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Chapter 1: Quinn




“Mom—heads up!” My eight-year-old son Kai pivots on one foot and sends the frisbee soaring across the park. It makes a perfect arc and comes straight to my hand. 

“Good shot, buddy!” my best friend Jayden Aldrich yells from the other side of the lawn.

I wing the frisbee back to Jayden, who catches it between both hands.

“Mom!” Kai bellows. “We’re playing ultimate frisbee! Jayden is on the other team! You just handed the frisbee to the enemy.”

I laugh and Jayden joins in. “Leave me out of the game, then, pal,” I reply. “I don’t even know how to play ultimate frisbee.”

“You are so out of date, Mom,” Kai informs me.

“You tell her, buddy!” Jayden calls and sends the frisbee gliding across the park.

Just then, a puff of wind carries the frisbee far to the right where Kai can’t catch it no matter how hard he runs.

It lands at the edge of some trees far away from the lawn where he and Jayden have been playing and Kai stops to pick it up. Some other boys his age come out of the trees right at that moment and they start talking to him.

Jayden and I both watch him, but when Kai doesn’t come back and then runs off with the boys and starts playing ultimate frisbee with them instead, Jayden saunters over to me. “It looks like we lost him. It’s the beginning of the end.”

“I know he likes you better and you’re his big brother and all, but could you not make it so obvious that you’re turning my son against me?”

He laughs and his green eyes twinkle when he smiles at me. He flips his long hair out of his eyes with that characteristic jerk of his head that he always uses. He started growing it out nine years ago when his wife left him and he refuses to cut it. It’s his badge of defiance against the dating world even though long hair makes him look even better.

“What’s the matter?” he teases. “You can’t hang with the big boys. Sorry, darling, but you’re bound to lose him someday. If it isn’t me, it will be someone else like those boys over there.”

“I know, but I’d like to think of him as my baby boy just a little longer.”

Jayden puts his arm around my shoulder and gives me a quick hug. “You’ve done a fantastic job of raising him on your own since Max died. I thought you’d cave and find yourself a rich husband by now. You really knocked it out of the park by staying loyal to the Singles’ Club.”

I snort. “Very funny. Hey, speaking of which, will you go with me to my sister Karina’s wedding? It’s next Sunday at Lakewood Estates. If you don’t come with me, my mom will try to set me up with someone she thinks would be a suitable match for me and he’ll try to turn it into a real date.”

Jayden laughs again. “Your mom really hasn’t gotten the memo yet, has she?”

“Oh, she got it. She just ignored it—just like the other five hundred times.”

“She should get together with my family,” he replies. “They could talk about who they want us to hook up with instead.”

“You don’t have any trouble hooking up, Mr. Fly-By-The-Seat-Of-My-Pants. You hook up all the time. That’s your problem.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my pants.” He elbows me and roars with laughter. Then he gets serious. “No, really. My mother and my sisters are way worse than your mother and your sisters.”

“So now we’re competing to see whose family is worse? Don’t they get that you don’t want to repeat the disaster of Helena leaving you? She vanished in the middle of the night, emptied your bank accounts, and didn’t even leave a note. Who would want to take the chance of that happening again? I can’t decide which is worse—that or Max dying when we had just adopted a baby boy.”

“Hey, at least I didn’t get stuck with a kid for the rest of my life.”

“Watch it!” I counter. “Kai is the best kid on the planet. Don’t you dare say anything bad about him.”

“You’re right. He’s an outstanding kid. You know it and I know it and we all know it. I really appreciate you letting me hang out with you. I get my family fix from you two while I keep playing the field. You ensure that I’m not tempted to settle down with anyone.”

“Great,” I grumble.

“So in answer to your question, yes, I will go with you to Karina’s wedding.”

“Thanks. I appreciate you taking one for the team.”

“Team Single,” he adds and we both laugh.

“And I don’t let you hang out with me and Kai,” I go on. “You make it sound like you’re a charity case or something. You’ve been my best friend for as long as I can remember and I couldn’t have done any of this without your support. You’re my rock.”

“Aw—baby!” He hugs me around the shoulders again and kisses me on the side of the head. “I love you, too.”

