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        To my mom, who sacrificed a lot of time to help me follow my dreams and never once complained. I love you!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Brooke’s Rules

          

          (FOR STAYING IN THE FRIEND ZONE)

        

      

    

    
      1. Absolutely no kissing on the lips.

      2. Hugging is okay, but only for three seconds or less.

      3. Cuddling is fine as long as we’re doing something (like watching a movie) and not just cuddling for cuddling’s sake.

      4. We can call for emergency dates (for weddings, work events, that sort of thing) at any time, and the other person has to agree.

      5. We can’t call for dates just because we’re bored.

      6. Plans with each other can be broken for a “real” date.

      7. Hanging out doesn’t count as a date as long as we each pay for ourselves.

      8. No extravagant or expensive gifts for each other.

      9. If one of us needs help, the other will drop everything and come running—no questions asked.

      10. We can use each other as a fake boyfriend or girlfriend to dissuade unwanted attention from a persistent admirer.

      11. Rule #4 and #10 are void if one of us is in a relationship.

      12. We can stay overnight at each other’s apartments, as long as we are in separate rooms.

      13. No keeping personal items at each other’s homes. That’s what couples do.

      14. Holding hands is okay, as long as neither of us is dating someone.
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      Luke wrapped his fingers around the leather steering wheel of his Aston Martin One-77. He pressed the clutch and shifted gears, speeding through a yellow traffic light. His chest tightened as his heart constricted. Just a few more minutes. Then today would fade away as he lost himself in the bottom of a glass.

      Five minutes later, Luke tossed his keys to the valet and walked into the exclusive Los Angeles club. The pulse of music made the black walls, draped in shimmery purple fabric, vibrate with every beat. His shoulders dropped and his breathing slowed as the music washed over him. Lights from the dance floor reflected off the chandeliers in tiny rainbows. The club smelled like expensive alcohol and perfume. Despite the holiday, or maybe because of it, the dance floor was crammed with people. He ignored them and headed straight for the bar. The women would come to him soon enough.

      “Mr. Ryder,” the bartender said. “I didn’t expect to see you here today. The usual?”

      Luke nodded and sank onto a barstool. The bartender made a Scotch on the rocks and handed it over. Luke downed it in two painful gulps. He noticed women turning his direction, whispering to their friends.

      Here come the gold diggers. It’s why he’d come to the bar instead of drinking at home, but he wasn’t ready for them yet. It always took a few drinks to forget Brooke and enjoy the company of other women.

      One broke away from her group and sauntered over. Luke knew her type immediately—microscopic party dress, bleached blonde hair, sun-tanned skin. Fake boobs and Daddy’s credit card.

      Wait. He didn’t just recognize her type. He recognized her.

      She sat down on the stool next to his, leaning forward so her cleavage was shown at its best advantage. “Luke Ryder, in the flesh.”

      “Candi. What are you doing back in California?”

      “Buy me a drink and I’ll tell you.”

      “For old time’s sake,” Luke agreed. He lifted his hand, signaling for the bartender. “I’ll have another Scotch, and give this lady whatever she wants. A vodka martini still your drink of choice?”

      “You remembered.”

      The waiter left to get their drinks. Candi played with the cuff on Luke’s shirt. “What’s a man like you doing here on Thanksgiving? Surely you have somewhere better to be.”

      He resisted the urge to shrug off her hand. It wasn’t like Brooke was here to see. “I do.” But the house had been too quiet without his dad whistling Christmas tunes off-key. The dinner table had been too empty with only him and his mom. The meal had been too bland, lacking his dad’s jokes and famous deep-fried turkey. As soon as his mom had started to yawn, Luke had bolted.

      Candi’s lips turned down in a sympathetic pout. “This must be such a hard day for you. It’s only been, what, a month since your father passed? I’ve been keeping tabs on you through the press.”

      Five weeks and two days. He’d felt every one of them.

      The bartender returned with their drinks, and Luke took a sip from his.

      Candi crossed one of her long, shapely legs over the other. “I’m sure you remember what a comforting person I am. I can make you feel better if you let me.”

      Luke didn’t doubt that. Candi had been his college girlfriend, and another failed attempt to make Brooke jealous. Luke and Candi’s relationship had been rocky at best. She was a possessive and jealous girlfriend, prone to mind games. He’d been relieved when she got a job across the country and moved. But she had known how to make him feel better.

      What would Brooke think? She’d never liked Candi much.

      She’d think about Antonio, that’s what. The ring on her finger made that much clear.

      Still, he couldn’t bring himself to encourage Candi. Not yet. “I’ll stick to drinking, thanks.” He took a sip to emphasize his point.

      Candi’s tongue flicked out and moistened her top lip. “You never used to drink much.”

      “My father used to be alive.”

      Candi leaned back, the flirtatious act dropped for the first time. “I understand. I lost my father almost two years ago. Lung cancer, same as yours. He couldn’t give up smoking, even at the end.”

