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        When your rich, handsome best friend asks you to be his fake girlfriend: Say no.

        

        One of the wealthiest self-made men in New York needs a woman to help secure his spot at the helm of his venture firm.

        Problem is, Ben doesn’t want any girlfriend...

        He wants me.

        It will never work.

        We’d have to lie to everyone. He’s incapable of a healthy relationship.

        And I’ve been living a secret I can’t reveal - especially to my best friend.

        It’s an impossible choice: Bail on the friend who got me through the hardest times of my life...

        ...Or pretend to fall for the man who already owns my heart.

        

        TWISTED LOVE is a steamy, emotional friends-to-lovers, fake relationship romance! A standalone in the MODERN ROMANCE series.
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      Truth is overrated. I’ve learned that the hard way.

      We think if we know someone long enough, we’ll know who they are. We can predict how they’ll act and react.

      But the reality is, every person presents who they want to be. Who they think others want them to be.

      “I want to fuck you in those heels,” I murmur, watching the couple laughing at the other end of the bar.

      My colleague Kendall sneaks a look at them from around a fall of shiny red hair. “That’s what he’s saying?”

      “It's a first date, so that’s what he’s thinking. He’s saying, ‘That’s my favorite brunch place too.’”

      She laughs into her mocktail, her bright eyes dancing.

      We always do happy hour after work on Fridays. It’s a chance to let go of the week, and for me, it’s a chance to thank the women who’ve come to be not only team members but friends.

      My other colleague, Rena, returns from the bathroom, her stiletto heels clicking a sharp rhythm on the floor.

      Her ice-blond ponytail bounces as she shifts onto the bar stool. “Daisy, when was the last time you went on a date?”

      Like Kendall, she’s a few years younger than me and dating someone she met through work.

      Unlike Kendall, she says everything she thinks.

      I arch a brow. “Not every woman needs someone in her life.”

      “Need? No,” Rena says. “Want, on the other hand…”

      “Come on,” Kendall adds. “You’re thirty, and a professional badass. You have a relationship marketing company.”

      “Which means I spend enough time courting clients at meet-and-greets. I’m not wasting my personal time on a guy who doesn’t want what I want.”

      I shift in my seat, crossing my legs in a practiced move that ensures my black wool dress doesn’t flash something more exotic than my thigh before continuing.

      “Half the men in this city will tell you on a first date they’re not threatened by a successful woman, but what they actually want is a woman who’s articulate, educated, always wants to fuck but won’t bother them with her needs or feelings. And is available to hang on his arm on short notice. God forbid she work too damn much.”

      “You do work too damn much.” Rena’s red lips curve.

      I shoot her a look as I down the last of my cocktail.

      I’m good at helping brands figure out how to connect with their customers. It’s my superpower.

      If I set aside my own desires in pursuit of making a real difference in other peoples’ lives… I don’t see anything wrong with it.

      For the last decade, it’s been my dream to build something bigger than myself. To help our clients understand their customers better so we can all get more of what we need, so more people can have real relationships and genuinely understand each other.

      Yes, humans need food and shelter and clothing and sex. But we go on endless dates to find the right person. Volunteer because we want to help people we’ve never met and feel good inside.

      We want to understand and be understood. To love and be loved.

      It shouldn’t be so hard, but it is.

      “But it’s not your fault you work too much,” Rena goes on. “You’re growing a business in a man’s world. This week, that client pulled out of a two-year contract because a product line we didn’t even work on went south. Men shouldn’t pull out unless you ask them to.” Her wink ensures the innuendo doesn’t go unnoticed.

      My company, Closer, does well, but doing business in Manhattan is expensive. I pay my team above-market rates—because they deserve it and because it means they can bring all of their creativity and talent to work, knowing their families will be supported.

      “I have a Plan B. Richard Vane,” I say, thinking of the middle-aged real estate magnate. “He’s worth billions. He just bought a series of couples-focused resorts.”