“So who’s your latest conquest?” I ask while we stroll across the lawn to where Kai disappeared. I don’t hold out much hope of finding him until he gets hungry and comes home on his own, but it’s nice just walking around talking to Jayden.

“I think her name was Abby or Tabby or Scabby or something. I can’t remember. I don’t seem to be able to stay interested in them for more than a few days. They all blend together after a while.”

“You are such a clod. You know that, right?”

“I know, but at least I’m being true to myself. I don’t lead these women on. I tell them from the beginning I’m not interested in anything more than a few days of fun. It isn’t like I’m using them or anything.”

“I think what you mean is that you’re using them and they’re using you.”

“Whatever. It works. Just promise me you won’t leave the Singles’ Club. I need someone to commiserate with.”

“Don’t worry. I don’t think I’ll ever date again—definitely not until Kai leaves home. Losing Max was too painful. He was my high school sweetheart and going through all the medical problems he had at the end really took a lot out of me. I might not even go back to dating after Kai moves out. I don’t know. I don’t know if I can ever get over that, but I guess anything is possible.”

“I don’t blame you,” he replies. “Besides, what we have now works so well. Why change it?”

“You’re right. I feel the same way.”

A yell interrupts our conversation and Kai comes tearing out of the woods with the other boys. “Mom—Tom’s dad is barbecuing hot dogs and he invited me over. Can I go?”

“Okay,” I reply. “Just show me where it is so I know where you are.” I turn to Jayden. “I better go.”

“All right, sweetie. I’ll see you Sunday.” He kisses me on the forehead again. “See you later, buddy!”

“Bye, Jayden!” Kai waves and then runs off. I wave to Jayden as he heads off across the park.

He’s such a good friend and the best thing about him is that he never demands anything else. He just hangs out with me and Kai, supports us, and he never pushes the relationship to be anything more than it is.

I love having a man in Kai’s life and they couldn’t be closer. In a way, Jayden gives me something not even a real relationship could. He gives me totally unconditional support with no obligations or pressures. He’s right. It’s the perfect arrangement for everyone.

I don’t relate to his need to leave a trail of hookups in his wake, but who am I to judge? Helena really cut him off at the knees and he’s never heard from her since. In a way, losing her was worse for him than Max’s death was for me. At least I know Max is dead and isn’t coming back.

Helena is running around out there in the world. Jayden doesn’t know where she is or what she’s doing or when she might fall out of the clear blue sky to wreck his life a second time.

He really pulled it together after she left, too. We don’t talk about it because he’d rather leave those dark days in the past. She left him penniless, but he dragged himself out of the mud and now he’s running one of the biggest, richest, most successful firms in the country. He built his company from zero with no help from anyone.

I wouldn’t want to risk someone taking all that away from me and he has plenty of experience after Helena did it to him once. He doesn’t want to chance it happening again with someone else.

The problem is that most women in town already know who he is. They all want to date him because he’s so rich and…. well…. he’s hot. He’s my best friend so I could never think of him that way, but even I have to admit that he’s downright stunning.

He always attracts women who want his money. No wonder he loses interest in them.

I don’t care. Let him have his fun. He’ll always be in my life and him being a player doesn’t affect how he acts around me and Kai. Jayden is great with Kai and he’s never treated me with anything but respect and support.








  
  
Chapter 2: Jayden




Istick my head into Quinn Brown’s apartment. “Hey, Quinn? You ready to go?” 

No one answers me so I go right in. I open the fridge and take out a bottle of juice when Kai comes downstairs dressed in a very spiffy black suit with a black silk bowtie. 

“Hey! Looking good, buddy!” I tell him. “You’ll be knocking the girls dead dressed like that.”

He turns bright red and squirms. “You don’t look too bad yourself.”

I shrug the jacket of my tux into place and turn from one side to the other like the stud I am. “What do you think? Do you think I could get picked up as the next James Bond?”

He laughs. “James Bond doesn’t have long hair.”

“That’s his mistake. Where’s your mom?”

“Still upstairs getting ready.” 

I stick my head up the stairs and yell, “Quinn! It’s time to go! You’re gonna be late!”

“I’m coming!” she calls from out of sight.

I turn back to Kai. “And she was never seen or heard from again.”

