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      Natalie stared out at the ship, one hand holding her floppy sun hat in place against the brisk December air. The boat—was it still a boat if it could hold five thousand passengers?—towered above her, its pristine white paint gleaming in the late morning sun. A sky blue stripe ran down the middle of the boat, the name Ocean Dream written in elegant cursive. Beams of light glinted off the portholes and sliding glass doors leading to private balconies, while the excited chatter of guests embarking on an early Christmas vacation mingled with the squawk of seagulls.

      Was this floating palace seriously going to be her home for the next eight days? Natalie barely held back a squeal. She’d always heard cruise ships described as miniature cities, but never really appreciated what that would look like up close—in a word, awesome. She could definitely get used to this.

      She would get used to this, after landing the job as a travel reporter for World Traveler Magazine. This article was going to knock their socks off, even if it was on something as ridiculous as a matchmaking cruise.

      Someone bumped into her from behind, making Natalie stumble. An older man in a bright pink Hawaiian shirt mumbled an apology. Passengers poured out of the terminal where she’d just checked her luggage, heading toward one of the gangways leading up to the ship. Natalie lifted her purse higher on one shoulder and fell in line with the crowd, eager to board. The California sea breeze caressed her skin, making her arms prickle with the chill. Hopefully the temperatures would be warmer in Mexico.

      A trio of women in sundresses stood in front of Natalie in line, giggling. They all had the naturally tanned skin and sun-kissed highlights of native Californians, and the hopeful glow of someone looking for love.

      “Do you really think I’ll leave this cruise with a boyfriend?” the tall brunette asked.

      Her companion, a curvy blonde, rolled her eyes. “You’d better. We’d all better, for what this is costing us.”

      “Toujour has phenomenal success rates,” the girl in sunglasses said, confirming Natalie’s initial suspicions that they were part of the singles group. “I just know I’ll find love this week. I can’t wait to introduce whoever he is to my family at Christmas.”

      The blonde let out a happy sigh. “That sounds amazing. If I have to show up solo to one more family party…”

      Natalie tightened her hold on her purse and tuned out their conversation. The idea of falling in love with a total stranger—in eight days, no less—was completely ridiculous. Natalie had been around the block enough to know that wasn’t how relationships worked. The last three guys she’d dated had all left her with a broken heart and crushed dreams, and they’d known each other for months beforehand. Her relationship with Cole, her last boyfriend, had ended in a particularly brutal way three months ago. She’d thought he loved her, but it turned out he’d only loved her older brother Wyatt’s pro football career. Cole was majoring in sports medicine and thought Wyatt could use his connections to get him a job with the team.

      So Natalie was no longer the wide-eyed romantic she’d been as a new college student, eager to take on the world. Next semester—in only five short months—she’d be a college graduate. And if she nailed this piece, she’d be a reporter for World Traveler, jetting around the world on their dime under the guise of work.

      The line of people slowly shuffled forward. Natalie stepped onto the ship’s deck and presented her key card to the attendant waiting at the scanner.

      “Ah, Miss James,” the man said. He had a thick Jamaican accent and smiling brown eyes. “Welcome aboard the Ocean Dream.”

      “Thank you,” Natalie said.

      “Your room should be ready in about two hours. Please, feel free to explore the ship and enjoy a bite to eat at the buffet.”

      “I’ll do that,” Natalie said with a grin. She wanted that reporter job so badly she could taste it.

      Natalie took back her key card and walked across the deck and into the ship’s interior. She gasped. The pictures had definitely not done the Ocean Dream justice. Chandeliers taller than a house hung high above her, illuminating the promenade. Five levels of balconies draped in garlands looked out over the grand entrance. Signs advertising the various duty-free shops boasted everything from diamond rings to exotic chocolates. A Christmas tree stood in the center, decked out in gold and red ornaments and rising past three levels of balconies.

      “Incredible,” Natalie breathed. She owed Wyatt a killer Christmas present for helping her secure this opportunity.

      When she’d sent her resume to World Traveler three weeks ago, Dana had promptly replied with a single question—Are you the Natalie James who is related to Wyatt James? Natalie’s heart had leapt when she saw the editor-in-chief’s name in the from line of the email, then promptly dropped at the one-line reply. Natalie loved Wyatt. He was her best friend. But being his sister wasn’t always easy. Everyone, from boyfriends to bosses, wanted to use her to get to him.

