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      Sometimes, being a supportive friend really sucked.

      Zoey took a sip of her champagne, watching the crowd of philanthropic do-gooders. Twinkle lights were strung over the outdoor patio, giving the space a festive feel that was almost out of place at a charity event. She rolled her neck back and forth, trying to shake off the annoyance with her best friend, Brooke, that had plagued her all night.

      She couldn’t hold Brooke accountable for something Zoey had never told her about. Brooke had no idea that Zoey was running a makeup artistry business on the side, or that a big name was giving a lecture at a downtown hotel right now.

      She really should tell Brooke she wanted to quit Toujour, the matchmaking firm they both worked for, especially since Brooke was now her boss. But she hadn’t been able to disappoint her friend. Not with the paps—paparazzi—doing their best to ruin Brooke and Luke’s upcoming wedding. Zoey never would’ve guessed being engaged to a rich-and-famous business tycoon would come with so much baggage. But as maid of honor, Zoey was doing her best to help Brooke through it. Even if it meant missing the lecture to attend another charity event.

      It was fine. Totally, completely fine. There would be other lectures, and this party wasn’t half bad. The charity—Footsteps for Change, a dance center for youth in crisis—played upbeat Top 40s tunes instead of the dry instrumental music common at these events. The suffocating California sun had set, taking with it most of the heat and leaving the night air a pleasant temperature. As far as charity events went, this one was an A plus. She might as well enjoy it.

      “Get out!” someone shouted.

      Zoey whipped her head around, trying to locate the voice in the sea of people. She saw Luke almost immediately, Brooke hanging onto his tuxedo jacket and looking scared. A small crowd had already started to gather around them.

      Crap. Zoey speed-walked to the commotion, not letting her six-inch Christian Louboutin heels slow her down.

      “I have a press pass,” an unfamiliar man said, shoving his badge in Luke’s face. He was tall and beefy, and muscles bulged the arms of his poorly tailored suit.

      “Who are you with?” Luke yanked the badge out of the man’s hand, then tossed it aside in disgust. “A tabloid? Who let you in?”

      “France seems like an obvious choice for a destination wedding,” Press Pass said. “Toujour is headquartered there, and it’s rumored you own an apartment in the city.”

      “Leave now, or security will escort you out,” Luke said.

      Zoey would drag the man out herself if she had to. Anger boiled within, and she struggled to push her way through the crowd.

      “It looks like you’ve put on a little weight, Brooke,” Press Pass said. “Are you waiting until after the baby to announce a date?”

      Brooke’s hands flew to her flat stomach, and Zoey gasped. Her heels were glued to the cobblestone, and she couldn’t make herself move.

      Luke grabbed Press Pass by the lapels, but the bulky man didn’t even blink.

      “My sources say your ex-fiancé was in town a few months ago on business. Are you sure the baby isn’t his?” Press Pass asked.

      Luke pulled back his fist, and Brooke shrieked, grabbing Luke’s arm. Zoey pushed aside a woman in a sequined dress, fighting her way to her best friend.

      “Hit me,” Press Pass said. “I’d love to file charges against you.”

      Zoey let out a growl, nudging another person aside. Luke would hit Press Pass if he didn’t shut up.

      A man broke through the crowd, his back ramrod straight and his suit perfectly pressed without so much as a wrinkle. The whites of his eyes stood out in the chocolate of his skin, curly black hair cropped close to his head.

      Mitch. Luke’s personal assistant-slash-best man. Zoey’s kryptonite.

      Relief flooded Zoey—Mitch always knew how to handle the press—followed immediately by annoyance at his lack of faith in everyone but himself. A radio was already in his hand, efficient as always.

      Zoey had admired that efficiency when he’d kissed her breathless in a quiet corner of a restaurant all those months ago. She’d love the way he’d commanded that moment.

      She forced her lips into a scowl and pushed the memory away. She’d been an idiot to let that happen.

      “Security’s on their way,” Mitch said, placing a steady hand on Luke’s arm. “Don’t do it, man.”

      Luke shoved Press Pass away, and he laughed. Brooke wrapped her arms around Luke, her eyes luminescent with tears.