He laughs again. “I don’t think we could get away with that. She’s always around.”

“She’s a good mom. She would never leave you alone.”

I sit down at the kitchen counter to drink my juice and he comes over to lean against the counter. “Could I start learning about your company, Jayden?”

“What do you want to learn about my company for? You said you were interested in engineering. You don’t want to get locked up in the corporate world.”

“You’re rich.”

“So what? Being rich isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Look at your mom. You guys aren’t rich and you have more than I do.”

“No, we don’t. You have a much nicer car.”

“So? Do you think life suddenly gets better because you have a better car? Look at this place.” I wave at the apartment. “You have everything you want. You don’t need money.”

He shuffles his feet and looks away. “All the boys at school want to be as rich as you.”

“I’d like to see them try it for a week. They wouldn’t like it near as much, but if you really want to learn about my company, you can.”

His face lights up. “Really? You would do that?”

“Sure. If you learn about it, you’ll find out pretty quick that being an engineer is way more interesting. If I had to do it over again, I would probably become an engineer.”

“But engineers don’t make as much money as you do.”

I study the kid in front of me. I could tell him all about why being an engineer is better than having a bunch of money. Helena wouldn’t have left me in pieces if I didn’t have money, but Kai is too young to understand that.

He doesn’t understand how much I regret marrying her. If I knew then what I knew now, I would have smelled a gold digger a mile away. I would have realized she was never interested in anything but my money, and as soon as she got that, she hit the bricks and took all my money with her.

If I had been working as a humble engineer, I would have married someone who just wanted to live a normal middle-class life instead of riding high on the hog all the time. I would be living in the suburbs with my boring wife and kids and paying a mortgage and that would be it. Every gold digger in town wouldn’t be trying to hook up with the rich big-shot Jayden Aldrich.

I’m just trying to figure out how to explain even half of this to Kai when Quinn comes downstairs. She looks magnificent in a full-length white dress studded with pale cream silk flowers. The dress really shows off her figure and the scattering of the same silk flowers in her curly chestnut hair sets off the sparkle in her turquoise eyes.

I stand up and grin at her. “You look outstanding—almost good enough to be the bride.”

She blushes. “Don’t let Karina hear you talking like that. She’s already jealous enough as it is.”

“Maybe if she took better care of herself, she’d have less to be jealous about.”

She bites back a grin and her cheeks flush even darker. She’s gorgeous. It’s a good thing she’s so dedicated to staying single or some lucky bastard would have snapped her up years ago.

“Don’t talk like that at the wedding, okay? Please.” She rummages in her handbag and then turns to Kai. “You look nice, too, sweetie.”

“You didn’t say I look nice, sweetie,” I tell her and make her laugh.

“You don’t need some girl telling you that you look nice,” she tells me. “Your head is already way too big.”

Kai punches me hard in the shoulder. “She burned you so bad, dude!”

“Watch it, kid,” I tell him. “You don’t want to get into a burn competition with me.”

“Are you ready to go?” Quinn interrupts.

“I’ve been ready to go for ten minutes. I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Okay. I’m ready. Come on, Kai.”

We go outside, get in my car, and drive across town to the Lakewood Estates. I pull up in front of the entrance and hand my eyes to the valet before I turn to Quinn and stick out my elbow. “Shall we make them think we’re on a real date?”

“You’re so bad.”

“Come on. You know you want to. Make them think we’re a couple.”

She laughs and Kai joins in. “Go on, Mom. Everyone wants to date Jayden.”

“I don’t,” she counters. “How do you know about that, anyway?”

“Tom’s aunt and sister were talking about it at the barbecue at the park. They saw me talking to Jayden and then they started talking about how he always….”

“I don’t want to hear it!” Quinn holds up her hand and turns her head away. “We aren’t here to talk about Jayden’s dating life.”

“We aren’t?” I ask and get another laugh from Kai. 

Quinn tries to give me a dirty look and winds up grinning. “No, we’re here for a wedding. Now come on.”

I stick out my elbow at her again and she blushes and takes it. There. Now I’ll have the most beautiful woman at this wedding on my arm and we aren’t even dating. I can just imagine what her mom will say when she sees us showing up together. Mrs. Brown has been trying to set me up with Quinn for decades.