      “My father didn’t smoke.” But his grandfather had. Secondhand smoke, the doctors said. That’s what caused the lung cancer. Eighteen years of living with a pack-a-day smoker. It always seemed cruel that his dad had to die for a choice he never made. “I’m sorry about your dad. I hadn’t heard. Does it get easier with time?”

      “No. But you get better at dealing with it.”

      Her honesty was unexpected and refreshing. Maybe she’d changed in the four years since he’d last seen her.

      Brooke would hate that you’re here with Candi, his mind whispered.

      Brooke doesn’t get an opinion. She has Antonio now.

      Candi smiled at Luke. Her teeth were too white and too straight, her smile too wide. Obviously her career as a model had been successful enough to afford a few enhancements.

      “I’ve thought a lot about you the last few years. Even thought about contacting you when I moved back a few months ago,” Candi said.

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “I figured if you wanted to find me, you would. But then I saw you here tonight and couldn’t resist.” Candi took another sip of her martini, then set it on the bar. She held her hand out to Luke. “Enough of this depressing talk. Let’s dance.”

      Candi had been a lot of things. Crazy. Erratic. Possessive. But she’d also been fun, passionate, and great at making him forget his troubles. She was exactly what he needed tonight.

      Luke let Candi lead him to the dance floor. Brooke was at home, probably video chatting with Antonio and eating pie with her mom. Candi was here.

      Candi grabbed his hips, moving them in rhythm with the music. Luke took a shot from a passing waiter, then let the alcohol take over. For hours they danced. As his brain clouded, Candi grew more beautiful, the music became more exciting, and dancing more enjoyable than ever.

      “My apartment’s only a few blocks away,” Candi told Luke after yet another dance. “Remember how much fun we used to have?”

      Luke’s muddled brain sharpened. Brooke.

      She doesn’t want me. Not like that.

      Still, he wanted to at least try to be a gentleman. “Are you sure?”

      Candi moved closer, pressing herself against him. Her skin glistened with moisture under the colored lights. “Yes. I’ll help you forget all about today. I promise.” And then her lips were on his. Her arms were like vises—soft, comforting vises that made him feel less dead inside.

      And she’d always been a fantastic kisser.

      He closed his eyes and imagined he was kissing Brooke. Imagined it was her arms wrapped around his neck, her fingers threading through his hair. Luke should’ve made his move on Brooke when he had the chance, despite the promise he’d made to his father. The lights of the dance hall flickered behind his closed eyelids as he let himself dream.

      He was startled back to the present by a shout. “Luke!” The voice was relieved, with a hint of panic.

      Luke tore himself from Candi. He struggled to make sense of that voice in this setting.

      And then he saw her. She strode boldly through the crowd, looking out of place in her white peacoat, ripped jeans, and flip-flops. But he recognized the bag—a twelve-thousand-dollar pink Birkin bag he’d given her as a birthday present. She had no idea how much it cost, or that he’d been the one to buy it. He’d lied and told her it was a gift from a client, since that didn’t technically violate Rule #8.

      Brooke threw herself at Luke, wrapping him in a hug. Her chestnut curls, pulled back in a ponytail, tickled his nose. “You’re okay.” She moved back, glaring. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been looking for you? I had to leave my mom’s house early. Without any pie.”

      “What are you doing here?” Candi placed a hand on her hip and glared.

      Brooke’s eyes widened, apparently noticing Candi for the first time. “Look what the cat dragged in. I could ask you the same.”

      “Why are you here?” Luke asked Brooke. The words sounded slurred, even to his own ears. He winced. Brooke never touched alcohol, and hated it when he drank. Because of that, he’d never indulged much. Until the funeral.

      She never mentions Antonio’s drinking.

      “Duh, I’m looking for you,” Brooke said. “Your mom called and begged me to check in on you. And then Mitch called.” She pulled out her phone and started texting. “Come on, we’re going home.”

      “We were just leaving for my place,” Candi said, grabbing Luke’s arm possessively. “And three would be a crowd. You never did know when to butt out.”

      Brooke ignored her. “Let’s go, Luke.”

      Candi stepped in front of Brooke. “He’s coming with me. You’re not his mom.”

      “But I am his best friend. That trumps ex-girlfriend any day.”

      Brooke stepped around Candi and tugged on Luke’s arm. He stumbled, nearly knocking Brooke over. Way to make an impression, Luke. Nothing makes a girl’s heart flutter like a drunk.

      “You don’t have to go,” Candi called after them.

      “I gotta,” Luke mumbled.

      “At least call me.”

      “Sorry,” he said. He’d always picked Brooke over Candi, and he always would. He’d follow Brooke anywhere. Even when she was pissed.

      “You really know how to pick ’em,” Brooke said. “Were you seriously going to hook up with that psycho again? I was feeling sorry for you, and now I’m just mad. I left you like ten voice mails, but I guess I know why you weren’t answering your phone.”