      Three weeks until the wedding. There was no way they’d be able to keep the exact date and location a secret for another twenty-one days.

      Two burly men in suits pushed through the crowd, their ferocious glares screaming security. They dwarfed Mitch, with his lanky frame and perpetually youthful face. Not that his arms had felt lanky when holding her tight. They’d felt strong and capable and oh-so-good.

      “Your people are the ones who let me in here,” Press Pass protested as the security guards each grasped an arm.

      “And now we’re withdrawing our permission,” Mitch said in that obnoxiously calm voice.

      Press Pass let out a growl, his face bright red and shiny from perspiration. He yanked his arms free and stomped away, the security guards following close on his heels.

      “Are you okay?” Zoey asked Brooke, pulling her in for a tight hug.

      Brooke nodded, leaning into Luke. “He kept following me.”

      “I’m taking Brooke inside.” Luke wrapped a protective arm around her. “Put him on the black list immediately.”

      Mitch nodded, pulling out his phone. “I’m on it.”

      Anger coursed through Zoey as she watched Luke lead Brooke away. She folded her arms and glared at Mitch. “Way to go, Best Man. How’d he get on the guest list?”

      “Luke’s secretary went over it, not me. I won’t make that mistake again.” Mitch neatly placed his phone back in his pocket.

      “I thought making sure the paps stayed clear was part of your job.”

      “After tonight, I’m adding it to the description.”

      “Well, isn’t that fantastic.” Zoey tossed back the rest of her champagne and set the glass on the tray of a passing waiter. Her purse slipped, falling down her arm and clattering to the cobblestone, right in front of Mitch.

      Mitch bent to grab it, but someone else was already crouched near the floor, scooping up the small beaded bag.

      “Beautiful women shouldn’t have to pick things up from the floor,” he said with a handsome smile, handing her the purse. He was perhaps ten years her senior, his dark hair dusted with gray, but in a way that looked intentional and not a result of age. It suited him.

      “Thank you,” Zoey said, taking the purse back. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mitch fold his arms and glare at the man.

      Zoey already wanted to get to know him better.

      “Hi,” he said, holding out a hand. “I’m Alan.”

      “Zoey,” she said, accepting his handshake. It was strong and firm, almost painfully so.

      “That was crazy a minute ago, huh? I imagine the press is eager for even a moment with the happy couple these days.”

      “Even if they have to lie their way into a party to get it,” Zoey agreed. She felt the burn from Mitch’s gaze, but stubbornly refused to look in his direction.

      Alan’s eyes flicked over her figure, then gave a slow smile. “I’d lie my way into a party if it meant meeting you.”

      Zoey laughed, putting a flirtatious hand on Alan’s jacket. The fabric was thin and a little coarse, which meant he probably wasn’t as wealthy as her usual type. But he was bold, and she liked that in a man.

      She hoped Mitch was watching.

      “You flatter me,” Zoey said.

      “Not at all. I mean, look at you. Absolutely gorgeous.”

      Zoey laughed again, peering up at him from underneath her lashes. “You’re not so bad looking yourself.”

      “You work at that matchmaking firm with Brooke, don’t you? I recognize you from the papers.”

      “You keep that close an eye on them?”

      “No, but yours is a face I’d be hard-pressed to forget. Rumor has it you’re the maid of honor.”

      “I don’t know how honorable I am.”

      Alan threw back his head and laughed. “Witty. I like that in a woman. How about I buy you dinner? Maybe this weekend?”

      Mitch’s hand landed on Zoey’s arm, his dark skin standing out against her lighter coloring. She felt a surge of satisfaction followed almost immediately by annoyance.

      “Zoey, do you have a minute? I wanted to discuss a few things with you.” Mitch towed her away from Alan before she had a chance to protest.

      “I’ll catch up with you later,” Alan called.

      Zoey gave a little wave, then glared at Mitch.

      “What are you doing?” Zoey hissed.

      “That guy is clearly a reporter.”

      “Oh, puh-lease.” She yanked her arm from his hand. Was Mitch that jealous, or just that distrusting? “Could you be any more paranoid? You saw what just happened to Press Guy. There is no way a pap would stick around after seeing that.”