We walk into the club and out onto the terrace. The whole terrace, garden, and the huge lawn is set up for the wedding with a giant marquee, acres of buffet tables with plenty of ice sculptures, and a hundred people milling around in fancy clothes.

Kai runs off with some other kids and Quinn’s friend Harper Murdoch comes sweeping over to her. Harper grabs Quinn’s other arm. “You HAVE to come over and see Karina’s dress, Quinn! It’s spectacular!”

“I’ve seen it,” Quinn replies.

Harper glances over at me and blushes. “Hi, Jayden.”

I say, “Hello,” as politely as I can, but I would have to be blind not to see Harper shooting me the side-eye. She’s been doing that a lot lately. Hey, if she wants to wind up on the scrap heap with Abby, Tabby, and Scabby, who am I to argue?

Quinn pretends not to see Harper eyeing me. Quinn is used to that after almost twenty years of friendship. We were friends as kids and we stayed friends all the way through the whole Helena disaster. 

Now she’s seen me hook up with I don’t know how many girls. Quinn knows the drill. She might razz me about it sometimes, but she never judges. That’s what’s so great about her. She just accepts me for what I am without trying to change me into something else.

Speaking of which, I spot Quinn’s mom coming toward us and I squeeze Quinn’s arm. “I’m gonna go hit the booze. Do you want anything?”

She grins at me on the side. “That’s right. Go hide at the bottom of a bottle.”

“I’ll need it to deal with all the comments I’m about to get. See you later.”

I split off and Harper drags Quinn off somewhere. I head for the nearest bar, but Quinn’s mom intercepts me anyway. “Hi, Jayden!” she shrills.

“Hi, Mrs. Brown. How are you?”

“I’m wonderful! How are you? How’s the dating scene these days?” She sure doesn’t waste any time.

“I don’t know. I don’t date.”

“Are you sure you didn’t come as Quinn’s date?”

“I came as her date for this wedding, but we aren’t dating. Sorry, Mrs. B. I wish I could tell you otherwise.”

“When are you going to settle down with someone? You’re so successful. You could find a nice girl….”

“I’ll work on it. Thank you.”

I take my drink from the bartender, pound it, put the glass down, and point into it so he gives me another one. Quinn’s mom has been on my case for decades to get married. She doesn’t know or doesn’t want to believe that I’m still legally married to Helena and I don’t want to get mixed up with anyone else.

I could tell her that all day every day for the next fifty years and she still wouldn’t believe it. I can just imagine the hints and suggestions Quinn is getting from her sisters and Harper behind my back. They’ve been after Quinn for years to remarry and they don’t listen to her any better than they listen to me. They don’t understand why she might actually want to raise her son alone.

Quinn’s mom makes me stiffen by squeezing my arm. She leans in close and almost whispers in my ear even though the bartender can hear her perfectly well. “You and Quinn have always been close. Why don’t you take it to the next level?”

“I don’t think so, Mrs. B. We’re just friends. You know that.”

Of course she knows it. God only knows why she keeps dropping these remarks every time we see each other.

“A man and a woman can’t be friends,” she tells me. “Someone always wants something more. It’s a law of nature.”

Okay, now I know I absolutely HAVE to end this conversation. I turn to face her and level her with an unwavering stare. “Have you ever heard Quinn say that she wants to date me? Have you ever heard her say that even once? Has she ever, in all the years we’ve known each other, even once mentioned taking our friendship to the next level?”

“Well, no, but ……”

“Then there’s your answer. She doesn’t want to date me, so that’s the end of it.”

I turn back to the bartender and take my third drink. Of course Quinn doesn’t want to date me. She’s my best friend. We’re practically brother and sister. We’re too close and neither of us wants to date anyone anyway.

Mrs. Brown finally gets the message. She leaves, but not before she squeezes my arm and says, “If you ever want me to set you up with someone, you let me know.”

“You’ll be the first person I call if I need any help finding a date, Mrs. B,” I tell her.

She takes off and I groan into my drink. It’s going to be a long afternoon. Quinn’s mom would be the absolute last person I would ever ask to set me up with someone. I shudder to think what kind of woman she thinks would be a good match for me.