      “Couldn’t hear it.”

      “Did you drive or take a cab?”

      He had to think about that for a moment. “Drove.”

      Brooke’s hands roughly patted his cheeks.

      Had he fallen asleep?

      “Luke. Luke! Where’s the valet ticket?”

      Valet ticket? He couldn’t think clearly.

      Brooke sighed, fumbling in one of his coat pockets, then the other. Luke’s heart thudded in his chest, and he wanted to lean forward and hold her. That would definitely violate Rule #2. Probably Rule #3 as well. He pushed her hands away.

      “Where’s the claim number?” she repeated.

      He reached into the inside breast pocket of his suit jacket and withdrew it. Soon Luke’s car pulled up to the curb, the silver paint gleaming under the light of the protective awning. The valet opened the passenger door, and Brooke crammed Luke inside.

      “Buckle up,” she said.

      When he didn’t move, she leaned over and did it herself. Her breath tickled his cheek, and he inhaled the familiar scent of peppermint. He would happily spend the rest of the night filling his lungs with her fragrance if she’d let him.

      She didn’t. Instead, she climbed into the driver’s side and drove toward his apartment. He admired the way she handled the clutch for about a block before falling asleep.

      Luke woke when Brooke shook him. Both she and the valet for the apartment complex stared down at him. He squinted against the lights coming from the lampposts along the curb.

      “I can’t carry you inside,” Brooke said. “Can you walk?’

      Luke mumbled yes. He tried to support his weight as they walked into the lobby, but Brooke still bore the brunt of it. She grunted, her arm tightening around his waist.

      “Do you need help, Miss Pierce?” the doorman asked.

      “No,” Brooke said. “Thanks.”

      Luke’s foot slid on the white marble flooring, causing him to pitch forward. He pulled Brooke with him and she let out a gasp of surprise. The doorman rushed to their aid, but Luke caught himself before the stout man reached them.

      “Maybe I should help get him upstairs,” the doorman said.

      “Once we’re in the elevator we’ll be fine,” Brooke reassured him.

      “Of course.” The doorman hurried to the elevator doors, the chrome so shiny Luke could see a blurry reflection in them. The older man pushed the call button, and the doors opened almost immediately. Luke’s stomach curled with humiliation as the doorman helped Brooke guide him into the elevator. The doorman stepped out, and the doors slid silently shut.

      Luke slumped against the mirrored wall as they rode up twenty-nine floors to his penthouse apartment. He must’ve fallen asleep again. He heard the deep rumble of a male voice—the elevator attendant?—helping him into his apartment. Felt the soft silk of the duvet on his bed beneath his cheek. A tug as Brooke pulled off his shoes and socks.

      He heard the clatter as Brooke dropped something—probably her cell phone—then a soft whisper as she spoke to someone on the other end of the line. “Hey, Zoey.”

      Ah yes, Brooke’s roommate and trusty sidekick. He wondered if Zoey would be upset about being dragged into another episode of the drama that was his life. After eight years, it had to be wearing on her.

      “Yeah, I found him, about to hook up with Candi. Yeah, that Candi. I don’t know—he’s totally wasted. Can you pick up my car? I’m going to stay the night to make sure he’s okay.”

      That’s when Luke fell asleep.
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      Luke awoke to the banging of pots and pans in the kitchen. Brooke. His head felt as though it had been sliced in two with an ax. Now he remembered why he usually didn’t drink. He squinted at his alarm clock. It was already ten in the morning. He rolled over and sat up, groaning. He was still dressed in his suit from the night before, minus socks, shoes, and jacket. His stomach churned. He wasn’t sure if it was a result of the hangover or anxiety over facing Brooke. He’d made an idiot of himself. Again. And he knew she’d have a lot to say on the subject.

      His feet hit the floor, sinking into the plush charcoal-colored carpet, and the bedroom lights flipped on. Heavy dark blue drapes—Brooke’s choice—slid back from the large picture windows on one wall. “Good morning, Luke,” said the cool voice of Talia, the computer running his home automation system. “Los Angeles is a chilly fifty-five degrees today. It’s 10:09 a.m., and your schedule is blank for the entire day-day-day.” She repeated the last word three times, a glitch that happened a few times a day. Luke hadn’t bothered to fix it. Talia was the last project he and his dad had worked on together. She functioned correctly most of the time.

      The heated wood floors of the hallway warmed Luke’s cold toes, and Josh Groban’s voice drifted from the speakers in the kitchen—one of Brooke’s presets. The unmistakable smell of frying bacon overwhelmed him. He sighed in relief. If Brooke was making breakfast, she couldn’t be too mad.

      “I miss you too.” The voice was Brooke’s, and Luke froze in the hallway. She must be on the phone with Antonio. He peeked around the corner. Brooke stood behind the six-foot long island, mixing some sort of batter—pancake, if the griddle was any indication. The diamond in her engagement ring caught the light, sending a rainbow across the white shaker cabinets and a knife through his heart. He still wasn’t used to seeing it on her finger.