      She’d reluctantly told Dana that she was indeed related to the famed lineman for the Los Angeles Coyotes. That had resulted in a phone call. Yes, Natalie was Wyatt’s sister. Yes, Wyatt’s fiancée, Tamera, had been a client of Toujour. Yes, Wyatt knew both Brooke, the owner of Toujour, and her husband, the owner of the Coyotes, reasonably well. Yes, Natalie was aware that Toujour was planning a singles cruise for the holidays.

      That’s when Dana had issued the challenge. If Natalie could secure a spot on the Toujour cruise and write an article about the experience, she’d have her dream job waiting for her after graduation. And if she didn’t … well, Natalie could guess how many applications they had to pick from.

      Natalie’s stomach growled, and she followed the stream of passengers heading toward the buffet. She’d boarded a red-eye flight last night after her last final, and then crashed for a few hours at Wyatt’s house before he dropped her off at the port. There hadn’t been time for breakfast.

      The buffet was located at the front of the ship. The line already stretched nearly to the door, but it seemed to move quickly. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a spectacular view of the ocean. Carved fruit sat decoratively among the silver warmers and bowls holding everything Natalie could dream of. She’d have to try her hand at fruit carving when she stayed with Wyatt over the holidays. Her small student apartment in Arizona was too frustratingly cramped to do any really great cooking.

      Ten minutes later, Natalie loaded her plate with a taste of everything, no matter how weird the pairing—chicken wings with a side of ranch, macaroni salad, Jell-O, pizza, a large helping of seasonal fruit, and popcorn shrimp. She’d come back for dessert later, because that looked like it would require an entire plate by itself. She definitely wouldn’t go hungry this week. If she had to do an article on matchmaking, at least the accommodations were top notch.

      Her plate overflowing, Natalie turned to find a seat. She was met by a wall of muscles. Her plate smashed into the man’s chest, sending food crashing to the floor. Natalie tipped forward, her momentum smashing her against him. Her hands flew out, resting on his broad shoulders as she tried to right herself.

      They were falling. She let out a yelp as his arms tightened around her waist. His back thudded against the carpeted ground, and Natalie landed on top of him with an oof.

      “I am so sorry!” Natalie scrambled to stand, pushing away from the man.

      He sat up with a groan. “What happened?”

      His voice was low, with a subtle Southern twang. Natalie lost her breath, but this time for a very different reason. The man was young—perhaps only a decade or so older than herself, somewhere in his mid-thirties. He had eyes that were a vibrant gunmetal blue and dark brown hair that swept over his forehead. Her heart thudded in her chest and her cheeks began to burn. It was bad enough that she’d clobbered some unsuspecting guest, but did he have to be so handsome?

      “Here, let me help you up.” Natalie reached out a hand, but he waved her away and pushed himself to his feet.

      She saw the glob of Jell-O and ranch seconds before his foot stepped in the mess. Her hand reached toward his, desperate to stop the second impending disaster. “Wait⁠—”

      It was too late. His foot slid in the concoction and his arms pinwheeled. Then he was flat on the ground once more.

      “Oh my gosh.” Natalie dropped to the floor, her hands fluttering over the man’s body. “Are you okay?”

      He groaned in response.

      “I am so, so sorry. I don’t know what happened. Where are you hurt?”

      Mortified. That was the only way to describe how she felt in this moment. She could feel the eyes of curious passengers witnessing her humiliation. She’d have to walk around with caution stamped on her forehead for the rest of the week so that people would know to avoid Natalie, the walking disaster.

      “I’m fine.” The man once again sat up, and he motioned to the passengers who stared at them. “Really, I’m okay. Enjoy your meal.”

      “You shouldn’t sit up,” Natalie said, pushing against his shoulders. They were strong and broad, and her mouth felt suddenly dry. She swallowed hard. “Let me get a medic or something⁠—”

      His hands closed around her wrists and she froze.

      “There’s no need for that.” He dropped his hold and rose to his feet with a grimace.

      Natalie stood as well, the humiliation of the moment making her blink back tears.

      That’s when she noticed his shirt. The yellow button-down shirt was smeared with pizza sauce and ranch dressing. Bits of macaroni salad clung to the fabric, and an orange-pink stain across his breast pocket told her where the Jell-O had hit.

