s trying not to piss off her employees.” Hope chuckled. “I’ll be fine at home. I promise. And that way, I don’t have to find a sitter for Eva.”
Disappointment hit her first. But then the determination to make this not the last she saw of Hope, that Friday wouldn’t be the end of it. She smiled at Hope and nodded. “If it works for you.”
“It does.” Hope’s lips pulled up to the side in a brilliant smile. “I miss you too, Ange.”
Angelica stilled. She met Hope’s intense gaze, surprised. She hadn’t expected that. She’d never expected half of the things that Hope said and did. And this was the last thing she’d thought that Hope would say to her.
“We can fix that, you know. Find time to get together even if we’re not filming.” Hope reached out for Angelica’s hand, hooking her fingers around Angelica’s palm.
Her skin was so warm and smooth against Angelica’s. She dropped her gaze down to look at the touch, shivering. Oh, she was in over her head. Way in over it. Angelica needed to escape before she did something stupid, something that she’d regret, something that Josef could come back and fault her for.
“I’ll think about it.” She swallowed the sudden lump in her throat and stepped away. “Thank you, for everything.”
“Anytime.” Hope nodded and stepped away, clearly sensing the shift in conversation. “I’ll see you Friday.”
“See you.”
Angelica stayed right where she was as Hope left. When the door was shut, she crossed her arms and sighed heavily. She was so in over her head. She was going to fall down this rabbit hole, and she wasn’t sure that she’d be able to come out the other side or find her way out again if she wasn’t careful.
Because there was something about Hope.
It wasn’t just her happy personality or the ease that she seemed to have with conversations. It was the depth that she carried with that ease, the intrigue and understanding that Angelica rarely found in someone. Sure, they were similar in some aspects of life, but they were also so different, and their differences actually complimented each other.
Angelica’s heart raced. She drew in a deep breath and walked back to her desk, sliding into her chair. But she couldn’t focus. She couldn’t stop thinking about Hope. About every emotion that swirled through her body, her mind, her soul.
It wouldn’t hurt to dream a little, would it?
The phone on her desk rang, an internal number. Angelica automatically went to answer it, not thinking before she picked it up. She needed to get her mind off Hope and back onto the work that needed to be done. She wasn’t here to fall in love. She was here to do her job to the best of her ability.



Chapter         

Forty-Three
“Everything almost set up?”
Hope spun around, a grin on her face, as she finally saw Angelica for the first time since she’d gotten there that day. She’d been waiting for Angelica to come and check that everything was ready for the party starting in a few hours, but she hadn’t thought she’d wait that long.
“Yeah.” Hope stood up straight, wiping her hands on a towel to make sure they were clean. “Food’s all here.” She’d stashed the stuff that needed to be kept warm in the kitchens under the warmers. But everything else she’d already put out. The waitstaff was well trained—not that she’d expect anything less from Angelica.
“Good, because we have thirty minutes.” Angelica smiled at her. “It feels good to be done.”
“Like this is what you’ve been waiting for to feel like the season ended?”
“Yeah,” Angelica answered. “And I finally watched the full first episode late last night.”
“Did you?” Hope had snuck a watch with Rex when he’d come home the night before too. “What’d you think?”
“It wasn’t as bad as I expected it to be.”
Hope laughed, her entire body shaking. “You always say the most expected and unexpected things.”
“What do you mean?”
“I fully expected you to say that. It’s good, Ange. I watched it with Rex last night, too.”
“Well, ratings on it still aren’t the greatest. At least from the initial views, but who knows what’ll happen when it hits television? Some things just take off in ways we don’t expect.”
“Are you wanting it to take off?” Hope raised an eyebrow at her.
“Of course.” Angelica stepped away. “I need to check a few more things. I’ll be back.”
“See you.” Hope went back to work, finishing her setup and also putting out the gifts they’d gotten for everyone in the crew. She’d have to be a whole lot more creative next season, but with only two days to think and prep, she thought they’d done a fairly decent job.
It wasn’t long before the salon started to fill up with crew. Angelica ditched the dish towel and let the wait staff take over. They had everything they needed. She kept her eye out, waiting for Angelica to get back. Rex showed up, a sports jacket on. It was nice to see the whole crew dressed up for once instead of just her and Angelica.
Hope was talking with a cameraman when she caught sight of Angelica out of the corner of her eye. And her breath was gone. She couldn’t even bring herself to pay attention to what the poor man was saying to her. Her heart hammered.
Angelica was dressed in a simple black dress, one that formed to her body, but had cuffed sleeves with a peekaboo right at the top of her arm before the sleeve continued to just above her elbow. Hope’s mouth was dry as she dragged her gaze down Angelica’s body, the smooth black material, to the edge where it ended just at her knees, to the high heels she wore that added at least four inches to her height. They’d stand almost even now if Hope got any closer, which she sure as hell was going to do.
She didn’t even finish the conversation or say goodbye.
She simply walked away and grabbed a bottle of beer and a glass of wine for herself. She walked straight toward Angelica, her gaze never wavering as she went. She had her mark, and she was going to make sure that she was there for it. Hope stepped next to Angelica and immediately put the cold bottle of beer in Angelica’s hand.
Angelica looked at her curiously before looking down at the bottle. “What? No small nibblings tonight?”
Hope giggled. “I can get you some if you want.”
“No, I’m good for now. Thank you.” Angelica smiled at her before putting the bottle to her lips and taking a swig. She raised her eyebrows as she pulled the bottle away. “Mmm, it’s good.”
“Well, you figured out the alcohol, so I figured you’d like this one.”
Angelica chuckled. “You know me so well.”
“I like to think I know you a little better than most.” And that was the truth. Hope had no doubts that she didn’t actually understand who Angelica was underneath everything, but that she did want to get to know her better. “Does it really feel like a good end to you?”
“You know, it does.” Angelica nodded toward the room of people. “They all seem happy, don’t you think?”
“They do. I think they all enjoyed their jobs as much as could be expected.”
“And did you?” Angelica looked at her directly.
“I did.” Hope grinned. “But I’m not going to lie, the break last week has been a bit nice in that regard. At least way less complicated.”
“And no mean hotel manager poking around in your business.”
Hope gave a fake scoff. “How dare you think I don’t like that! I, in fact, love when the hotel manager comes down to ruffle my feathers.”