      “I saw the pictures too. I’m sorry. But I couldn’t let him go home with that floozy.” A pause as she listened to something Antonio said in response. “I know I’m not being fair to you. I promise, you do come first. I’ll set better boundaries in the future.”

      Luke closed his eyes and massaged his temples. He’d noticed Antonio and Brooke fighting more and more lately, and this confirmed his suspicion that he was a big part of that. He didn’t like Antonio. He was always ordering Brooke around, and was a little too arrogant for his own good. But Brooke seemed genuinely in love, and Luke hated causing her trouble.

      “I’ll talk to Luke again. I’ll take care of this, promise. I love you too. Bye.”

      Clearing his throat, Luke walked into the kitchen.

      “Hey,” Brooke said, glancing up from the batter. She looked adorable in her rumpled jeans and T-shirt from last night. Her face was devoid of makeup, her hair pulled back in a loose messy bun. “I was wondering when you’d wake up. I’ve been banging pots for twenty minutes. Aspirin’s on the counter.”

      He grabbed the two white pills and swallowed them dry. “You could’ve borrowed a pair of my sweats instead of sleeping in jeans.” Before Antonio, she would’ve done so without blinking. But since the engagement four weeks ago, things had been changing.

      Luke dipped a finger into the pancake batter, and Brooke swatted at his hand. But it was playful, so maybe they were okay.

      “I’m engaged now. I shouldn’t be spending the night over here in any type of clothes. That’s the last time I babysit your drunk butt.”

      He winced at the accusation in her tone. “At least it’s a holiday, right?”

      She grunted. “You made me miss out on Black Friday shopping.”

      “I’ll buy you whatever you wanted.”

      Brooke rolled her eyes. “I’m not taking your money.” She stirred the batter a few more times, then poured some on the griddle. “Breakfast will be ready soon.”

      “You didn’t have to cook. And you didn’t have to stay last night, either.” If Antonio found out she’d slept over, he’d pout and throw a tantrum like a spoiled toddler. From the calm voices of the phone conversation, Luke was guessing she hadn’t told him.

      “The breakfast is to help make this conversation suck less.” Brooke slid a tablet across the black granite counter top. “Mitch called. Google Alert directed him to this about an hour ago. Obviously he’s thrilled.”

      “Mitch needs to relax.” Luke woke the tablet with a swipe. A web page was already pulled up to a popular tabloid. One of the less reputable ones, if there was such a thing. And there, on the front page, was a photo of him and Candi, lips locked in a sloppy kiss. The picture was grainy, as though taken long-range with a cell phone. In big, black letters across the top, the headline proclaimed, “Billionaire Turkey Bags a Holiday Treat.”

      Luke clenched his hand into a fist. He never should’ve let Candi kiss him. He couldn’t believe he’d almost gone home with her. He glanced at Brooke, hoping to gauge her reaction. She busily flipped bacon, but her lips were pursed into a line.

      “Must’ve been a slow news day,” he said.

      “Read the story.”

      Oh no. He clicked on the article and opened it. There were two more grainy photos—one of Brooke helping him to the car, and another of Brooke and Candi talking. The photo made it look like they had been in a cat fight. Luke didn’t remember anything like that.

      He read the caption. Luke Ryder was seen leaving the club with Brooke Pierce, who still sports her engagement ring from artist Antonio Giordano. Pierce and Giordano met through a matchmaker at Toujour, where Pierce is an employee. Despite that, it has long been rumored that Pierce is carrying on a not-so-secret affair with Ryder. Luke swallowed. The article couldn’t be further from the truth.

      “I’m sorry, Brooke. I didn’t mean to drag you into this again.” He sheepishly motioned to her phone on the counter. “I heard you talking to Antonio. He’s pissed, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, and I can’t blame him. I see red every time a girl so much as flirts with him. And you and I are constantly being linked together in the media. It’s not easy for Antonio.” She pointed her spatula at Luke. “I assured him I’d do whatever necessary to stay out of the papers and squash the rumors.”

      “I’m sorry,” Luke repeated. He curled his fingers into his palm. She acted as if being linked romantically to him was one of the worst things possible.

      Brooke flipped the pancakes. “Out of all the girls in the club, you had to pick Candi. Have you forgotten how crazy she is?”

      Maybe.

      “You’ve been showing up in the media a lot lately.”

      “Not true,” Luke said.

      “Talia, how many times has Luke been mentioned online recently?”

      “Fourteen times in the last month,” Talia said, her voice surrounding them from all sides.

      Luke’s jaw clenched. “Of course I’m in the news a lot right now. Ryder Communications’ founder just died.”

      Brooke grunted.

      “There’s nothing between me and Candi.”