      The breast pocket which was embroidered with the logo of the cruise ship and a name—Shawn. She closed her eyes. He was an employee.

      “Look at your shirt,” she muttered. “I’m such a klutz. Here, let me grab some napkins.” She turned to grab a handful from the buffet table, but the man caught her arm.

      “It’s okay,” he said. But the tight clench of his jaw said otherwise. “I’ve got a fresh shirt in my cabin. Are you alright?”

      A short man in the white-and-blue uniform of the crew rushed forward. “Mr. Erickson, are you okay?” he asked in heavily accented English.

      “I’m fine,” Shawn—Mr. Erickson—whatever she was supposed to call him—said in a grumpy tone that suggested he was lying. “Can you get a bucket and mop to clean this up?”

      “Certainly,” the man said, and scurried away.

      Natalie stood there, arms folded tightly and cheeks burning with embarrassment. “Sorry,” she mumbled again. What else could she do or say?

      Shawn motioned toward the buffet with his head. “You should get in line and grab more food. The staff will clean this up.”

      Natalie laughed uncertainly and motioned to his shirt. “And you probably want to change.”

      “Right.”

      “Sorry again about this.”

      He gave a brisk nod. “No problem. Have a good day.”

      “You too,” Natalie called faintly. But Shawn had already turned and was walking away.

      She ran her eyes down his lean frame, noticing a slight limp with each step. Was that her fault? She covered her face. This had better not be an omen of how the cruise was going to go down. She needed her article to impress Dana right into hiring her. Natalie hadn’t spent four years in college so that she could work as some beat reporter at a small town newspaper after graduation.

      Shawn was an employee. She’d probably be running into him in hallways all week. It might be a challenge to hide on a ship of five thousand. Natalie stifled a groan as she made her way back to the end of the line. There was a small grease stain on the bodice of her dress from the shrimp, and a few drops of ranch dressing on the hem of her skirt, but she’d escaped their encounter a lot better off than Shawn had. She really hoped that limp wasn’t an indication that he was seriously hurt.

      With a new plate of food in hand, Natalie carefully turned and searched for an empty table. A woman along one of the windows raised a hand. Natalie looked around, wondering who she was waving at, but there was no one nearby.

      The woman waved again. Natalie took a few cautious steps closer, squinting. The woman was slender, with shoulder-length strawberry blonde hair and a shy smile. Suddenly, the woman’s identity clicked. Kendra, the Toujour matchmaker that Natalie would share a cabin with for the next week. Tamera, Wyatt’s fiancée, had shown Natalie a picture of Kendra and told her how great she was. She’d been Tamera’s matchmaker, back when she’d been a Toujour client.

      Natalie paused right beside the table. “Kendra?”

      The woman’s smile widened. “That’s me. And you’re Natalie, right? I looked you up online. I hope that’s not too weird.”

      Natalie laughed and shook her head. “Not at all. I would’ve done the same if Tamera hadn’t shown me your picture. Mind if I sit?”

      Kendra motioned to the chair. “Please do. Are you okay? That looked like a hard fall.”

      Natalie set down her plate with a groan. “You saw that?”

      Kendra smiled sympathetically. “There weren’t too many people around. I’m sure no one will remember.”

      Shawn, with his clenched jaw and grunted words spoken with that soft Southern twang, certainly would. “Thanks for trying to make me feel better.” And could they stop talking about this? The whole encounter was embarrassing enough without having to relive it with someone who was essentially a stranger.

      Kendra seemed to hear Natalie’s unspoken plea and mercifully changed the subject. She speared a sliced strawberry and asked, “So, are you ready for the next week?”

      “Absolutely.” Natalie took a bite of her own strawberries and nodded enthusiastically. Hopefully she wouldn’t spend the whole time ducking around corners to avoid Shawn. He was so handsome. Probably had a beautiful wife and three perfect children back at port. She batted the thoughts away like an annoying fly. Focus on the story. That’s why she was here. “I’m so excited for this trip. It’ll make a great editorial piece for World Traveler.” At least, that’s what she’d keep telling herself. What did a travel magazine want with a singles cruise, anyway? Sure, Toujour was the hottest new way to date for celebrities and plebeians alike. And yes, Brooke, the owner of Toujour, and her billionaire husband were an ultra-famous power couple.