      “Sticking around is exactly what he would do. Your guard’s down, and he can sense it.”

      “You are clinically insane.”

      “Don’t you find it suspicious that he immediately brought up the wedding?”

      “Did you not just see Press Pass led away by two angry-looking security guards? Of course he brought it up. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I was just about to agree to a date.”

      “Wait. I wanted to finalize the plans for Brooke’s bridal shower. It’s Friday. That’s only three days away.”

      The condescension in Mitch’s voice had her eyes rolling. “Yeah, I’m aware.”

      Mitch looked around, as though making sure no one would overhear, then leaned forward and lowered his voice. “The Bibbidi Bobbidi Boutique will be ready for you at seven o’clock, and your dinner reservation is at Club 33 for eight-thirty. The limo will start pickups at five, beginning at yours and Brooke’s apartment.”

      She heard the thinly veiled disapproval in Mitch’s voice, and wondered what he disliked more—the childishness of a bridal shower at Disneyland, the amount of money being spent, or the fact that Luke was funding everything, even though it was technically Zoey’s duty as maid of honor.

      “Sounds great,” Zoey said. When Luke offered to foot the bill, she’d agreed without blinking. Brooke deserved the royal treatment. The bridal shower Zoey had planned was fun and relaxed—absolutely perfect for Brooke—and the price tag was pocket change for Luke, but six months’ wages for Zoey.

      “I wanted to re-confirm the guest list. I have you down for eleven.” Mitch pulled a mini tablet out of an inside jacket pocket and flipped it open, pulling out a stylus. Zoey rolled her eyes. In the beginning, his uptight nature had seemed like a challenge—one she apparently hadn’t been up to.

      “Twelve,” Zoey corrected. Alan stood at the bar, his back to her, but she sensed he was waiting for her to join him. “Someone else RSVPed.”

      Mitch lowered his stylus. “When did you find that out?”

      “A few days ago. I forgot to mention it.”

      “It takes two seconds to send a text.”

      Zoey crossed her arms as goosebumps prickled her flesh. Why, out of all the men in the world, did Mitch affect her so? “Sorry.”

      He took a deep breath, closing his eyes for half a second. She knew he was trying to find his center, whatever the heck that meant. “I’ll call the boutique and club and see if we can change the reservations.”

      “I’m sure they can squeeze another chair around the table.”

      He drew his lips into a thin line. “I’ll let you know if there are any issues.”

      “Why don’t you ever say what you’re really thinking?”

      “I’d better make sure security got rid of the impostor.”

      Zoey took a step closer, until their noses were practically touching. In heels, she could look him straight in the eye. “Just say it, Mitch.”

      “Fine. It was inconsiderate of you not to notify me as soon as you were aware of the change. Now I’ll spend the drive home making calls instead of responding to emails, and you’ve inconvenienced both the boutique and the restaurant.”

      “The phone calls will take you two minutes. I’ll make them myself, if you’d like.”

      “Luke asked me to take care of it.”

      But she heard the unspoken truth—he didn’t trust her to take care of it.

      “It’s just a chair, Mitch. One extra person. A pretty slender one at that.”

      “I’d better make those calls.” He motioned his head toward Alan, who quickly looked away and focused on his drink. “Be careful with that one, Zoey.”

      She clasped her hands together and gave a simpering sigh. “I’m so glad you said that. My first instinct was to get drunk and spill all Brooke and Luke’s secrets, but now I’ll keep it to the one glass of champagne.”

      Mitch closed his eyes—probably praying for patience. “I’ll let you know if there are any issues.”

      Zoey watched Mitch stride through the crowd, his steps confident and sure. She understood why he had to make the arrangements. Club 33 was members-only, and Mitch had access to Luke’s membership information and credit cards. But she would be so glad when this wedding was over, and they could finally part ways.

      Three weeks, she reminded herself. Just three short weeks until Brooke and Luke said “I do.” The deadline loomed before her, large and intimidating. Three weeks until she no longer needed to have contact with Mitch. Only a few short days until Brooke would pack up her half of the apartment and head to France for the final wedding preparations.