“Do you?” Angelica’s eyes were alight with amusement. She lifted the beer back to her lips, covering the bottle with them. Hope couldn’t tear her gaze away.
“There you are,” Rex said, coming to stand in front of them.
In an instant, everything shifted. The flirtatious tones ended, and Hope’s mood dropped from the tingling that she felt to something more akin to annoyance. And she hated that. But why had she even done that? She wasn’t embarrassed by the fact that she had a good relationship with Angelica. In fact, wasn’t that what everyone had wanted on some level, for the two of them to get along well so the show could continue?
“The party is going great, I think.” Rex kept his gaze forward, observing everyone around him.
“Agreed,” Angelica said, sliding a look at Hope, one that was full of curiosity and more. Had she sensed the shift too?
It was probably just because Hope had been enjoying herself, and she knew that as soon as Rex came over Angelica would act different. That little insight that she was so used to getting wouldn’t be a thing anymore, and she wanted that.
Because she liked Angelica.
And the issue wasn’t that she thought Rex was going to affect Angelica, it was that she didn’t want Rex to know that she had a crush. And normally, she and Rex would talk about those things. They’d talk openly about physical attraction to other people, emotional attraction. They always came back to each other.
But this time Hope hadn’t.
She’d kept it to herself, not just their first awkward kiss that Hope had initiated, but the tension and desire and longing that she’d felt for the last three months. What the hell was she doing?
“Hope?” Rex asked, his voice rumbling. “What do you think?”
“Sorry.” She shook her head, looking into his eyes and smiling. “I got distracted. What was the question?”
“How do you think the show will do? After watching the first episode.” He clutched the bottle of beer in his hand and stared directly at her.
Could he tell?
Did he know what she was hiding?
“Oh, I don’t know.” She gave a nervous chuckle and finished off her drink. “I’m really not a good judge of that. I’m going to get another one, do you want one?” She pointed at Angelica’s since Rex’s was full.
Angelica glanced down at her drink. “Yes. Thank you.”
Hope took the empty bottle, clutching it in her hand as she walked away. Fear grasped her, fear and confusion and desire. It’d been a long time since a simple crush had taken such a hold on her. In fact, it’d been since before she met Rex, and she’d thought that he’d be the last one. But Angelica had come out of the blue, hadn’t she?
She picked up a new drink for each of them and then grabbed a small plate to fill it with nibblings as Angelica had called them. She’d nearly forgotten she’d used that tease. She picked what she knew Angelica could eat and snagged a small napkin.
When she returned, Rex and Angelica were still talking shop. It really shouldn’t surprise Hope. Angelica seemed to always turn to work when she didn’t have anything else to discuss and wanted to keep everything as calm as she possibly could.
Handing over the drink and the plate, she stole a small treat off it for herself and popped it in her mouth. When she looked up, both Rex and Angelica were staring at her oddly. “What?”
“Nothing,” Rex said, shaking his head.
Hope looked at Angelica who seemed a bit more curious than offended, which was probably a good thing. But she did take the same small treat and pop it in her mouth, humming as it hit her tongue. Hope couldn’t stop herself from listing toward Angelica, getting even closer to her in the sea of people.
“It’s good,” Angelica whispered, her lips quirking slightly.
Hope wanted to see that again. In fact, she wanted to see it as often as possible. She looked up at Rex who stared at her curiously now, and a little suspiciously. She needed to stop whatever infatuation this was. It needed to stop immediately.
“When does press start?” Rex asked, flicking his gaze between them.
“In a few months. The bulk of it anyway.” Angelica dashed her tongue across her lips, and Hope couldn’t stop staring at it. “We’re starting about two months before the first episode airs. I already sent Hope and her agent the itinerary. Did you get a chance to look at it?”
Hope’s mouth went dry. “Uh… I skimmed it.”
“Hope is a last-minute planner. She’ll look at it when Mary tells her to look at it.” Rex chuckled, still grasping tightly onto his beer bottle. Had he even drunk anything from it since coming over?
“That doesn’t surprise me,” Angelica said, glancing at Hope. “I don’t believe she did much looking at anything before she arrived for filming in Dallas.”
Hope chuckled, trying to join in the conversation, but she was so wrapped up in her realization. She liked Angelica way more than she should. She seriously needed to watch herself with that. Because she was absolutely in love with Rex. This wasn’t just about her sexuality and figuring out that she was attracted to women—well, certain kinds of women—but that she actually really liked Angelica.
“Oh, no doubt. She was also jam packed with filming her daytime cooking show at the time, too. Otherwise she might have looked at it ahead of schedule.”
“For sure,” Hope chimed in, drinking her wine. Her entire body trembled. She really had to get herself under control.
“I need to talk with Josef a minute,” Angelica said, nodding in Josef’s direction. “Thanks for the conversation.” She bowed her head slightly and walked away.
Hope couldn’t tear her gaze away from Angelica’s backside. She walked directly over to Josef, setting the plate Hope had given her down on one of the trays set out around the room and drinking her beer. Hope’s entire body was alive with tension and arousal.
“You okay?” Rex asked.
Clearing her throat, Hope nodded. “Yeah, it’s been a long few days with prepping all the food for this.”
“It was nice of you to do that. You didn’t have to, you know.”
“I wanted to.” Hope sipped her wine. “And I enjoyed it. It felt good to get back into the kitchen without the stress of staff and management.”
“You always do your best when you hyperfocus on something.”
“Uh-huh.” Hope looked around him to Angelica, as she stood with Josef. She couldn’t hear their conversation. All she could see was the way that Angelica tensed and shook her head, the way her face fell, the way she went from lightness to dark.
What was all of that about?
“Have you thought more about whether you want to try and break your contract?”
Hope tensed. Was he really asking this in a room full of crew? God, he just had no patience sometimes. She turned to look at him fully, her eyes wide. “We can talk about that later.”
“Why? It’s probably not going to be renewed anyway. That’s what Josef is telling Ange. The Ice Fairy was too icy.” Rex smirked. “And there wasn’t enough drama, and the show didn’t capture attention like it should have.”
Hope’s jaw dropped. “You’re going to put all of this blame on her, aren’t you?”
“She was warned, and you did your best.”
“Rex…” Hope shook her head at him. “One person can’t make this show a success or not. You’re the one who’s always told me that. So why are you buying the party line that she’s the one at fault now? That’s not like you.”