      Okay, so it made total sense why the magazine wanted an insider’s look at the cruise. Whatever. Natalie would just be grateful she had an in with Dana.

      “I’m glad it worked out so you could come,” Kendra continued. “When Brooke asked if I’d mind a roommate and told me about you, I was so excited. This cruise is going to be so great for our clients, and I’m glad you’ll be getting the word out.”

      That was one way to look at it, Natalie supposed. The clink of silverware and gentle laughter of vacationers filtered through the buffet, but Natalie ignored her plate and focused on Kendra. Time to put on her reporter’s cap. “I heard a rumor that some celebrities have joined this cruise.”

      Kendra raised an eyebrow and took a sip of her water. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that particular rumor is out. Yes, we’ve got a handful of VIP clients who are on the cruise. Brooke even allowed one to come along purely for publicity.”

      Natalie leaned forward. Well-known names and faces would add nice color to the article. Dana would be thrilled. “Can you give me names?”

      “You’ll need to check with the other stars whether or not they want to appear in the article. Some of them are pretty private. Hiding from the spotlight of fame is one of the reasons they come to Toujour. But Jase Larson is here doing research for a role, and Brooke only let him come with the understanding that he’d promote the cruise to his followers on social media and stuff. I’m sure he’ll be fine if you mention him in the article.”

      Natalie’s mouth dropped open. She did know Jase. Or of him, at least. If she’d been a teenage girl, she’d have had a poster of him on her bedroom wall. “Jase Larson? The actor who was nominated for an Oscar?”

      “One and the same. He’ll mostly be observing, like you. Brooke was worried that if she let him participate too much, some of our clients might forget he’s here purely for research. The last thing we want anyone to leave this cruise with is a broken heart.”

      “Yeah,” Natalie muttered, chasing a grape around her plate. Her mind flashed again to Shawn. She wondered if he’d broken any hearts. Those blue eyes of his should be registered as lethal weapons. They were that piercing. “So what can you tell me about the genesis for the cruise idea? Eight days doesn’t seem like very long to fall in love.”

      Kendra gave Natalie a knowing smile. “You’ve been talking to Tamera. She was so promising at first, but quite skeptical about the whole process by the end.”

      Natalie hadn’t been talking to her future sister-in-law, actually, but she decided to let that go. “You have to admit, a week seems pretty quick.”

      “Falling in love isn’t about time—it’s about compatibility. In my four years of matchmaking, I’ve found that around sixty percent of couples who end up together long term put their files on hold within three dates.”

      “Wow. That high a number?” Natalie dug in her purse, producing a notepad and pen. “Do you mind if I write some of these facts down?”

      “Not at all,” Kendra said.

      “Great.” Natalie jotted down a few notes. “Now, what else can you tell me about Toujour?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Shawn shut his cabin door forcefully behind him, his bad leg already throbbing. He flipped on the light, illuminating the tiny living room and kitchenette. His bedroom was barely big enough to hold both a bed and a closet, while the bathroom boasted almost no counter space. But it was his alone—a luxury he’d enjoyed since making the leap from crew to staff. He’d take his microscopic cabin over a bunk in the crew quarters any day.

      He pulled his shirt away from his skin with a groan. Pizza sauce and ranch dressing seeped through the thin cotton, and sticky fruit juice plastered the fabric to his skin. After a decade spent on the Ocean Dream, he’d come to expect the unexpected. But he’d been totally unprepared for the tall woman with sandy blonde hair to knock him off his feet. Literally. He gingerly straightened his leg, feeling the familiar ache deep down in his bones from all the hardware. He’d ice it tonight before bed. This week was not the one for his old injury to act up.

      Why couldn’t the woman have paid better attention to where she was going? She’d had the look of wide-eyed wonder all first time cruisers held. And he was going to be late to his meeting with Brooke because of it.

      Shawn glanced at his watch, agitation making the movement jerky. There really wasn’t time for a shower—he was supposed to meet Brooke in less than thirty minutes—but he’d have to make time. What was that saying—you never got a second chance to make a first impression? If there was one thing he couldn’t afford today, it was a bad first impression.