      She removed the bacon and blotted it with a paper towel. “She didn’t seem to know that. You two were quite the item in college.” Was it Luke’s imagination, or did she sound angry? Maybe even jealous?

      Don’t get your hopes up. Despite Antonio’s many, many flaws, Brooke seemed committed. Why else would she have accepted the ring?

      “I had a momentary lapse in judgment, nothing more,” Luke said.

      Brooke put a pancake on each plate, then took the saddle barstool next to his. “You’re spiraling. I know you miss your dad. I do too.”

      “Of course I miss him. He’s barely been gone a month.”

      “I know. And I won’t pretend to understand what you’re going through. But this…” She motioned to the tabloid. “She stole the door off your car when you broke up with her.”

      Luke savagely bit off a chunk of bacon. “I was drunk last night.”

      “You didn’t used to drink very much or very often.”

      Life was easier to handle with alcohol. He didn’t have to remember the death rattle he’d listened to for five hours or his mom’s sobs after his dad breathed his last. He didn’t have to recall how the company’s stock still hadn’t recovered and he was a woefully unprepared and inadequate CEO. He didn’t have to think about how he had lost Brooke. “So I showed up in the tabloids again. Their next big story is ‘Stars Without Makeup!’ I don’t think I have much to worry about.”

      “Oh, I disagree. You know Darius and the rest of the board are going to hate this.”

      Luke grimaced. That much was true. Darius was old fashioned, and loudly disapproved of Luke’s every action. As though being the chairman of the board of directors gave him the right. “I can handle him. The most I’ll get is another lecture on how I need to man up and act like I’m forty.”

      “Mitch is worried. He says the stockholders are really nervous.”

      Luke snorted. “What does Mitch know? He’s just my personal assistant.”

      “He’s more dialed in to this company than you are. The anniversary gala is really important, and he wants to keep the focus on that and not you. Try to stay out of the papers for a week, okay?”

      The anniversary gala next weekend. Just thinking about it made Luke want to take another drink, or maybe go lift some weights. His father had been so excited about the celebration—thirty years since he had started the company out of his basement. He’d planned a lot of the event, and had been determined to be there. The memories stung. “I’m not going.”

      “You say that now, but you’ll change your mind by next Friday.”

      “It’s too hard, okay? I’ll go to the press release for the lung cancer foundation next month, but not the gala.” The company was nearly ready to announce their nonprofit, and Luke hoped it would help shareholders feel more positively about the dipping stock.

      “You’re strong. You can do this. You think the board is going to freak about the tabloid? Try not showing up to the most highly publicized company event of the decade. Besides, it’ll destroy your mom if you don’t attend. And it’s disrespectful to your father’s memory.”

      She was right—Brooke was always right. He’d have to go. “Are you coming with me?”

      “Of course. Zoey and I will both be there. Antonio won’t be back until the day after the party.”

      He knew she was bringing Zoey for Antonio’s sake. Brooke hadn’t been Luke’s “plus one” to an event since she and Antonio started dating. Rule #11 effectively voided Rule #4. It was yet another reason to hate Antonio.

      “Eat up,” Brooke said. “You’re braving the Black Friday sales with me. Maybe there’s still some good deals left.”

      Luke rolled his eyes, but obediently shoveled another bite into his mouth. A day spent with Brooke was heaven, no matter where they went.
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      Brooke poked her head into Zoey’s bedroom, then rolled her eyes at the disaster she saw. Clothes were thrown haphazardly about, draped over the bed and littering the floor. Makeup spilled across the dresser, and a bottle of nail polish sat open. For just a moment, Brooke was taken back to the arguments the two of them had had as Freshman sharing a tiny dorm room. They had both been much happier since moving into an apartment with two bedrooms.

      “Zo?” Brooke asked. “We’re going to be late.”

      Zoey poked her head out of her private bathroom. “Almost ready,” she said. She disappeared again, and emerged less than a minute later. She stepped over the piles of clothes, carefully placing her stilettoed feet. She tossed aside a pair of jeans and a few shirts before locating her purse. She held it up, triumphant. “We can go now.”

      Brooke crossed her arms. Zoey looked glamorous and edgy as usual. Her dark ebony hair fell straight over her shoulders, highlights of bright pink throughout. Dramatic eye makeup made her brown eyes pop. She wore a pencil skirt and lacy blouse, sure to tempt all her clients to give up on Toujour and beg Zoey for a night on the town.

      “If you would put your purse the same place every night, then you wouldn’t make us late for work,” Brooke said.

      Zoey laughed. “We’ve never been late. You make sure of that.” She shut and locked the apartment door, and they headed to Brooke’s car.

      “With an eleven o’clock start time, you’d think we wouldn’t be rushing,” Brooke pointed out. Not that she really minded. After eight years as friends, she’d gotten used to Zoey’s penchant for tardiness.

      Zoey stifled a yawn. “I didn’t get home last night until almost three.”

      “Clubbing again?”