“I don’t like her.” Rex nodded his head in Angelica’s direction. “And I’m surprised you do. You aren’t normally one to play with bullies.”
“She was a bully because Josef tricked her into being one.”
“If you think Angelica Shields is someone who can be tricked, then you don’t know her at all. And she’d probably be one of the first to tell you that.” Rex sighed heavily. “What is with you and her anyway?”
“Nothing.” Hope’s cheeks burned. She looked up to find Angelica in the crowd again, but she was gone. Hope frowned as Josef came over to talk with them.
“Well, I pissed the Ice Fairy off again.” He said it with a laugh, like he found amusement and joy in pushing Angelica to her boundaries.
“I really wish you’d stop calling her that,” Hope said, looking directly at Josef and then at Rex. “It’s rude as fuck.”
“Hope!” Rex furrowed his brow. “Really, what’s gotten into you tonight?”
“Nothing,” she said again with a sigh. She finished off her wine. “How’d you piss her off?”
“We redid the early release and tests on the first three episodes now that we’ve re-edited them for some extra flair, and they weren’t a hit either. It’s very unlikely that we’ll get renewed for a second season.” Josef stared at Hope curiously.
“That sucks,” Hope mumbled, gripping onto her wine glass tightly. She didn’t know what else to say, honestly.
“Ange needs to change her attitude, otherwise no other production crew is going to want to work with her.”
“You know, I think everyone thinks Ange is the problem when it comes to filming and production, but I think it’s you, and you’re just damn good at puffing your chest up and shifting the blame onto her. And since she’s a woman in a male-dominated industry she just takes it, and worse yet, others just believe it without questioning.” Hope looked at Rex. “And you’ve been just as bad.” She handed him her wine glass and stepped away.
“Hope? Where are you going?”
“Anywhere but here.” She walked away.
She’d said her piece, and she just walked away from it all. Nothing she said was going to change anything, at least not with Josef. Rex might actually listen to her, and she knew that she was going to cause a much bigger argument when they got home, but she couldn’t stand to listen to Josef berate Angelica any longer. Not when she wasn’t even there to defend herself.
Hope walked the entire room looking for her.
But one thing was obvious.
Angelica had left the party.



Chapter         

Forty-Four
“Ineed to talk with Josef a minute,” Angelica said, nodding in Josef’s direction. “Thanks for the conversation.” She bowed her head slightly and walked away.
She didn’t exactly want to talk to Josef, but she needed to escape whatever awkwardness was happening between Rex and Hope. It was so uncomfortable, and Angelica had no desire to be there for it.
“Welcome to the party,” Angelica said, drinking her beer as soon as she stepped next to Josef.
“Some party.” He looked around judgmentally.
“People seem to be enjoying themselves, and that was the purpose. I think Kyle put together a video for tonight.” She waved toward the projector that had been set up in the corner of the room by his request. “He’s set to do it in about thirty minutes.”
“That’ll be good.” Josef knocked back another drink.
This wrap party was so unlike the ones at each of the hotels. This was solely for them, and the feel was different. Angelica could see the friendships that had been created in the last few months and how they’d blossomed. It was amazing to witness, and yet, she was one of the few that didn’t seem to have those.
“We got notes back from the second test group.” Josef snagged another drink from a waiter.
“And?” Angelica sipped her beer, letting the flavor linger on her tongue.
“It’s not looking good. We won’t get renewed.”
She’d feared that would be the answer, but she hadn’t wanted to fully give up hope either. She didn’t have anything to say to that either because she knew he would blame her and her lack of following his direction. She finished her second beer of the evening and held the bottle tightly in her fingers.
“I told you that you should amp up the tension more.”
There it was. Exactly where Angelica had thought it’d land. “I’m not willing to sacrifice someone’s well-being to make a show. And you shouldn’t be either.”
“Because you like her.” He shifted a look at her, one that was so accusatory. “I see the way you two look at each other, Ange, and anyone with eyes can see there’s more going on between you.”
“There’s nothing going on.” Angelica pursed her lips. “How many times do I need to tell you that?”
“Until it’s true.” Josef rolled his eyes now. “I know you have a type, and she fits right into it. Young, innocent, an employee.”
Angelica breathed slowly, keeping herself as calm as possible because she didn’t want to ruin a good night for everyone else. “Seems you won’t have to worry about it anymore, will you?” She stared at him hard, firm, and she wasn’t going to give a damn inch on this one. She stared so long that she could see Josef wiggling in discomfort from it, which made her smirk.
“I wish you wouldn’t be so emotional about it.”
“Really?” Angelica raised her eyebrows at him. “What happened to you in the last year? This isn’t the Josef I remember working with from years ago. This Josef is bitter, full of ego, full of hate and deprivation. This isn’t you. Or maybe it is, and I’m just finally getting the full window into who you are.”
“I haven’t changed.” Josef glowered. “But you have. You went from a calm, confident bitch to someone who keeps getting her panties in a wad over the littlest of criticisms.”
“Me?” Angelica shook her head and lowered her voice. “No, not me. Perhaps you.”
“I’ve never worked with someone so stubborn before.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Angelica sighed heavily, looking around the room. She needed to make a fast exit. This was a mistake. “I need to check on catering.”
“I thought Hope did that!”
Angelica didn’t respond. She just walked away. She exchanged her empty beer bottle for a fresh one and immediately left the room. She couldn’t stand to be in there anymore. Drinking the beer as she walked, she made her way down to her office. The crew’s voices echoed down the hallway and slowly got quieter.
Slipping into her office, Angelica shut the door and immediately sighed in relief. It was a good thing the show was cancelled. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to work with Josef again after this experience. And it was a good thing because she wouldn’t have to see Hope again after tonight. She’d rearrange all of the press that they were still required to do, but if they honestly thought it wouldn’t be renewed then the amount of press would be severely diminished.
Angelica sat down in the chair near the window and stared out at the LA skyline. She let the cold beer chill her body while it heated her cheeks. Not seeing Hope again would be a good thing. No matter how hard she had to convince herself of that. The temptation would be gone. The desire would eventually vanish into the ether.