      His boss, the ship’s cruise director, had been practically giddy with glee when he approached Shawn three months ago and told him that Toujour had picked the Ocean Dream for their first-ever cruise. “Do whatever is necessary to make sure we’re their ship of choice for all Toujour cruises,” Mike had said. As VIP Coordinator aboard the Ocean Dream, Shawn was responsible for specialty groups and especially important guests. Landing a permanent contract with Toujour would mean a lot of publicity and money for the Ocean Dream. Which was why Mike had promised Shawn a hefty bonus if he convinced Toujour to sign the contract.

      A bonus that would finally give Shawn enough for the down payment on a small office space in Sunset Plains. He could finally open up his travel agency.

      He could finally go home.

      After the world’s fastest shower, Shawn picked a dark blue shirt with the cruise ship logo and tan slacks. Hopefully no more food mishaps were in his future and he was safe with the color choice. He gave himself a quick once-over in the mirror, making sure he looked presentable. The meeting with Brooke was a formality, since the itinerary for the next eight days had been solidified weeks ago. But it would also be the first time they’d meet in person. Not only was Brooke in charge of Toujour’s Los Angeles office, she was the wife of billionaire Luke Ryder, who happened to own one of Shawn’s favorite football teams. No pressure.

      A ding sounded from Shawn’s laptop in the corner. He glanced again at his watch, then growled and headed to the computer. He didn’t have time to check an email, but he wouldn’t be able to concentrate on the meeting if he didn’t. What if it was from his real estate agent back in Sunset Plains? Shawn was terrified that someone else would make an offer on the small brick storefront on Main Street before he had a chance to scrounge together the rest of the down payment. Unlikely in a town of only five thousand people—the same size as the cruise ship—but it was still something that kept him up at night. Because he really, really wanted to go home. He was tired of spending months at sea and never having a permanent address. He wanted Friday nights spent at the high school football games and Sunday dinners with his family. He wanted to go grocery shopping and know the cashier by name. He wanted familiarity. A family. At thirty-three years old, it was past time to settle down.

      Shawn clicked open his email and realized it wasn’t from the title company or his real estate agent. Instead, it was an email from the designer he’d hired to create a company logo. Shawn opened the file and his breath caught. Erickson Travel Agency—not a particularly imaginative name, perhaps, but it was his and he was proud of it. The solid block lettering was bold, the lines clean and modern. He could already envision the sign hanging on the coffee-colored brick all the buildings on Main Street boasted. Could see the logo painted on the glass front door.

      Ironically, it had been his sister’s failed wedding six months ago that convinced Shawn it was finally time to come back. It was the first time he’d been home in a few years, and the peace and familiarity had wrapped around his heart and not let go. Shawn had been working toward his goal of returning ever since.

      Soon, he promised himself. But showing up late to his appointment with Brooke wouldn’t be a great start to the week, so he closed the email and headed to her suite on the far end of the ship.

      The hallways were filled with crew members stowing luggage in guest cabins. Shawn smiled at the familiar faces and nodded in greeting, but didn’t stop to chat. He knew he’d reached the high-end suites when the hallways widened, and the crew members disappeared. These rooms had been taken care of hours ago, and unlike the rest of the ship’s guests, their tenants were already comfortably enjoying the amenities offered inside their rooms.

      Shawn knocked tentatively on the door of the presidential suite, the ship’s largest and most opulent room. It opened a moment later, revealing a woman with dark hair pulled up in a bun. Shawn had known that Brooke and Luke Ryder were young, but the youthful face staring up at him, free of makeup and dusted with freckles, still surprised him. A small baby was strapped to her chest with some kind of scarf.

      Younger than him, and already enjoying a husband and daughter. Shawn swallowed hard. He’d wasted so many years stuck on this ship, wallowing over lost dreams when he could have been chasing new ones.

      “You must be Shawn,” the woman said with a friendly smile.

      He held out a hand and she shook it. “Yes. Nice to meet you, Brooke.”

      “You as well. Please, come in.”

      Shawn nodded and followed her into the suite. The first time he’d entered this room, he’d been newly promoted from cabin steward to hospitality manager and had been dealing with a complaint. When he’d walked into the room, he’d immediately wondered what the family staying in the cabin could possibly have to complain about. Luxury and excess seeped from every inch of the place. From the private balcony with a hot tub to the grand piano in one corner of the living room, this suite was made for high rollers. But over the years he’d grown used to visiting various guests here as he ensured their vacations were perfect.