      Maybe the press would go away and Zoey could finally admit she was quitting when Brooke got back from her honeymoon.

      Zoey pushed all those concerns out of her mind. Live in the now, she reminded herself. Worrying about what would happen in a few days, or even a few hours, didn’t benefit anyone.

      She strode over to the bar, standing close enough to Alan that their shoulders brushed.

      “You came back,” he said.

      “I couldn’t let you suffer through this party alone.”

      He raised an eyebrow and took a sip of his Manhattan. “And bless you for that. What are you drinking?”

      “A rum and Coke,” she told the bartender, who nodded. She leaned forward, letting her fingers skitter over the back of Alan’s hand. Mitch was so wrong about him. And she would prove it. “Now, I believe you were asking me out when we were interrupted.”

      “There is literally nothing that would give me more pleasure. How about Friday night?”

      “Can’t.” She gave a delicate shrug, one she knew drove men wild. “I’ve already got plans.”

      “Not with another guy, I hope.”

      She grinned. It had taken all night, but finally, she’d found a man who knew how to flirt. “A night out with the girls.”

      “Clubbing?”

      “Disneyland.”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “I knew there was a reason I liked you. How about Saturday night, eight o’clock?”

      “It’s a date.”
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      Mitch leaned back in his chair, glancing at the ninety-six emails he still had to wade through before calling it quits for the night. He was leaving for Paris with Brooke and Luke on Sunday, and he wanted to get as much work done as possible before then. Which meant that Friday night meant nothing because he wouldn’t have a weekend. Again.

      He’d thought life was busy when he became Luke’s personal assistant two years ago, but Luke hadn’t been CEO back then. In the nine months since Luke’s—and by default, Mitch’s—promotion, “busy” had taken on a whole new meaning. Mitch’s official job description was to enable Luke to do his job as CEO. That translated to anything from managing the media, to taking Luke’s phone calls, to dealing with his fiancée’s bridal shower.

      Of course, all Luke had really asked was that Mitch pay any bills Zoey sent with Luke’s card. But Mitch had worked hard to foster a reputation as a professional, and he wasn’t about to let Zoey ruin it with her sloppily planned bridal shower. She certainly hadn’t complained when he offered to take care of all the reservations.

      The last-minute RSVP had thrown him, and he’d been annoyed for three straight days, even though the boutique and club had been nice about it. He really hoped Zoey had everything under control for tonight. He’d taken care of all the details, but that still left a lot to chance. And when Zoey was involved, things rarely went smoothly.

      Too bad he couldn’t attend the shower and keep an eagle eye on things.

      Zoey was a whirlwind, pulling everyone into her schemes in a flurry of energy and excitement. She was everything he wasn’t—charismatic, bubbly, spontaneous. After they first met, he’d found himself making excuses to talk to her, and for a while, he’d thought she was as drawn to him as he was to her.

      When she’d dragged him into a dark corner at the restaurant and pulled him in for a kiss, he’d been certain there was something special between them.

      Until he caught her kissing another man the very next day. The message had come through loud and clear—Zoey wasn’t a serious girl, and any relationship with her would be purely superficial.

      Mitch pushed Zoey out of his mind and focused on the email. His cell buzzed, and he picked it up, glancing at the text from his bank. His sister Jasmine’s tuition check for UCLA had been refunded. He set the phone down and returned to the email.

      Wait. Jasmine’s tuition check had been refunded?

      He grabbed the phone, rereading the text. It had to be a mistake. School started in just a few weeks. He quickly dialed the bank, knowing Luke wouldn’t mind if he took time out for this. Mitch had only been nineteen when his mother passed away, leaving her children orphaned and Mitch the legal guardian of his three younger siblings.

      Jasmine was the youngest at only nineteen now, and just about to start her sophomore year of college. Mitch worried about her more than Quincy and Aliyah combined. Jasmine lacked direction and focus—a trait she shared with Zoey—but he’d finally convinced her to give college a try, and she’d survived her freshman year with a decent GPA.