      “On a date. He was kind of a jerk, but totally loaded. I ordered every dessert on the menu.”

      Zoey and Brooke chatted as they drove the short fifteen minutes to Toujour. Brooke parked her VW bug and they both got out of the car.

      “Think you’ll be able to keep busy all eight hours today?” Zoey asked.

      Brooke grunted. “I hope so. I’m quickly running out of matches for a few of my clients.”

      Brooke swung open the front door to Toujour and was immediately hit with the spicy-sweet scent of Dragon’s Blood incense. Even after five years, it still overwhelmed her every time she entered the lobby. Christmas music played softly through the hidden speakers, and a small Christmas tree decorated in hearts, cupids, and wedding ring ornaments sat in one corner of the reception area. Lianna, the receptionist, sat behind a tinsel-lined black desk.

      “Good morning, Lianna,” Zoey said.

      Lianna glanced up from her computer. “Morning,” she said. Her eyes were bleary behind her thick glasses frames, and her blonde hair was tousled as though she’d rushed getting ready. Brooke glanced at Lianna’s computer. A game of Solitaire was pulled up. Lianna absently moved one of the cards.

      “Phones are quiet this morning,” Brooke muttered to Zoey. They walked down a short hallway that opened into the heart of the building. Cubicles filled the center of the large space, and small rooms called parlours lined the outside wall. Posters of happy couples were on the front of each door, no doubt meant to remind clients of the success they’d soon experience in love.

      Zoey and Brooke’s shared cubicle was near the center of the room. Zoey set her purse on the desk and they both sank into their chairs. Brooke fired up her computer, dread already curling in her stomach. She was down to eleven clients, barely enough to keep her busy each day, and with each failed date the pool of potential matches shrunk even further.

      “Have you decided if you’re going to your dad’s yet?” Zoey asked.

      Brooke frowned. She clicked on the welcome icon and entered in her password. “I probably should. I haven’t visited since the fourth of July.”

      “Wow, it’s been that long?”

      Brooke tapped her foot against the floor. “Yeah.” Ever since her dad cheated on her mom, she hadn’t been able to look at him the same. Their relationship had improved since the divorce, but she knew it would never be what it had once been.

      Her dad had ditched Shandi, the woman he’d gotten pregnant while still married to Brooke’s mom, not long after Jason was born. Now he was married to Miranda, a woman Brooke genuinely liked, and they had four-year-old twin girls together. She hoped this relationship would last.

      “I should go,” Brooke said. “To see my sisters, if nothing else.”

      “It won’t be so bad,” Zoey said. “You’ll eat dinner, chat for an hour, and leave. I bet Miranda puts on a fantastic Thanksgiving spread, even if it is December now.”

      “That alone is reason enough to go,” Brooke agreed. Miranda was a fantastic chef. Brooke pulled out her phone and quickly texted her dad. A week from Saturday at one o’clock is great for a late Thanksgiving celebration. Can we bring anything?

      She hadn’t expected him to text back right away. As a dentist, he didn’t usually have a lot of down time during work hours. But he must’ve been between patients, because he quickly texted back, Nope, I’ve got it covered. I’m so glad you and Antonio can come!

      “It’s done,” Brooke said, setting her phone on the desk. It would be good to spend time with her family again. She should make more of an effort with her father, so things wouldn’t be awkward at the wedding. And she really did miss her brother and sisters.

      “Good.” Zoey unplugged her laptop and stood. “My client should be here soon. Cross your fingers the date went well, because if it didn’t I have no idea who I’m going to match him up with next.”

      “Good luck,” Brooke said. Zoey nodded and headed toward one of the parlours. Brooke pulled up her own list of clients, clicking on one of the profiles. She was a little concerned about finding a match for this woman. Kate had been on five first dates, and hadn’t clicked with any of them. With barely one hundred clients left at Toujour, and less than half of those male, Brooke was running out of options fast.

      She didn’t understand why people weren’t signing up for Toujour in droves. It was so much more than online dating. Toujour’s professional matchmakers provided relationship advice, tips on dating, and spent hours finding the perfect match for their clients. And that was only the beginning. Brooke knew Toujour worked. It was how she’d met Antonio, after all.

      Brooke reviewed the notes she’d taken the last time she met with Kate, making sure all the keywords were there for the computer. Then she clicked a button to run a search for matches. Anything above sixty percent compatibility was considered a good potential match, and anything less than fifty percent wasn’t worth looking at.

      While the computer ran Kate’s profile against the men in the database, Brooke responded to a few emails. She clicked back over to Kate’s profile. The computer had finished, and a flashing button said “five matches found.”

      Five. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Brooke clicked on the button to display the matches. Two of them were below sixty percent, so she discarded those for the time being. Another one Brooke instantly knew wouldn’t work. That particular guy was one of her clients, and she knew that the couple would never mesh. That left two matches. Two. What if neither of them worked out?