Though Hope had been a good distraction from the pain that was Leanne, and finding out that she wasn’t working that far away either, it’d been tempting to go down and see her, talk with her, maybe smooth out a few of the bumps that were still there. But then again, she was convinced that would only happen with the dreadful understanding of time.
Angelica was stuck between a rock and a hard place. Once again, love thwarted for nothing more than a career, a step up from where someone else once was. All she wanted was to be loved in the same way she loved, even if it only was just a little in return. But every time she thought she was so close to making that step, something happened, someone pulled the rug out from under her, and it took forever for her to find her footing again.
Tipping the bottle back, Angelica finished most of it in a few swift swigs. She closed her eyes, breathing in the world around her. Everything would get back to normal soon. No more filming. No more Hope. No more drama.
“Why did you leave?”
Angelica startled. Hope stood in the doorway, a flush in her cheeks, her lips parted, and anger in her gaze. Angelica’s heart fluttered, her lips parted in surprise. She wasn’t even sure where to go or what to do next.
“We planned this party, Angelica. Why did you just leave it?” Hope stared at her, her body rigid as annoyance ebbed off her in waves. “What did Josef say to you?”
Angelica blinked back a sudden flood of tears and stood up, setting her beer on the small table. Her knees felt like jelly as she walked closer, her eyes glued on Hope’s face, on the pain and hurt she saw there.
“Nothing he hasn’t said before,” Angelica said, licking her lips to try and keep her mouth from drying out.
“What did he say?”
“It’s done. It’s over.” Angelica shrugged a little. “We won’t get renewed.”
“What?” Hope’s jaw dropped. “I mean Rex said something, but I didn’t believe…” Hope stopped, her eyes locking on Angelica’s. “So we’re done working together.”
“It would seem so.” Angelica swallowed the lump in her throat. She didn’t want this to be the last, but she couldn’t stop the world from happening around them, from being forced out of each other’s spheres.
“What are you going to do?” Hope stepped in closer, finally coming into the center of the room and meeting Angelica there.
“I don’t know,” Angelica murmured, shaking her head. Why was her body so hot? Why couldn’t she stop thinking about the one fucking thing she really needed to not think about? She breathed slowly, her heart racing, and she said the only words that came to mind. “I’m scared.”
“Scared?” Hope asked, her voice taking on the tender quality that wrapped Angelica in a warm hug every single time.
Angelica shifted even closer, the shuffle so slight that she wasn’t even sure Hope noticed. She tried to steady her breathing, tried to make the world stop spinning off kilter, but she wasn’t sure she could. And it wasn’t because of the beer. This was because everything she’d worked so hard on in the last year was coming to a swift damnable end.
“Of what?” Hope whispered with concern.
Of everything, Angelica wanted to say. Of what I’m feeling.
But she couldn’t make the words form. She couldn’t give them voice. Hell, if there was no second season, what did it matter anyway? All the threats from Josef, all the tension, all the times she’d thought about this and held back because Hope was married, because Hope was her coworker, her employee, because Hope…
Angelica stopped.
She dropped her gaze down to Hope’s mouth, keeping it there. Her entire body warmed, her breath evened out. She found that center, the stillness. Reaching up, Angelica slid her hand against the side of Hope’s neck, cupping her gently. She blinked twice before she leaned in quickly and pressed their mouths together.
Heat.
Warmth.
Pleasure.
She pulled back, closing her eyes, not daring to look at Hope. Not yet. Not until she had a real, full taste. She moved in again, parting her lips and closing them against Hope’s. It was a quick touch of their mouths, but the heat remained. She brushed her thumb against Hope’s cheek, the softness of her skin and the ever-so-slight movement of Hope’s mouth spurring her on to try it just one more time.
Angelica looked at Hope directly for one brief second before she moved in again, lips parted, breath mingling, her heart still hammering so loud she knew Hope could hear it this time. Her entire body tingled when their mouths touched this time. When she felt the warmth and wetness of Hope’s open lips against hers, the gentle and hesitant push of her lips into a reciprocated kiss.
Dropping her hand, Angelica pulled away. She couldn’t look away. No guilt ate at her. No sense of shame or fear curled its way through her body. This had felt absolutely right and beautiful and like something they had been building to all season.
“Of that,” Angelica whispered, licking her lips to catch just one last bit of Hope’s flavor. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have done that.”
Before she could say anything else, Hope’s mouth was against hers. Angelica breathed in deeply, tilting her head up to meet Hope’s eager lips. She reached up, cupping Hope’s neck again as Hope slid a hand behind her neck and against the small of her back. Their chests pressed together with each rapid breath.
Hope parted her lips, dipping her tongue out and sliding it along Angelica’s, just daring her to part them. So she did. She hummed a sigh as Hope dove in deeper, sliding her tongue inside Angelica’s mouth and against her tongue. Her full lips were so soft, so warm and welcoming. Angelica melted into her touch, into her hold.
Pushing forward on her toes, Angelica moved in even closer. She pressed her fingertips deeper into Hope’s hair and held onto her tightly. Hope stumbled a step forward, and Angelica barely caught herself, but that didn’t stop them. Their breathing quickened, the sounds of their kisses became more feverish by the second, and Angelica didn’t want to stop.
God, she never wanted to stop.
She pulled back slightly, afraid that it would tip Hope off to what they were doing and that she’d stop them, but she nipped at Hope’s lower lip and smiled before diving back in for another wild kiss. Their tongues tangled again, the taste of wine and beer mingling in the recesses of Angelica’s mind as she refused to stop. Not yet.
Not just yet.
Hope whimpered, and she pulled away, breathing heavily. It took her a few more seconds before she moved her hands from Angelica’s body, putting space and air between them. But the air was electric. Angelica’s entire body was on fire from just one damn kiss.
Fuck, that was a kiss.
“That’s what a first kiss should feel like,” she said, belatedly realizing she’d actually spoken out loud.
Hope’s cheeks turned bright red, her lips parted, her eyes wide. Angelica wanted to reach forward, to touch her again, to grab her hand and soothe the discomfort she knew Hope was feeling right now, but she couldn’t. This wasn’t something she could help with. It wasn’t something she could stop from happening.
She was just about to speak when Hope shook her head and took a step back. Her eyes moved wildly around the room and then settled on Angelica, firmly and confidently raking her gaze all over Angelica’s body from her lips to her crotch and back up again. It sent a new wave of arousal through Angelica, one that Angelica would gladly remember night after night.