      The balcony door slid shut, and a man appeared. He was tall, with a full head of dark hair. “Looks like we’re getting ready to set sail,” he said before his eyes landed on Shawn. “Oh, I didn’t realize someone was here.”

      “Luke, this is Shawn,” Brooke said. “Shawn, this is my husband, Luke.”

      The billionaire CEO of the world’s foremost tech company. He owned a basketball and a football team. And he was still in his twenties. Shawn swallowed back regret and held out a hand. A military career would’ve never made him wealthy, but it would’ve made him proud. Not that there was anything wrong with working on a cruise ship, but it wasn’t the life Shawn had wanted. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You as well,” Luke said, returning the handshake. “Please, sit down.”

      Shawn nodded and sank onto the couch across from the couple. Brooke nestled against Luke’s side on the white linen couch littered with empty baby bottles and scrunched up burp rags.

      “I can’t tell you how excited I am for this week,” Brooke said. She looked up at Luke, who smiled down at her. “I had the idea for this cruise months ago, but Luke insisted we wait to do the first one until after Grace was born. I think it’s better this way, though. The holidays can be so hard for people who are single.”

      “Holiday cruises are always popular with the guests,” Shawn said. “I think you’ll be very pleased with what Ocean Dreams can offer Toujour this week. This morning, I personally met with the crew that’s been assigned to Toujour to make sure we’re all on the same page. I briefed them on your preferred dating protocol, and right now they’re hard at work getting the banquet room ready for tonight’s welcome dinner.”

      “Excellent.” Brooke patted the baby’s back almost absently, her ankles crossed. He’d never seen a new mom in a business skirt and top, or a billionaire in a T-shirt and jeans. The Ryders were nothing like Shawn had expected. “I’m meeting with all of my matchmakers in an hour to go over a few last details before the welcome dinner. I think I’ve decided against assigned seating for the first meal. I want to see how couples naturally pair up. A week isn’t much to work with, and my matchmakers can observe the connections being formed and then use that information during the rest of the week. For dinner tonight, let’s use round tables, big enough to seat six or eight. Is it too late for that? I know we originally talked about small tables set for two and assigned seating.”

      Shawn was already mentally rearranging the banquet room. He’d have to radio his crew as soon as he left the presidential suite so they could make the change. But he didn’t let the stress this change would cause show on his face. “Not at all. I’ll make sure the bigger tables are set up, and let the maître d’ know it’s open seating tonight.”

      “See?” Luke patted Brooke’s leg. “Shawn’s got everything under control. Relax. This week is going to be fantastic.”

      “I hope so.” Brooke shifted, and the baby grunted in her sleep. “I have complete faith in you, Shawn. I’m just nervous because this whole thing was sort of my brain child. Charlotte—that’s the owner of Toujour—was a little hesitant, but I finally convinced her the cruise was a good move. I really don’t want to let her down.”

      “You won’t.” Shawn infused his voice with confidence. “I’ve spent the last five years making sure specialty groups like Toujour have dream vacations. Your clients will be praising this cruise to all their friends, and you’ll have people rushing to sign up for the next one.”

      “I hope so,” Brooke said. “I think my biggest concern at this point is the celebrity clients. They all have potential matches not only with each other, but with other people in the group. However, I know from past experience that sometimes Average Joes can lose their minds when they encounter a celebrity and do things that are out of character.” She gave Luke a knowing smile, as though remembering something from long ago.

      Shawn had spent most of the last decade on the ocean without frequent internet access—and he used the times he did have internet to check scores on his favorite teams—so he wasn’t sure if these events had shown up in the media.

      “I’ve got my matchmakers all briefed on the situation,” Brooke continued, “but could you also be on the lookout for any celebrities in distress who need help escaping an over-eager fan?”

      “Absolutely,” Shawn said. “We have twenty-two of them, correct?”

      “Oh! That’s right, you don’t know.”

      Shawn’s body tensed, and his sore leg ached in protest.

      “We’ve added another celebrity,” Brooke continued. The baby started grunting, and she patted her back rhythmically. “Jase Larson. Do you know him? Anyway, he’s preparing for an upcoming role—a rom-com about a singles cruise. He’ll be here in an observational capacity, but he’s agreed to throw us some good PR in exchange for his presence.”

      That made Shawn smile. He did know of Jase Larson. His films were favorites in the cruise movie theater. Having a Hollywood heartthrob tweeting about the Ocean Dream would make Shawn’s boss very happy. “Any specific needs I should be aware of?”