She doesn’t know about my string of conquests. She couldn’t possibly know if she suggested setting me up with someone. She wouldn’t want to throw another respectable girl into the meat grinder.

I turn around nursing my drink and see Quinn across the lawn with Harper and Quinn’s other sister, Sandy. Quinn doesn’t look happy. Maybe I should rescue her.

I stroll over there and Harper and Sandy get all stupid when I ease in and stand next to Quinn. Harper can’t stop falling over herself smiling at me and Sandy blushes and doesn’t say a word.

I take Quinn’s elbow and steer her away. “How’s it going?”

“Why did I agree to come to this wedding?” she murmurs under her breath.

“Because the bride is your sister.”

“Oh, right. I forgot.”

“That bad, huh?” I ask.

She nods. “One of these days, someone is going to invent a mechanized robot that looks lifelike enough to pass for human. I’ll get one to bring to these events so everyone thinks I have a boyfriend—or a husband.”

“Maybe I should invent one. I could make a mint.”

She shoots me a grin. “I thought you were one. I thought you could act as a stand-in so no one would ask too many awkward questions.”

“Let me guess. They want to hook us up with each other.”

“How did you know?”

“Your mom just ambushed me by the bar.”

She covers her eyes and groans. “God Almighty! That was fast.”

“Let’s go sit down in the marquee. It’s empty. We can hide from everyone in there.”

We go sit down in front of the altar and talk for a while. I realize too late that this makes it look even more like we’re involved, but whatever. Everyone already thinks that, so why not?

Fortunately, we’re in a perfect position when people start entering the marquee for the ceremony. We don’t have to go anywhere and no one drops any hints….yet.

We get through the ceremony just fine and then lunch starts. I sit next to Quinn and Kai sits on her other side at the table. We’re isolated enough from everyone until after lunch.

The instant we stand up, some executives of another company that rents a building I own come over to talk to me. Quinn gets swept into another conversation nearby with Harper and some of their other female friends.

I’m talking business not thinking anything of it when loud laughter makes me glance over my shoulder. The world comes to a screeching halt when I see a bunch of guys gathered around Harper, Quinn, and her friends.

One of the guys dives in and kisses Quinn on the cheek and then, right in front of me, he puts his arm behind her and places his hand on her back. 

I wouldn’t normally care about some yahoo hitting on her, but she visibly recoils from the guy and tries to move away from him. She shakes his arm away, and the very next second, he takes a step forward and does the same goddamn thing.

She spins around to confront him. I can’t even hear what they’re talking about, but the body language is unmistakable. She doesn’t like this creep and I see the whole disaster winding up to blow.

I walk away from the business conversation and shove between Quinn and the guy. I break in on them so suddenly that he winds up putting his arm around me for a split second before he realizes that I’m there.

“You can see she isn’t interested in you, buddy,” I tell him. “Keep your hands to yourself.”

The dude squares his shoulders and looks me up and down. He’s at least four inches taller than me, but if he’s messing with Quinn, that won’t help him. “Who the hell are you?” he snaps.

“I’m the guy that’s taking her home after this so back your ass right off before you get taken home in an ambulance. She already pushed you away once, and if you don’t get the message, I’ll do it for her.”

“Who are you—her boyfriend?” The guy takes a threatening step toward me and bumps his chest into mine. “You forgot to cut your hair for the last ten years.”

“I didn’t forget how to behave in public.” I cock my head and study him. “I recognize you. You’re a broker with Emery & Banrock, aren’t you?”

The guy stiffens visibly. “Who’s asking?”

“Jayden Aldrich—that’s who.” The temperature drops by twenty degrees as the penny drops. Dead quiet falls over the group of idiots standing behind this chump.  

“You’ve got some growing up to do in your chosen profession if you don’t even recognize your own company’s major investors,” I go on. “If I was you, I’d take your boys here and go back to the office for the rest of the weekend before someone decides to make a few phone calls about your behavior.”

The guy stands his ground for another half a second before one of his friends takes his arm and saves his face by pulling him away.

I stay where I am until they disappear into the crowd. Then I turn around to find Quinn cowering behind me. “You okay?” I ask her.

She nods quickly and her eyes dart around the tent. Dozens of eyes watch us talking. “Thanks,” she murmurs. 