“Hope…” Angelica said.
But Hope stepped back again. In silence, she turned around and fled, shutting the door firmly. Angelica sighed heavily, rolling up onto her toes as she dropped her head and just breathed. Breathed in the lingering scent of lilacs after the rain. Breathed out unrequited arousal. Breathed in the taste of Hope on her lips, the heady blend of wine and something so unique to Hope that she couldn’t describe it. Breathed out the memory of a first true kiss.
She didn’t regret it.
Not for one damn second.
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Forty-Five
Hope’s fingers were at her lips.
Again.
She couldn’t stop touching them. She couldn’t stop feeling the tingle and softness of Angelica’s mouth against hers. It had been days, and she hadn’t been able to get the feeling out of her head. This was so much worse than that first time. This had been passionate, desired by both of them, and it had sent so much arousal through her body that she’d nearly combusted when she got home that night.
“Is something going on?” Rex slid next to her on the couch, spreading out his legs and melting into it.
His question hadn’t been antagonistic, but imploring. Hope had to remember that. Because all of her defenses went up instantly. The lack of guilt that she’d felt concerned her. She should feel that, right? But the kiss itself had still thrown her into a tailspin that she couldn’t quite get herself out of.
“Why would you ask that?”
“You’ve been off since we stopped filming. Well, really since the wrap party.” Rex pressed his head into the back of the couch and turned to look at her. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah.” Hope’s voice broke, and then she stopped herself. This was Rex. She never wanted to be a wife who hid anything from her husband. While working with him had been difficult, this wasn’t about that at all. This was about them, as a couple, in a relationship together. One that they worked on, and one that they both cherished. “No.”
“No?” Rex frowned at her. He sat up straighter and reached over for her hand. “What’s wrong then?”
Hope looked around the room, making sure that Eva was nowhere near them. She didn’t need to hear this, because she knew it was going to upset Rex. But she had to tell him. She couldn’t keep it from him any longer.
“Ange and I kissed.”
“What?” A deep line formed in the center of Rex’s forehead, and the hand that had been on hers vanished instantly. He shook his head, tears forming in his eyes. His breathing became heavy and uneven. Rex shifted, putting more space between them. “What do you mean?”
“I…” Hope’s heart stuttered. “I don’t know how it happened really, but we kissed.”
“What does it mean?”
“I don’t know.” Tears welled in Hope’s eyes now. She hadn’t expected this. She should have, but she hadn’t anticipated what it would feel like to finally let him in on this. She breathed through the tears, her nose clogging up. “I mean, I think I realized that I’m not as straight as I once thought I was. I’ve never kissed a woman before, and it was… I liked it. That part of it.”
“But the rest of it? Did she force herself on you?”
“No.” Hope swallowed, her tears starting to flow freely now. “No, she didn’t force it. It was mutual.”
At least the second time had been. But like Angelica had said, did she really even count that first one? Hope sucked her lower lip into her mouth and breathed slowly. She needed to get herself under control, because they needed to have this conversation.
“I don’t understand, Hope. Wh-why would you⁠—”
“I didn’t plan it.” Hope grimaced. That was the last thing she’d done both times. Wiping the tears from her eyes, she looked him over. She knew she was breaking his heart with all of this. “I didn’t plan it,” she said again, whispering.
“But you kissed her.” Rex’s eyes were wide. “I thought I noticed you two were different together, but I didn’t think it was this. I just thought that you’d figured out how to talk to her in a way no one else had. Damn it, Hope!” Rex stood up sharply, and she finally saw the rage she’d expected to be there from the beginning. “I don’t know what to do with this.”
“Neither do I.” She hated this. “What I do know is that I’m not willing to give you up, or Eva. That’s nowhere in what I’m thinking right now. I’m sensible.”
Rex snorted. “You’re not sensible. You’re impulsive, and you break the rules. You always have.” He ran his hands through his hair, looking around the house before coming back to land his gaze on her. “It’s how you’ve gotten this far in your career. But don’t for one second think that you’re sensible.”
“Rex…” Hope’s voice broke.
“No. I need…a minute. Or a day.” He walked away, straight out the front door, shutting it louder than normal.
Hope crumbled. She collapsed into the corner of the couch and stared at the front door, just waiting for him to come back. This was going to take a whole lot of work, and way more than just one conversation. She knew that. But she couldn’t keep it to herself anymore. She had to tell him. And she knew there were probably going to be a whole lot more details that they would need to work on.
Lifting her fingers to her lips, she could still feel the way Angelica pressed against her. The way their mouths melded together, their tongues teasing each other. Her body burned for more of that, her mind no longer spinning circles about the fact that she was interested in women sexually, but about the fact that she’d actually done something about it.
She hadn’t been thinking at all.
She’d followed her gut, and that was it.

Hope hadn’t thought she’d come back here. Not after the wrap party had ended and she’d made her way home, but she needed to talk to Angelica. And this was the only way that she could figure out how to do it. A call wouldn’t work. A text would be crazy. She needed to see Angelica face-to-face. She needed to talk this out. So a week after the wrap party, she was back.
Angelica’s office wasn’t that far from reception, and Hope walked directly to it. The door was open, so she stepped just inside and found Angelica sitting at her desk, bent over a binder. The gentle waves of her hair covered most of her face, but she was as beautiful as ever.
“Hello,” Hope said, a little more bubbly than she was feeling, but she could tell that her voice was as shaky as she was.
Angelica jerked with a start, looking up at her, instantly turning from concerned to confused. “Hope.”
Hope pressed her lips together in a tight smile. “I was hoping that we could talk for a minute.”
“Yes, of course.” Angelica stood up, coming around the desk to meet Hope in the center of the office. Hope glanced toward the open door she’d just come in, and Angelica walked to it to shut it before coming back. But she didn’t say anything else.
Biting her lip, Hope stared into Angelica’s eyes and tried to read everything that she was thinking in this moment. “I can’t stop thinking about the kiss.”
“Me too.” Angelica’s lips curled up slightly, a half smile that Hope loved seeing.
At least she wasn’t the only one who was distracted by everything. Hope drew in a ragged breath. The last few days at home had been awful. Rex had worked more than he needed to, and they both knew it. He was escaping the tension, and Hope couldn’t blame him for it either. She needed to go back to San Francisco soon, and she wasn’t ready to leave with such turmoil going on.