      A quick call to the bank confirmed the refund wasn’t a mistake, at least not on their end. He located the university’s finance office number and called them next. Five minutes later, he hung up the phone and pressed his fingers to his lips, feeling the shock and anger pulse through him like a heartbeat.

      Jasmine had withdrawn from school. And knowing his sister, it wasn’t just a semester off, but a permanent change of plans.

      He picked up the rake from his desktop Zen garden and ran it through the sand in quick, angry motions. His baby sister would spend the next fifty years slaving away at some minimum-wage job, unable to advance, because she didn’t understand how important a college education was. She didn’t remember how hard it had been after their mom died, because Mitch had shielded her from it. She hadn’t been the one who had lain awake at night, wondering how they’d buy food for the next week, hoping the power wouldn’t get shut off, praying they wouldn’t be evicted. He’d taken it all on himself, and now she’d dropped out, because she didn’t understand.

      Mitch let out a growl and threw the rake across the room. It hit the wall and bounced off, landing on the carpeted floor with an unsatisfying thud.

      Jasmine had been hesitant to go to college, and it had taken some fast talking to convince her to come back for her sophomore year. But he’d helped her find a small apartment close to campus, and she seemed excited the last time they spoke.

      Why hadn’t she talked to him before making such a life-altering choice?

      He thought of his mother, working herself into the grave to provide a better future for them. The five-gallon jug of change he’d found hidden in the back of her closet after her death, with a sticker that said “college fund” taped to the outside. She’d probably spent years saving the coins, and it had amounted to less than one semester of tuition.

      Quincy joined the military to help pay for college. By the time Aliyah was old enough to enroll, Mitch had been in a financial position to help out, and between the two of them they’d gotten her to graduation day without any student loans. He’d felt immense pride at being able to comfortably pay for Jasmine’s college without financial aid.

      The refund was a slap in the face.

      He ran a hand through his hair and took a deep, cleansing yoga breath. Then he took another one, desperately trying to find his center. Just because she’d withdrawn didn’t mean she was quitting. Perhaps there was a reasonable explanation for all of this.

      Slowly, he dialed Jasmine’s number. She didn’t pick up, and it went straight to voice mail. “Call me,” Mitch said.

      His phone buzzed again—a text from Luke. Mitch grabbed his iPad and headed to Luke’s office.

      “Hey,” Luke said, looking up from his computer. Mitch’s office was respectable, but Luke’s was lavish. A sitting area and wet bar sat in one corner, and the large hand-carved mahogany desk held a place of prominence in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows with a view of the Los Angeles skyline. “I wanted to go over some things before we leave for Paris.”

      “Sure.” Mitch grabbed two Cokes out of the mini-fridge and handed one to Luke before sitting down.

      “Thanks.” Luke popped the top and took a sip. “Where are we at for the office?”

      “Darius will be the go-to person for minor issues that may arise, and you can video conference in for anything that needs your immediate attention.” Mitch took a sip of his own Coke before waking up his iPad. “Talia 2.1 is on schedule for release right after the wedding.”

      Luke ran a finger over the rim of his can. “Do you still think that’s a good idea?”

      “It will hopefully deflect any unwanted press attention from the wedding.”

      “Maybe. It makes me nervous to release an update when I’m on my honeymoon.”

      “I’ll be back in the States by then to handle any issues that may arise. But the preliminary tests are showing very minor bugs. I think it’s a good move.”

      Luke let out a sigh. “You’re right. We’ll go ahead with the original plan and release it while I’m gone.”

      Mitch nodded, making a note in his iPad.

      “The press is getting more aggressive. The dress designer needed some more measurements, so yesterday Brooke took the helicopter to a sister boutique in San Francisco. The press was waiting for her when she got there.”

      Mitch shut the case on his iPad and leaned forward. “How did they know where she’d be?”

      “That’s what I keep asking myself.”

      It had to be an inside source. “Have you considered that reporters are paying off someone close to you and Brooke?”

      “Of course. But who could it be? Only a few people know anything about the wedding.”

      Zoey’s name flashed into Mitch’s mind, and he hated himself for it. Zoey was a lot of things, but a sell-out wasn’t one of them. She would never jeopardize the wedding. At least, not intentionally. She had shamelessly flirted with the maybe-reporter at the charity event on Tuesday.