      “No. Jase said he doesn’t want to interfere with the cruise, just observe. I get the impression he’s a pretty down-to-earth guy. He typically has a more hands-on approach to his acting, but of course I said it was out of the question in this circumstance. I can’t have my clients falling for someone who isn’t looking for a relationship.”

      “Of course,” Shawn said. He supposed that would be bad for business.

      “None of the Toujour clients know about the celebrity guests. The welcome dinner tonight will be the first time everyone meets. I just want everything to go smoothly.”

      “I’ll make certain that it does,” Shawn said. And if they ever finished this meeting, he’d get to work making that happen.

      The baby began to fuss, and Brooke stuck a pacifier in the infant’s mouth. She glanced at Luke, nose scrunched up. “I feel like I’m forgetting something.”

      “Natalie,” Luke prompted.

      “Oh, that’s right.” Brooke lifted the baby out of the wrap and handed her to Luke. “We’ve added a reporter to the group as well. Natalie James.”

      Another addition? Shawn resisted the urge to wipe his sweaty palms on his slacks. “Okay. Is there anything in particular I should watch out for with her? Anywhere you don’t want her snooping?”

      “What? No.” Brooke raised one eyebrow. “I’m not worried. Natalie is writing a piece for a travel magazine, which is an untapped market for us at Toujour. I think it’ll be great to help get the word out about our services to a wider audience. Charlotte’s hoping to open a few more Toujour offices in the States over the next year. Answer any questions that Natalie has, and give her free run of the place. She comes with excellent references.”

      “Natalie’s the sister of one of my football players,” Luke said.

      The name clicked into place and Shawn’s eyes widened. “Wyatt James?”

      Luke nodded.

      “Wow. Okay.” Shawn ran a hand over his short buzzed hair. James was a legend in the football world.

      Brooke shot Luke a look that made the man grin. “Wyatt’s fiancée is also a former client of Toujour,” Brooke said. “So we trust Natalie implicitly. She’ll give us a rave review in the article, I’m sure.”

      A movie star and a reporter on board the ship. Mike was going to jump with joy when he found out about this. Shawn could almost taste that bonus.

      “I think that’s it.” Brooke and Luke both rose, and Shawn did so as well. “Thank you so much for all of your help, Shawn. Please, if you have any questions, feel free to call the cabin, day or night.”

      “Don’t call before six a.m.,” Luke said. “Or after midnight.”

      Brooke fixed her husband with a glare as they all walked toward the front door. “Day or night.”

      Shawn paused, holding out a hand to both of them again. “Don’t worry about a thing. Toujour is in excellent hands.”

      Two hours later found Shawn in the banquet hall, relaying instructions to the crew. He’d helped them put away all the small round tables and replace them with larger ones, just as Brooke had requested. She’d explained that everyone on the cruise had a minimum of five potential matches, and attendees would switch tables daily as they rotated between potential partners. The whole thing sounded like a load of boo-hooky to Shawn, but who was he to bite the hand that fed him?

      Maybe he should swallow his pride and ask Brooke for some pointers, since he wouldn’t mind a relationship of his own once he got back on land. It had been a long time since Shawn had really dated. There weren’t a lot of options on a cruise ship.

      Time flew by as Shawn adjusted tablecloths, inspected place settings, and made sure all the candle centerpieces were lit. Dozens of small tasks were up to Shawn—making sure the microphone worked at the front of the room, tasting the food to ensure nothing was amiss with the menu, talking with the bartender about when to cut off a guest’s alcohol intake. Brooke didn’t want her clients tipsy. Apparently, finding love required a clear head. If even the smallest detail was awry, the blame would rest squarely on Shawn’s shoulders.

      Guests began entering the room, looking nervous but excited in their cocktail dresses and silk ties. Shawn took a deep breath. Show time.

      The maître d’ welcomed the guests at the door, while Brooke hugged each client and thanked them for coming. The baby was nowhere to be seen, and Shawn guessed she was with Luke back in the suite. Shawn pointed to the waiters standing with trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvre along one wall, silently signaling them to begin circulating. He recognized a few of the matchmakers circling the room, laughing with the guests and introducing clients to each other. Shawn noticed a candle had flickered out on a table near the front, and whispered to a waiter to relight it.