“The kiss…” Hope sighed heavily, biting her lip. She really just needed to say what she came here to say. “I’m not a lesbian, Ange.”
Angelica furrowed her brow in confusion.
“I still love my husband and Eva.”
“Yeah, that’s no small thing.” Angelica’s jaw tightened, and her eyes narrowed.
“I’m not…” Hope stopped, still trying to find the right words. “The kiss…”
“It was a mistake,” Angelica said, far more firmly and confidently than Hope could have mustered.
And Hope wasn’t entirely sure she agreed with that. Her heart hammered. Did Angelica regret it? Because Hope certainly didn’t. “It wasn’t a mistake.”
“But Rex, Eva…” Angelica frowned.
Hope reached for Angelica’s hand, curling their fingers together tenderly. The touch was gentle, and Angelica’s fingers were warm against hers. Both of them stared. Hope’s breath stilled, her entire body coming to a halt finally as she looked down at their joined hands.
“It wasn’t a mistake,” she said more confidently, following the line of Angelica’s arm up to her lips and then her eyes. “And I don’t regret it. But it is throwing my life into a spin. It’s making everything worse right now.”
“I don’t understand.” Angelica met Hope’s gaze.
“Taking this job was a risk for me and my family, you have to understand that. To work with Rex on set, to take my family on a traveling adventure across the US, and to try my hand at a reality show that’s harder and way more intense than teaching people how to cook where everything is prepped and prepared ahead of time. It’s a risk. And it failed.”
Angelica’s face fell.
“Josef said we’re not getting renewed, and the episodes haven’t even officially aired yet. Rex is out a job. I’m out a job. It’s not like we’re destitute, but it’s thrown our house into a lull of depression.”
“Where are you going with this?” Angelica interjected.
“I’m trying to talk to you.” Hope shuffled forward a little, keeping her hand tangled in Angelica’s. “Like we talked at Mountain View.”
Angelica sucked in a sharp breath.
“I figured it out then,” Hope said.
“Figured what out?” Angelica breathed the words quietly, a barely there, timid whisper.
“How much I liked you.” Hope gave her a small smile. “That it was more than I should.”
Angelica’s lips curled upward in a satisfied smirk. Hope tried to ignore it, but it did feel good to be wanted. Not just by Rex, but by someone who was powerful, someone who was closed off, someone who seemed to soften only for her. Hope smiled back, pulling Angelica a little closer. She had no idea what she was doing other than following her instincts again.
“I told Rex everything,” Hope said. “He deserves to know.”
Angelica froze. She broke the touch of their hands, the lingering connection that they had. “You told him?”
“Of course. He’s my husband.”
Fear. That’s exactly what was floating through Angelica’s gaze now. Pure, unadulterated fear. Hope wanted to wipe that way. Even Rex hadn’t looked that scared when she’d talked to him about the kiss initially. Angelica, however, nearly trembled from the fear.
“What’s wrong?” Hope asked.
“Nothing.”
Angelica’s office door opened. Josef stood there, looking at the two of them, his gaze flicking back and forth. Hope stared at him curiously, waiting for some sort of explanation as to why he was just barging in here.
“We need to talk.” He looked at Angelica. “Alone.”
Angelica nodded, a mask perfectly in place. But the image of that fear in her gaze wouldn’t leave Hope’s memory. Was she that afraid of Josef? And for what? What the hell was going on between these two? She’d never quite gotten that answer, but there was always something under the surface there.
“Thanks for coming by, Mrs. Lawrence.” Angelica faced her now, hands folded in front of her body. “I’m glad we were able to work together this season.”
Hope’s lips parted in surprise. That was a shocking switch, a cold bucket of ice water dumped over them to the point that it felt impossible to even breathe. She wanted Josef to go away, to crawl into the hole that he surely came out of, because she wanted to finish her damn conversation with Angelica. She wanted to know what was wrong.
Angelica nodded toward the door, giving Hope a hardened look. Hope awkwardly nodded at her, pulling away. She took a deep breath and looked at Josef. “Good to see you again.”
“Hope,” he said, eyeing her suspiciously.
What was…? Hope looked from him and back to Angelica, the tension in the room rising to a near breaking point. This was over her head. She needed to escape. She locked her gaze on Angelica, trying to show her as much concern as possible and silently ask if she needed to stay, but Angelica didn’t move. She didn’t say anything.
Hope left.
She shut the door behind her, hearing it click loudly. But she didn’t take another step. Her hand remained on the handle, the lifeline she thought Angelica might need.
“What the hell was that about?” Josef boomed.
“We were talking about the press tour.” Angelica’s voice was firm and confident, nothing of what it had been moments before.
Why the hell would Angelica lie so easily about that? She could have said they were catching up. Three months together was a long time to not form any type of connection.
“Don’t lie to me, Ange. You did something.”
Angelica scoffed. “Why are you here, Josef?”
“We need to talk press.”
Hope left then. Angelica could handle herself, and she wasn’t going to glean any other information. Angelica was way too careful for that. She walked down the hallway and back toward the parking garage. It was cool down here, and she reveled in it. She needed that.
Nothing had felt quite right about that conversation. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Everything had felt decent until Josef had showed up, and then she’d seen a side of Angelica she hadn’t before. Defensiveness. All those walls coming up instantly without warning. The change was so drastic. So sharp.
What was Angelica protecting?
It was easy to tell who she was hiding from, but there was more to it than that. From Hope’s understanding, Josef was the one who got Angelica the job, so they should be close. Angelica should trust him.
So why didn’t she?



Chapter         

Forty-Six
“I’m here to see Hope Lawrence.” Angelica pursed her lips as she stared at the host of Hope’s inaugural restaurant. She was a betting woman sometimes, and she was taking the risk that Hope was here tonight, trying to get back into the swing of things before she left for San Francisco.
“Do you have an appointment with her?” the host asked, seemingly unfazed by the discussion. “She only sees people by appointments.”
“Tell her Angelica is here, and she’ll see me.” She wanted to add I’m not a crazed fan, but she wasn’t sure that joke would come off well. She wasn’t all that good at telling jokes anyway.
“I’ll have to talk to my manager first.”