      Brooke took a deep breath and started going over the profiles. One of them had to be the guy for Kate. She’d never had to turn a client away, and she didn’t want to start now.

      By the time Zoey returned, Brooke was looking into date options for Kate and Damon. “How’d it go?” Brooke asked.

      Zoey let out a dramatic sigh. “Okay. He agreed to a second date, but I could tell he was reluctant.” Zoey set her laptop on the desk. “If we don’t get more clients soon, people are going to stop renewing their memberships for the sole reason that they’ve already dated everyone here.”

      “I know.” Brooke chewed her lip, wondering what Charlotte, Toujour’s owner and founder, would try to do next about the lack of business.

      “Hey, are we still going to the anniversary gala on Saturday?” Zoey asked. “Someone asked me out, and I want to double check before telling him no.”

      “We’re still going,” Brooke said. “Don’t ditch me now.”

      Zoey rolled her eyes. “I’m not ditching you. I just wanted to make sure nothing had changed.” She flashed a grin. “I can probably meet way richer guys at the gala anyway. This guy was only a junior partner at a law firm.”

      Brooke laughed. “You’re impossible.”

      “My grandma always said it’s just as easy to fall in love with a rich man as a poor one. I’m taking her advice to heart.”
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      Brooke twisted her engagement ring around and around on her finger, anxiously watching the red carpet for signs of Luke’s arrival. She’d spent all morning at his apartment, trying to convince him that he needed to attend, and only left to get ready when Mitch arrived to take over babysitting duties.

      Zoey’s hand clamped over Brooke’s. Zoey arched an eyebrow, her eyes looking larger than normal with the dark, smoky eye makeup. “Stop that, or the press will think you’re breaking off the engagement. Mitch said they’re on their way.”

      Brooke pulled the wrap tighter around her shoulders. “Sorry. I’m just nervous. There are so many ways tonight could go wrong.” The gala needed to be flawless. Despite Luke’s blasé attitude, Brooke was worried about his position with the company. She had read the articles, and knew his investors were antsy. She also knew that if she appeared in the papers, she’d be in hot water with Antonio. And her fiancé had put up with enough the last month. “We don’t need a repeat of the tabloids last weekend.”

      “Well, let’s hope Luke shows up on his best behavior. If worse comes to worst, I’ll cause a distraction.”

      Brooke’s hand stilled on her wrap. Zoey was impulsive enough to do just about anything. Brooke eyed the bright pink highlights in Zoey’s hair. “Like what?”

      Zoey shrugged. “I don’t know. It’ll depend on how drunk everyone is.”

      “Zoey…”

      She sighed dramatically. “You’re no fun.”

      “Please don’t do anything that’ll end up in the papers tomorrow. I can’t keep an eye on Luke and you.”

      “He’s here,” someone shouted. Reporters rushed forward, converging on the black limousine that pulled up to the curb. A door opened, but that was all Brooke could see with the reporters swarming. Not that it mattered. She knew it was Luke.

      “Mr. Ryder! Mr. Ryder!”

      “Come on, let’s wait for him inside,” Brooke said.

      Zoey followed. “You don’t want to walk in with him?”

      Brooke shook her head. “Too many cameras.”

      “Oh.” Zoey’s surprise evaporated into annoyance. “Antonio. Right.”

      Brooke nodded her thanks to the doorman, and they escaped inside the hotel. The doors swung shut, and the shouts of reporters were replaced with O Holy Night playing quietly through hidden speakers. A twelve-foot Christmas tree, covered in gold and red decorations, sparkled beneath the chandelier in the center of the hotel foyer.

      Brooke and Zoey handed their wraps over at the coat check, then showed their invitations and were let into the opulent grand ballroom. Poinsettias sat in alcoves and on tables, and evergreen wreaths with gold and red Christmas balls hung from every window. A string quartet played holiday music on a raised platform, and tuxedoed waiters wandered through the crowd with trays of food. A banner proclaiming “Happy 30th Anniversary, Ryder Communications!” with the company’s logo hung on the far wall. She hoped it wouldn’t set Luke off.

      A warm hand settled on her waist, and Brooke recognized the touch immediately. She shivered as lips brushed her cheek. “You look beautiful,” Luke said, his voice husky. His breath smelled strongly of spearmint mouthwash—a sure sign he’d been drinking.

      Brooke quickly moved away. He got extra flirty when drunk, something she’d discovered the past month. But when she turned around, her breath caught. He’d gelled his caramel hair into an organized mess, a look she adored, and the cerulean blue of his eyes popped underneath the chandelier light. He’d shaved away the three days of growth, showing off his strong jaw line. “You don’t look so bad yourself.”

      Mitch was at Luke’s side. Despite being almost thirty, at these events he always resembled a high school kid borrowing his dad’s tux for prom. He was lanky, all limbs, and had a perpetually youthful face. Brooke doubted he could even grow facial hair. His dark chocolate skin was nearly the same shade as the black tux, and his lips were turned down in the slightest frown. Brooke watched Zoey grin flirtatiously. Mitch’s eyes widened and he gulped.