      “Let’s keep an eye on it,” Luke said. “With things like this constantly happening, I don’t know how we’ll make it another two and a half weeks without blowing the secret. I’m already nervous about arriving in France so early.”

      “The flight plans aren’t public knowledge, and the press doesn’t know for sure that you have an apartment in Paris. Brooke can always pretend to be there for Toujour if the paparazzi show up.”

      “What if they follow us to the airport?”

      “We’ll lose them. In France, we can wear disguises when out in public. The press is used to you trying to avoid them—I don’t think they’ll get suspicious if you disappear for a few weeks. You’ve managed it before.”

      “Yeah, but they’re watching us closer than ever. I guess the best we can do is hope we get lucky.” Luke tossed his empty soda can into the trash bin across the room, making a perfect basket. “You up for a basketball game before heading home? Brooke’s going to be busy all night with the bridal shower.”

      Mitch shook his head regretfully. “I need to track down Jasmine. Her tuition was refunded today. I think she’s dropped out of school.”

      “Ah, man. I’m really sorry.”

      Mitch rubbed his eyes, taking a long swig of soda. “I don’t know what she’s thinking. I’ve talked about the importance of an education for years. I thought she finally understood.”

      “She still wants to do the fashion thing, then?”

      “After getting the check back today, I’m guessing yes.” Jasmine had wanted to be a designer since high school, and Mitch never discouraged it—he’d simply encouraged her to have a backup plan. An MBA would serve her well if she started her own design house one day, and it would help her get a great job elsewhere if she didn’t.

      “You’ll figure it out.” Luke rose, and Mitch did the same. “Promise me you’ll take the weekend off to deal with your family stuff. It’ll be much harder to handle from across the ocean.”

      “Of course,” Mitch lied. He’d almost lost his job when Luke went off the deep end after his dad’s death, and Mitch wasn’t about to give the board cause to question his abilities again.

      “Take the evening off at the very least, okay? Cut loose. Have some fun.”

      Fun. Mitch wasn’t even sure what that word meant anymore. But Zoey knew. What would it be like to spend an evening at Disneyland with her? He could almost feel the rush of wind through his hair as she clutched his arm on Thunder Mountain Railroad. “The only fun I’ll be having tonight is talking Jasmine back into school.”

      “Let me know how it turns out.”

      Mitch nodded. He headed back to his office and called Jasmine while he put his laptop and iPad in his briefcase. No answer. He called her twice more while he fought congested L.A. traffic for an hour as he made his way toward campus. Still nothing.

      Mitch parked his conservative and sensible Toyota Corolla in a spot marked “visitor” and walked up the manicured sidewalk to apartment 132. He pounded on the door, not really expecting an answer.

      A moment later it swung open, revealing Jasmine in sweats and a loose white T-shirt, her hair wrapped in a bath towel. “Hey,” she said, her eyebrows raised in surprise. “What’re you doing here?”

      Mitch stepped inside, not waiting for an invitation, and closed the door behind him. “I’ve been trying to call you for an hour.”

      “Sorry. My phone’s charging in my room, and I guess I didn’t hear it ring. What’s up? I’m heading to Dapper Day with some friends, so I only have a few minutes.”

      “Dapper Day?”

      “Yeah, at Disneyland. Everyone dresses up in 1950s clothes, like on the day the park first opened. People do some really cool Disney-inspired vintage costumes. A few celebrities are even expected to show up.”

      Celebrities like Brooke? And Zoey would be there too. At Disneyland. Where Jasmine wanted to spend her evening. Mitch’s jaw clenched at the ridiculousness of the whole thing. She’d dropped out of school without telling him, and now she was headed off to stalk celebrities at Disneyland. It was almost as ludicrous as Zoey spending a fortune on a bridal shower there for Brooke.

      The limo should’ve dropped the women off by now. He hoped Zoey would head straight to the boutique so the ladies could keep their appointment, but knowing her, she’d suddenly decide halfway there they should take a detour to a ride with a short line.

      “I had an interesting call with the finance office at UCLA today,” Mitch said.