      Noise filled the room as more guests arrived. Shawn stood in a shadowed corner of the room, observing the new guests and his waitstaff at work. Observing was the first thing he did with any new group. It was a great way to spot the troublemakers, and hopefully head them off before major problems arose. There were always a few guests in every group who couldn’t seem to help themselves and complained about everything.

      Seriously, how had he ended up here? Shawn scanned the room, trying to pick out the celebrity clients specifically. Past experience told him the rich and famous were tough to please. He’d wanted to be a Navy SEAL, not a glorified assistant cruise director. But that car accident almost fifteen years ago had changed everything.

      Jase entered the room, his height making him instantly recognizable. He was trailed by a petite woman with bubble-gum pink hair. It took longer for Shawn to place her—a pop singer known simply as Skye, no last name needed. The haughty tilt of her head made him instantly wary. He would personally introduce himself to each celebrity before the night was over and order a complimentary bottle of wine to be sent to each of their rooms. Celebrities weren’t only the most challenging guests to keep happy, they were also the most dangerous if they decided to publicly voice their displeasure. And Shawn couldn’t afford any bad press on this trip. Not if he wanted that bonus.

      Shawn pushed back from the wall, satisfied with his appraisal of the three hundred and twenty-nine guests that were part of the group, including Jase, the reporter, and fifteen Toujour employees. Skye was already heading toward the bar for her first drink. Shawn watched as she accepted a martini glass, her shrill laughter piercing his ears.

      At exactly seven o’clock, Brooke rose and took her spot at the podium, the large expanse of the ocean glittering behind her as the blazing orange sun sank below the horizon line. Shawn nodded to the A/V expert, who faded the soft instrumental music until eventually it disappeared. The group of giggling singles quieted down and turned toward Brooke.

      “Welcome to Toujour’s first-ever singles cruise,” Brooke said, her voice echoing around the room. Too loud. Shawn made a down motion to the A/V guy, who nodded. After five years as VIP Coordinator, Shawn and his crew had this down to a science. “We are so excited to have you with us. Who’s ready for the warm beaches of Mexico?”

      The room broke out in thunderous applause. Skye let out a loud whistle and someone laughed.

      So this was going to be an especially enthusiastic group. Good. People were typically happy to be on a cruise, but it was always easier to make their vacation memorable when they came into it expecting the best.

      “Thank you,” Brooke said, her cheeks glowing pink with pleasure. “I’m just as excited to be here as each of you. I remember just how hard the holidays can be when you’re single. Your Aunt Alice keeps asking you when you’re going to settle down. Your mom won’t stop dropping hints about grandkids. Dad asks you about your plans every chance he gets, and Cousin Nellie, who’s way younger than you, just brought home her new fiancé.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir!” someone called out, his deep voice cutting through the room.

      A rumble of laughter filled the room, and Brooke chuckled as well. “I know. And that is precisely why I wanted to do our first-ever cruise in December, right before the holidays. I’m hoping that over the next week, Toujour can work a Christmas miracle for each and every one of you.”

      Happy sighs and excited claps filtered through the room. Shawn scanned the crowd, keeping an eye out for anyone who might be less than enthusiastic. Jase clapped politely. Skye clapped enthusiastically. But Shawn noticed a woman sitting alone at a table near the back who wasn’t clapping at all.

      He stifled a groan. Maybe she would the troublemaker of the cruise—never satisfied and critical of everything. He silently walked toward the side of the room, wanting a better look at the cynic. She wore a black cocktail dress, but he caught a flash of pink heels as she adjusted her feet underneath her chair. So she was bold, and perhaps a little flirtatious. Sandy blonde hair hung down her back in loose curls, and a jeweled clip that held her hair back on one side flashed in the chandelier light. Her profile showed a pert nose and full lips turned up in a small smile.

      So she wasn’t displeased, then. Maybe she had something against clapping? Or wait, maybe it was the reporter that Brooke had mentioned. Natalie James. Yes, it would make sense that a reporter would be observing more than participating. It also made sense that she would be sitting alone on this first night.

      More clapping filtered through the room. The woman adjusted, and Shawn finally caught a glimpse of her face. His breath caught in his throat as recognition dawned. No way. What were the odds? He closed his eyes, breathing deeply. She was the last person he wanted under his care.
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