      What was that about? Did Zoey like Mitch?

      Luke grinned, holding out his hand to Zoey. “Thank you both for coming.”

      Brooke frowned, her focus returning to Luke. “You’re in a good mood.”

      He gestured grandly to the ballroom. “Well this party is just so fabulous. We have so much to celebrate.”

      Brooke’s stomach clenched. “You’re drunk.”

      “I had one Scotch before coming here. There’s a difference.”

      “I know this is hard,” Mitch said. “Just hold it together for a few hours, okay?”

      Luke grunted. Brooke hoped that meant he had planned on giving the speech without complaint. “Let’s go say hi to Mom,” he said.

      “Of course.” Brooke pointed. “She was over there a minute ago.”

      Karen saw them heading toward her and smiled. Brooke saw the relief in her expression. No doubt Karen had been as worried as Brooke that Luke wouldn’t show. Her arms wrapped tightly around him, and Brooke saw the glisten of unshed tears in her eyes. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “I know this is hard for you.”

      “Of course, Mom.” Luke’s voice was gruff as he hugged her back. “I’m here to support you.”

      Karen released Luke and hugged Brooke. “And thank you. I know you’re probably the reason he’s here.”

      Brooke opened her mouth to respond, but didn’t know what to say. “The party’s beautiful.”

      Karen nodded. “Rick would’ve loved it.”

      “Karen.” An older woman with a beehive hairdo slipped an arm around Karen’s shoulders. She was one of the board members, but Brooke couldn’t remember her name. “How are you doing, honey? I’ve been thinking about you.”

      Luke took Brooke’s hand and tugged her away. Karen gave a small wave of acknowledgment as they left.

      “I can’t be around board members right now,” Luke muttered. Brooke knew things had been tense since he had been appointed CEO days after Rick’s death. “I’m not in the mood to listen to a lecture on how I’m failing the company.”

      “Things will get better,” Brooke tried to soothe. If you’ll start showing up at the office.

      And that’s when Brooke saw her. Candi. She walked into the ballroom in six-inch stilettos, her arm wrapped tightly around none other than Nathan Kendall, CEO of Kendall Home Systems. Her gold dress was slit nearly to her navel, and a full, sheer skirt left little to the imagination. She looked like part of the decorations.

      And she was headed right toward them.

      What is that vixen playing at?

      Mitch had managed to engage Luke in a conversation about basketball. Brooke caught Zoey’s eyes and motioned discreetly toward Candi and Nathan. Zoey turned, then whipped back around to Brooke, eyes wide.

      Luke raised an eyebrow. “You okay, Zoey?”

      Brooke’s heart thudded in her chest. She didn’t know which would be worse for Luke—seeing Candi or seeing Nathan. Had Candi been playing Luke? There was no way it was a coincidence she was here with the competition. There’s no such thing as a coincidence, especially where she’s concerned.

      “I’m fine,” Zoey said. “I … saw a former client. He and his fiancée called off the wedding and it’s a little awkward.”

      Brooke stole a glance at Candi and Nathan. Candi had wrapped her arms so tightly around his bicep that she looked like an accessory to his tux. They were stopped a few feet away, chatting with an actress. What was Candi up to? Brooke could tell by looking at Candi and Nathan that the couple—if that’s what they were—wouldn’t last. The way they clung to each other spoke of lust, not love. If they were clients at Toujour, she’d be looking for new matches for both of them in a month.

      Brooke took Luke by the arm, doing her best to make the action appear casual. “I love this song. Dance with me?” She pulled Luke toward the dance floor.

      “Catch up with you later,” Zoey called. Brooke looked back over her shoulder and saw Mitch already headed toward the pair, Zoey close on his heels. Zoey brushed her hand down Mitch’s arm. Okay, something was definitely up with the two of them.

      Luke’s mouth twitched, completely oblivious to what was going on. “Is this supposed to be a Christmas song? I’ve never heard it. What is it called?”

      Brooke blushed. Why couldn’t the quartet have played Deck the Halls or White Christmas or something everyone knew? “Okay, I don’t know the song. But I love the way the cello sounds.” There was a cello in a string quartet, right?

      Luke allowed Brooke to lead him onto the dance floor. “When did you become a music expert?” He pulled her into the classic dance pose—one hand at her waist, the other holding hers. As Luke turned her in a slow circle, Brooke caught a glimpse of Mitch and Zoey talking to Nathan and Candi in the far corner of the room. For the moment, the risk had passed.

      “We’re getting dangerously close to violating Rule #2,” Brooke teased. “We’ve been like this for way more than three seconds.”






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-01-mm_vector-ebook.jpg
Wil
VAT

\(\ VVW\ QN ‘j&vv vnwwu

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR.





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





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