“That’s fine. I can wait.” Angelica stepped to the side to give them the time to do what needed to be done. She hadn’t called Hope, hadn’t texted her. She wasn’t even sure what to say, but she did know that they needed to finish their conversation from a few days ago.
It didn’t take too long. Word must have traveled fast. Hope stepped around a partition, staring directly at Angelica. Her white chef’s coat was parted on the top, revealing a white tank top that was bright against her skin.
“What are you doing here?” Hope furrowed her brow, coming completely into the lobby area.
“I thought we could finish our conversation.” Angelica clenched her jaw tightly. She’d assumed that Hope would make the time for her, that this was important enough that it would happen.
“The one from your office?” Hope asked.
Angelica nodded. “Yes.”
Hope cocked her head to the side, holding the tension in the room for a brief second before she nodded. “Welcome to my office.”
Angelica followed as Hope wound her way between tables toward the back of the restaurant. Hope popped her head into the kitchen after checking that Angelica was still behind her, and smiled at her.
“Honey! I’m going to be like an hour. Don’t come get me unless the place is burning down.”
“Understood, Chef!”
Hope turned back around, facing Angelica with a smile of satisfaction. “How did you know I was here?”
“Routine and an educated guess.” Angelica shrugged a little before they stepped into an office in the back corner.
Angelica wouldn’t exactly call it small, though it wasn’t nearly as big as hers. Hope didn’t need as much space or a conference table attached to her office. Hope would need a desk and a computer, which she had, a printer and bulletin boards, and she’d need maybe one or two other chairs. Instead, she had a couch, a deep brown leather couch. And for some reason, it surprised Angelica that the office was relatively clean and organized.
Point for Hope. She would have figured Hope would leave it a mess every day.
Hope shut the door behind her and proceeded to sit down heavily on the couch, crossing an ankle over a knee and staring up at Angelica as if waiting for Angelica to start this conversation. Well, she had been the one to just show up, so she should, right?
Angelica slid onto the couch next to Hope. They were close enough they could touch. But she had no idea where to start the conversation. Where to pick up when they’d left off.
“Right, so I’m not as straight as I once thought I was, and you are…?” Hope asked, getting directly to the point.
Angelica should appreciate that.
“I have an entire restaurant to prep for the dinner rush tonight, Ange. If we’re not going to talk⁠—”
“They survived three months without you, don’t try to fool me into thinking they can’t manage one more night.” Angelica shot her a sharp look and then sighed heavily. She rubbed her temple and shook her head. “Sorry. This isn’t easy for me.”
“It’s not easy for either of us.” Hope’s tone was much softer now, which was exactly what Angelica needed.
“You asked me what was wrong with my relationship with Josef.”
“Is this relevant to us?” Hope squinted at her, turning slightly.
“Yes.” Angelica worried her fingers together, still sitting on the edge of the seat and ready to jump up any second she needed to escape. She just had to make sure that she could get out, because this wasn’t going to be easy. “Emotions can be such problems sometimes.”
“Wow. That’s cold.” Hope leaned forward, putting her elbows on her knees and folding her hands together before looking up at Angelica. “Are you going to tell me you don’t feel anything for me?”
“No.” Angelica swallowed the lump in her throat. Nothing could be more opposite of that. In fact, every day they spent together from that first time they’d met had shown Angelica that she was more “in like” with Hope than she’d ever anticipated. “Josef suspects there’s something going on between us.”
“What?” Hope hissed out the word. “Why?”
“Because he’s Josef, and he’s nosey, and we didn’t exactly hide it.” Angelica sighed heavily, her eyelids fluttering shut. Being in here was hard. The entire room smelled like Hope, and it clouded every single one of her senses.
“Hide what? There was nothing for him to see!” Hope crossed her arms and leaned back again.
“There was plenty for him to see, Hope.” Angelica breathed slowly, trying to keep her heart calm and her body present in the moment. “The looks, the touches, the conversations we had. He’s not an idiot, and out of all of the people on set, he knows me the best.”
Why was she avoiding just telling her what Josef knew? Why did she want to keep that small piece of information to herself? It wouldn’t make a difference, would it? Or would it show the one pattern that she really didn’t want to admit to or anyone else to recognize?
“What aren’t you telling me?” Hope asked.
“He accused me of being in a relationship with you, several times.” Angelica’s shoulders dropped in defeat. “And while I could deny his accusations before…”
“You can’t exactly do that now,” Hope finished for her. “That’s why you were so cold when he walked into the room the other day.”
“Yes.” That and other reasons she hadn’t shared, but this would be enough for today. “I’m sorry about that. I know we’re closer than that, but I couldn’t let him see it.”
“I guess it’s a good thing we’re not getting renewed then, isn’t it?”
“I think it’d be a good thing if we didn’t see each other again.” Angelica hated saying those words. She hated admitting that she was giving in to fear and letting it fester instead of pushing back and standing her ground. But she needed to just have calm again.
“That’ll be hard with press.”
“I can rearrange that.” Angelica had already done a lot of that work. She’d already wanted to put more distance between them if she could.
Hope sighed, shifting again to lean in closer and put her hand on Angelica’s knee. Her fingers were so warm, her touch firm and calculated. Angelica stared down at her fingers, the way they curled around Angelica’s bare knee, the way heat and pleasure radiated up her leg from just this simple non-sexual touch.
“This is our show, Angel. Don’t let a bully take that away from us.”
Angelica wanted to believe that. But in the next few months, it’d be clear that there wasn’t a show. There wasn’t something for them anymore, nothing holding them together or tethering them to each other’s worlds.
“I didn’t expect this,” Angelica whispered.
“The show not being renewed, or me?” Hope moved her hand off Angelica’s knee and back into her own lap.
Angelica didn’t want to answer that question. Because she couldn’t decide which was worse. “Do you think Rex will talk to him?”
“Josef?” Hope frowned in confusion. “No, I don’t see why he would.”
“I can think of a few reasons why he would.” Angelica sighed and pressed her hands together, palms to palms and fingers to fingers. “I think it’d be best if we just went our separate ways. There’s no reason for us to meet together again.”
“So you’ve said…” Hope trailed off, looking Angelica over carefully.
That scrutinizing look was nearly more than Angelica could handle.