“You’ve been holding out on us, Quinn,” one of her friends comments. “You didn’t tell us you and Jayden were seeing each other.”

“We aren’t seeing each other,” I tell her. “We’re friends. How many times do we have to tell you?”

“You could have fooled me,” Harper replies. “You’re sure acting protectively of her if you’re just friends.”

I smack my lips in exasperation, but I don’t dignify these remarks with an answer. It’s all we ever hear whenever we go to any family function together. It’s nothing new, but it doesn’t get any easier.

I take Quinn’s elbow and pull her away. “Come over here and sit down.”

Harper and her friends giggle behind their hands as we walk away, but Quinn doesn’t. She passes her hand across her forehead. She’s looking pale.

I pull her down into one of the empty chairs at the lunch tables. “Do you want to go home?” I ask her. “We can get out of here if you’ve had enough of this.”

“I wish I could, but I have to stay for Karina. We’re supposed to take a bunch of family photos right before she leaves for her honeymoon.”

“Well, just stick close to me. You don’t have to walk around socializing with everyone.” I look over at her and see her sweating bullets. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“That guy….” she starts to say and breaks off by compressing her lips. I haven’t seen her this disturbed in a long time.

“Don’t worry about it,” I tell her. “He was a moron.”

“Thanks for intervening. I wasn’t sure if I could handle it.”

“You shouldn’t have to. You have enough to deal with without fighting off jackasses like that. He needed someone to straighten him out.”

She smiles, but not very convincingly. 

“Do you want something to drink?” I ask her. “You don’t look so good.”

“I’m okay. I’m just….my heart is racing. I haven’t had to deal with something like that since…. since before Max.”

“I’ll get you something to drink. Stay here.” I look around the tent. I can see the bar from here, but I don’t want to leave her alone. 

I want to find someone to keep an eye on her while I’m gone, but Harper and the others are making such stupid faces across the tent that I don’t dare to leave. They’ll swoop in and start filling her ears with their nonsense the instant I walk away.

Fortunately, at that moment, Kai and some other kids come into the tent on their way somewhere else. I grab him. “Hey, buddy! Sit down here and take care of your mom for a second. I’m going to get her a drink.”

I push him into my chair and he turns to Quinn while I go to the bar. I check over my shoulder just to make sure they’re talking before I walk away. I’ll get her this drink and then I won’t let her out of my sight until it’s time to leave. 

I might not be here as her real date, but no one is going to mess with her as long as I’m around. I don’t need to be her boyfriend to take care of her.








  
  
Chapter 3: Quinn




My friend Harper Murdoch stretches out on my bed with her head dangling off the mattress and swipes her finger across her phone screen. She flips through all the photos from Karina’s wedding. “Have you ever seen such a beautiful wedding dress? I’m going to get married in a dress just like that.” 

“You might want to find the guy first,” I call from the other side of my bedroom. I keep folding laundry while we talk. 

“It isn’t from lack of trying. Oh, my God! Did you see her bouquet? Wasn’t it stunning? All the flowers were to die for.”

“Yeah, they were nice. The whole wedding was nice.”

“Nice!” Harper yells and flips onto her stomach. “It was better than nice. It was dreamy. It was like a fairy tale.”

“Well, maybe not as nice as that. The marquee was kinda stuffy. I liked Sandy’s wedding better.”

“You would find something wrong with any wedding,” Harper grumbles. “You’re a robot, Quinn.”

“I’m not a robot. I’m just not as much of an airhead as you are. A wedding isn’t an excuse to take leave of my senses. It’s just another day.”

“It was your sister’s wedding day! No wonder Karina didn’t choose you as one of her bridesmaids.”

I snort and pick up the laundry basket. “She didn’t choose me as one of her bridesmaids because she wanted her two best friends from grade school to be her bridesmaids instead.”

I head off down the hall and down the stairs to the living room to put the laundry away. Harper jumps up and follows me downstairs talking fast. 

“You could have at least stood by the altar with her instead of sitting in the seats like a total stranger. I don’t understand you at all, Quinn. Where’s your sense of romance?”

“My sense of romance died with Max and me standing next to Karina has nothing to do with romance. I’ve explained this to you a thousand times. James and Karina were the ones who decided who would stand where and who would be involved in the ceremony. It had nothing to me.”