      Jasmine’s chocolate skin paled. She pressed her lips together in a thin line and folded her arms. “I was going to tell you.”

      “We talked about this, Jasmine.” Mitch ran a hand over his short curls, letting out a frustrated growl. “If you want to pursue fashion, then fine—but do it after graduation. Get a degree so you have a fallback.”

      Her eyes flashed. “I don’t need a fallback. I have an internship at a design house downtown. I found out this week.”

      An internship—suddenly her abrupt withdraw from school made so much sense. But internships were usually unpaid and guaranteed nothing. “Fashion is not a sensible career choice.”

      “I don’t want to be sensible. I’m not like you, Mitch. I’m passionate about this.”

      Mitch swallowed, remembering a time when Zoey had flung a similar accusation in his face. “You can be passionate while still being smart. Quincy wants to be a surgeon, but knew the Air Force was the quickest and most financially responsible route to get there. Aliyah wants to be a soccer mom, but she still got her degree in teaching in case she needs to provide for those children.”

      “There’s never going to be a better time to take a risk than right now. I’m single. I don’t have any children. I want to do this.”

      Mitch stared at his little sister, seeing the nine-year-old girl she’d been when their mother died. He blinked, and his adult sister came back into focus, her eyes sparkling with defiance. Anger swelled within him. He had put his entire life on hold to raise her, and this was the thanks he got.

      “The deal was I would pay for your living expenses if you would go to school full-time and maintain a respectable GPA. We both agreed this is the best thing for your future.”

      “No, you decided while ignoring what I had to say.”

      “I’m not the enemy here, Jas—I just want what’s best for you.”

      “You think you know what’s best for me.” Her eyes glowed with tears, and she glared. “I’m not made for college. I’m miserable there.”

      “You haven’t given it an adequate chance.”

      “Two semesters is a pretty solid try. I worked my butt off and still only got Bs.”

      “Things will get better. You were really excited about that elective in fashion history.”

      “I’m more excited about gaining hands-on experience.” She folded her arms. “I’m taking the internship. Over a hundred people applied, and they picked me. Do you have any idea what an opportunity this is?”

      She was so stubborn. “And how are you going to support yourself while you’re an intern?”

      “In six months, they’ll hire me as a paid intern if I do well.”

      Mitch snorted. “Six months with no income. That sounds financially smart.”

      “Are you saying you’ll cut me off if I don’t go back to school?”

      Mitch’s chest heaved. “That was the deal. If you want me to support you financially, you go to school.” He wasn’t about to help her down a path of destruction.

      “Fine then.” She headed down the hallway to her bedroom.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I told you—Disneyland with my friends. Dapper Day will give me something interesting to discuss around the water cooler on my first day as an intern.”

      “Jas, we need to talk about this.”

      “I’m done talking.” She slammed the door.

      “Jasmine!”

      But she didn’t answer.

      Mitch left the apartment, shutting the door so forcefully the frame shook. For the millionth time, he wished his mom was still alive. She’d had a quiet patience and understanding love about her that he’d never be able to master, not if he lived a thousand years.

      Ungrateful, selfish, naive little brat. One day, Jasmine would look back at this moment and wish she’d made a different choice.

      He got in his Corolla and sped out of the parking lot. After ten minutes of driving nearly ninety on the freeway, he let off the gas and the fog of rage started to dissipate.

      What am I doing, Mom? Would she want him to cut Jasmine off financially just because he disapproved of her choices? Yes, she was turning down college, but she still had dreams, still had a plan. She was a good kid and a hard worker. He had no doubt she’d be the best intern at the company.

      Still, a deal was a deal, and he wouldn’t go back on it. But maybe it didn’t have to be all or nothing. Maybe they could rearrange her class schedule so she could work as an intern part-time, if it was that important to her. He’d call the university tomorrow and see if there were any hands-on fashion courses she could take as electives, in addition to fashion history. Perhaps they could even get the internship to count as credits toward her degree. Maybe Luke knew a designer that would be willing to offer Jasmine a paid internship.

      He wanted to support her dreams. But he also wanted her to do it the right way.