“In the short time I’ve known you, Angel, you’ve never been scared of anything. And I’m not understanding why you’re so scared now.” Hope reached for her again, this time her hand landing on Angelica’s forearm. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“Leanne.” The name slipped from her lips before Angelica could stop it. Hope used that magic, whatever it was, and she pulled it from her. “Leanne was my hotel manager here in Los Angeles.”
“The one who resigned and you had to replace.”
“Yep, that’s the one.” Angelica nodded. She held her breath tightly in her chest, to the point that it hurt before she let it go slowly. “About a year ago, when Josef was starting to plan for this television show, he came to visit me so we could hash out details. As you may have noticed, he doesn’t exactly knock on doors.”
“Yeah, I did catch that,” Hope mumbled.
“Right, so he walked in on Leanne and me…”
“Angel…” Hope’s cheeks flushed as she shook her head.
Angelica couldn’t stand it. She stood up, taking a few steps across the room before turning back and crossing her arms over her chest. She didn’t even want to look in Hope’s eyes. She didn’t want to see what everyone else saw.
“The deal was that I break it off with Leanne, I brush as much of the drama under the rug as possible, and if I came out the other side unscathed and without a PR nightmare, then I could continue with the plan of being the star lead instead of a consultant.”
“He blackmailed you.” Hope stood up sharply, her lips parted in shock.
“No. It was a deal. And it was something I agreed to.”
“It’s blackmail, Angel. You need to understand that.”
“No. It wasn’t.” Angelica wasn’t going to back down from this one. “I complied. I thought Leanne was different, I thought that maybe she’d resign then and eliminate the risk of our involvement together being a PR mess to be cleaned up.”
“You thought she’d choose you.”
Angelica’s eyes watered. Why did hearing that hurt so damn much?
“Oh, Ange.” Hope came closer, hands on Angelica’s arms as she squeezed them lightly and then rubbed up and down.
“I was wrong to have made such an assumption.” Angelica stepped to the side, breaking the physical contact. She couldn’t handle it. Not again. “Leanne worked for me for the next six months and then resigned anyway. Apparently, I wasn’t worth it.”
“Don’t ever believe that,” Hope said compassionately.
“Josef knew, Hope. That was the entire point of this. He knew, and when he saw the two of us together, he knew.” Angelica clenched her hands together tightly, trying to make her point clear. “When he saw us the other day, he knew,” she whispered the last two words. “And I can avoid, I can skip around his words, I can push back as hard as he can⁠—”
“But you can’t lie,” Hope said.
“I can’t lie,” Angelica repeated, glad that Hope was finally understanding.
The room fell silent. Angelica didn’t know what else to say. She’d poured her heart out in a few short seconds, and she didn’t know if she would be able to pick up the pieces before she walked out of here. Angelica steadied herself, preparing to leave because it was so hard to stay.
“I’ll make sure Rex doesn’t tell him.”
“You can’t guarantee that,” Angelica responded sharply, her defenses coming up in an instant. “Though I suppose it doesn’t really matter now, does it? No show, no reason to see each other. And I think it’s best left that way.”
“So we’re ending this?”
“There’s nothing to end,” Angelica corrected. “You have your husband, your daughter. You have your restaurants and your daytime show.”
“And you have what?” Hope dipped her chin down, looking directly into Angelica’s eyes. “Yourself?”
Angelica pursed her lips, not prepared to answer that accusation. “Just work with me, Hope. I can’t…” Angelica stopped. “… I’m not going to make the same mistake again.”
“What mistake?”
Angelica dragged in a ragged breath.
“Am I the mistake?” Hope stepped closer, moving into Angelica’s space. “Am I what you’re avoiding?”
“Yes…” Angelica breathed.
“I’m not a mistake.” Hope leaned in, pressing their mouths together.
Angelica moaned, leaning back and sliding one hand around Hope’s back and one up against her neck to just hold on. Hope pressed into her mouth, parting her lips and sliding her tongue out along Angelica’s lips. Angelica moved in response, taking Hope’s tongue into her mouth, sliding their tongues together in a slow, deliberate dance.
Hope nipped her lip before diving back in for another kiss. Angelica tilted her head to the side, changing the angle of the embrace as she breathed in deeply to steady herself. This felt so good. Just like the last time. Full of passion, of touch, of thrill. She didn’t want to give this up. She didn’t want it to end.
Threading her hands up the back of Hope’s head and deep into her hair, Angelica pulled her in even closer. Their hearts raced together. She could feel the heat of Hope’s skin against her chest, the weight of Hope’s body pressed into hers, the breath from her nose against her cheeks. Angelica reveled in it. To give this up would cost her dearly. To give this up was exactly what they both needed.
She pulled away, her lips parted as she caught her breath and stared deeply into Hope’s crystalline eyes. “You’re not a mistake, Hope.”
“Neither is this,” Hope said.
“Yes, it is.” Angelica brushed a stray strand of hair behind Hope’s ear, curling her fingers slightly as she trailed them down Hope’s arm. “And you know it is.”
Angelica stepped back, removing her hands from Hope’s body and putting space between them. She didn’t know what else to say to get her point across, but this had to end, and she needed to be the one to end it. Angelica eyed the door and nodded toward it.
“I should go.”
“Angel.”
“I need to go,” Angelica reiterated. She walked to the door, grasping the handle. With one last look over her shoulder, she said the only thing she could think to say. “Good luck in San Francisco, Hope.”
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Under the Table
HOTEL BOMBSHELL - SEASON 2
One season. Two co-stars. Can they resist their undeniable attraction until they wrap filming?
The last thing Chef Hope Lawrence expected was to have Hotel Bombshell renewed for a second season. But when the unofficial lesbian army of social media got hold of season 1, she couldn’t stop them. Yet with her career and marriage on the line, Hope needs to keep her hands to herself. And she needs to make a choice: her husband or Angelica.
But it’s so damn hard when her co-star is a sexy, confident older woman who not only knows herself, but knows exactly what she wants.
Angelica Shields won’t stand to be pushed around any longer. Leaning into her expertise, Angelica strives to make season 2 even better than season 1. No more letting overbearing producers create drama where there is none. The only problem? Her growing attraction to Hope.
Each time they’re together, she can’t deny the tension.
The desire.
The longing.
All they have to do is make it through twelve weeks of filming. But can they resist temptation? Or will their budding relationship be the downfall of the season?
Get Season 2 right here!
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