“I’ll never believe that.” She flops on the couch and starts scrolling through the pictures again. “What woman wouldn’t want her sister standing by her on her wedding day?”

“Karina,” I reply and start putting the clean dishtowels away in the kitchen, the clean bedding in the hall closet, and hanging up Kai’s school clothes by the front door.

“I’m going to have my sisters as my bridesmaids,” she tells me. 

“I’m happy for you. When’s the big day?”

“Stop it, Quinn!” she yells. “You’re cruel.”

“Hey, you don’t see me getting married, either. We can be old maids together.”

“You’re marrying Jayden, aren’t you?”

My head shoots up, but I relax when I see her smirking at me. “Don’t start that again,” I tell her.

“Oh, come on!” She comes over and leans across the kitchen counter to leer at me. “You can’t tell me he wasn’t acting protectively at the wedding.”

“We’re friends and that guy was acting like a jerk. Of course Jayden was acting protectively.”

“You know it’s more than that. Didn’t you see the way he was hovering around you? He must have feelings for you.”

“No, he doesn’t. Jayden doesn’t have feelings for anyone, especially not me. He considers me his little sister.”

“I bet you he doesn’t.”

I groan and roll my eyes. “Whatever. You’re as bad as my mom and Sandy.”

“Maybe we all see something you don’t. Why don’t you go out with him? He’s so rich and soooooooooo hot!” She puffs out her cheeks and waves her hand like she’s fanning her face.

“Uh-huh. Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Ah-ha!” She points at me. “So you admit that he’s hot!”

“Of course he’s hot. That doesn’t mean I want to date him. He’s my oldest friend and he’s been the one who’s supported me ever since Max died. Jayden is like an uncle to Kai and….”

“Then he’d be perfect for you. You’re already friends. Just take it to the next level and call it good.”

“I wouldn’t go out with Jayden even if he was interested in me—which he isn’t. He’s a player. You know that as well as I do, Harper. He fools around with a girl for two or three days and then gets bored and dumps her.”

“He’s got to stop playing the field someday. One of these days, he’ll find someone who doesn’t bore him and he’ll settle down. He’s the heir to the Aldrich fortune as well as being stinking rich in his own right. Why shouldn’t he stop being a player with you? You’d be set for life if you bagged him.”

“I don’t want to bag him,” I counter. “Why don’t you go out with him if you think he’s such a catch? I see you flirting with him every time you see him.”

“Maybe I will.”

I snort. “Good luck with that. Let me give you a piece of advice as your friend. Don’t go near him unless you want a broken heart.”

“Why shouldn’t I flirt with him? He’s so attractive and smart, and if he acted that way around you, he would be the territorial type with any woman he got serious with. That kind of alpha male protective behavior is soooooo hot!”

“Listen to me, Harper. I’ve known Jayden for years, and if there is one thing he cannot stand, it’s a woman who wants him for his money.”

“I never said I wanted him for his money. I said he was hot.”

“You just said anyone he gets together with him will be set for life. You said he’s the heir to the Aldrich fortune. He can smell that kind of attitude a mile away. He’ll play with you and throw you away. Don’t even go there. Trust me.”

“You’re only saying that because that’s what he’s done with every other girl he’s ever met—except for his ex-wife, of course.”

I don’t correct her by pointing out that Jayden is still legally married to Helena. Not many people know about that little detail. Jayden can’t get a divorce from Helena when he doesn’t know where she is.

Harper won’t listen to reason on anything else Jayden-related, so why should she listen to me about that? “And you think you’re the exception?” I ask her. “You think you’re the one woman in the world that he won’t throw you away? You’re crazy. You’re cruising for trouble.”

“I could be cruising for the man of my dreams. If you’re really just friends with him, you shouldn’t care if I go out with him.”

“I care because I don’t want you to get hurt. I know you too well. You’ll get your heart broken and then you’ll come crying to me about how Jayden dumped you.”

“No, I won’t.”

I snort again. I’ve been the recipient of too many of Harper’s tears after her dating disasters go wrong. This one promises to make the Mount St. Helens eruption look like a tea party if she really thinks she can make Jayden change his ways.