      Mitch dialed Jasmine’s number, the negative energy between them an itch he had to scratch. The phone went straight to voice mail, which meant she was screening his calls.

      He cursed and dialed again. The phone went to voice mail a second time. And a third. And a fourth.

      She was clearly angry, and rightfully so. He’d handled that poorly.

      Mitch thrummed his fingers on the steering wheel. He could wait until tomorrow and go back to her apartment. It would give them both time to cool down and look at this rationally.

      Or he could track her down at Disneyland and apologize. Luke had told him to relax and enjoy the weekend. What better place to do that? And if he happened to run into Zoey while he was there, well, any good assistant would check in and make sure the shower was going smoothly. It was his duty not only as Luke’s assistant, but as his best man.

      And he really should apologize to Jasmine. It wasn’t good to let hurt feelings fester.

      Mitch got off at the next exit and headed back the other way. He should talk to Jasmine now, even if it meant tracking her down at Disneyland. He couldn’t leave things like this. In two days, he’d be in France for two weeks.

      And while he was at the park, he’d check up on Zoey. Make sure he didn’t need to put out any more fires than he already had.
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      Zoey looked at the dresses splayed across her bed and pursed her lips. The form-fitting black dress with the crisscross back was perfect for a night on the town, but said “bachelorette party” more than it said “bridal shower.” The magenta silk blouse and chocolate-brown pencil skirt were great for the office, but a little too corporate for tonight. The white sundress was too day-at-the-beach. They weren’t quite right, and she wanted the evening to be perfect.

      Her eyes flitted to the dress she hadn’t worn since Brooke and Luke’s engagement party. The possibility of Mitch seeing her wear it again had always stopped her just short of slipping it on. The dress screamed 1950s—perfect since it was Dapper Day at the park—with a flared skirt and a sweetheart neckline. The sea foam green silk and coral pink tulle underskirt said fun and flirty, but the classic cut—fitted through the torso and flared at the waist, with thin halter straps—hinted at sophistication. Best of all, the dress was vaguely reminiscent of The Little Mermaid, Zoey’s favorite disobedient teenager. It was perfect for Disneyland, no matter what had happened the last time she wore it.

      She brought a hand to her dark black hair streaked with teal, remembering the feel of Mitch’s fingers running through it as his lips took ownership of hers. She may have initiated that kiss, but he had quickly taken back control.

      “This is stupid,” she said aloud. She yanked the vintage dress off the hanger and stripped to her underclothes. The silk slid down her spine and over her hips, flowing gently around her calves. She struggled for a few moments before managing to zip it up. Then she turned and faced the full-length mirror. Perfect.

      Take that, Mitch. He wouldn’t keep her from wearing this dress any longer. Besides, there was zero chance of seeing him tonight. She tried to picture Mitch surrounded by energetic teens trying to line-jump as they waited for Indiana Jones and snorted.

      Zoey fastened a strand of pearls around her neck and her delicate silver Mickey ears in her lobes. She wouldn’t let anything—or anyone—ruin tonight. She would be the perfect hostess, and that included looking the part.

      Zoey slipped into classic close-toed heels, walked down the hallway, and knocked on Brooke’s door.

      “Come in,” Brooke called.

      Zoey opened the door. She could just make out Brooke in the bathroom, leaning over the counter with puckered lips.

      “Are you ready?” Zoey asked.

      Brooke popped her lips a few times, blotting the lipstick, then flipped off the light and wandered into the bedroom. “I’m a little nervous, since you won’t tell me where we’re going. Is my outfit okay? My shoes?”

      Zoey eyed the six-inch stilettos. “You might want to wear footwear that’s a little more comfortable.”

      “You’re wearing heels.”

      “Yes, darling, but I’m an expert-level heel wearer. They’ve practically fused to my feet. I’ve forgotten how to walk unless I’m in abject pain. You’ve barely graduated from beginner to intermediate.”

      Brooke laughed and slipped into a pair of strappy sandals. “How’s this?”






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/nmfl-03-mnm_vector.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR.

LINDT EE ARMATRONG





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-squiggy-screen.png





OEBPS/images/snowflake-press-llc.jpg
Snowflake
Press LLC