      Kendall’s lips twist in doubt. “I heard he never takes meetings.”

      “He’s coming in Monday.” I think back over the summary points I prepared in advance.

      “I bet she was running a lemonade empire at age four," Rena says to Kendall.

      “No. My first business foray was a pageant in high school. My twin sister, Vi, entered. I did hair for her and all the other girls. Made two hundred bucks and earned the eternal gratitude of everyone entering.”

      “You didn’t compete?”

      “Getting people to look at her was Vi’s thing, not mine.”

      She lived for it, and she was good at it. I learned to focus on other things I was good at.

      “I didn’t realize you guys were twins. Identical?”

      I pull up a photo on my phone and their eyes widen as they take in the picture I’ve stared at a thousand times—the two of us wearing matching camp T-shirts, shorts, and smiles in eighth grade.

      “Wow. You must’ve been close.” Kendall shifts closer, engrossed.

      “Until college.” My chest squeezes, the familiar swirls of regret and betrayal blending into a cocktail more complex than the one I was drinking. I finger the rose gold bangle on my wrist that I’ve worn for a decade.

      The bartender sets the bill in front of us and I swipe it before either of them can think about it.

      “Hi, Daisy.” A smooth voice has me turning my head to see a familiar man in a pressed suit. He's medium height and attractive, a few years older than me, with a confident smile and trim build.

      “Marc. Nice to see you. We met at a charity event a couple of months ago," I explain to my friends.

      "And she promised to go out with me, but I never got her number." His eyes sparkle. “A few of my friends are going for drinks. If you ladies are done here…”

      Rena and Kendall look between us, anticipation on their faces. They’re both going home to their guys, but I can see their wheels turning.

      “I have plans tonight,” I answer, and three faces fall.

      But Marc doesn’t let that stop him. “If you finish early, stop by.”

      I give him my number this time and send him off with a promise to call.

      Rena nudges me as he leaves. “Are your plans hotter than that? Because you’ve had a long week and you deserve to recuperate.”

      I shoulder my bag and head for the door as my phone buzzes with a text.

      “Oh, I get it,” Rena declares after noticing who it’s from. “You don’t need a man because you have the hottest venture capitalist in New York sending you dick pics.”

      I send her an arch look without checking the message, though every part of me itches to look. “Benji and I are friends.”

      “And if anyone else called him Benji, he’d shoot them a charming grin and flash those beautiful brown eyes and then buy their grandfather’s company and sell it off for parts.”

      “That’s only business.” I start back toward the subway, and they fall into step next to me.

      “It’s not business. It’s a god complex. Besides, the guy could have any woman in New York and he knows it."

      “Ben doesn’t date.”

      “He conquers?”

      I shake my head, swallowing the laugh. “His schedule is worse than mine. Plus, he’s very particular about his life.”

      Rena makes a sound of agreement as we start down the steps. “Still, I bet you've stared at him shirtless. Given some romantic name to how he smells.”

      I swipe my card and pass through the turnstiles, then turn toward my line, which is different from the one that takes Rena back to her place and Kendall to hers.

      “Having a Friday night friend who’s not giving it to you is not pulling his weight,” Rena calls. “How many Marcs are you going to turn down before you either say yes or break down and fuck your best friend like a normal adult?”

      Bless New Yorkers. No one even turns to look.

      I take the subway to my stop, turning over Rena’s words.

      It’s not that Ben isn’t attractive. He is—every inch of him is designed for the urban jungle, from the strong body that looks even better in weekend denim than designer suits, to a carved jaw that intimidates in the boardroom and makes a woman’s fingers itch, to a firm mouth that’s as tempting pursed as it is in a cocky “I just made a deal that will blow your mind” grin.

      His brilliant engineer’s brain and dry sense of humor don’t hurt either.

      It’s impossible not to look at a man that confident, that self-possessed, that successful, and not experience some primal desire to align yourself with him.

      But I’m not the woman men like Ben stop to look at. Even back in college, I wasn’t the girl with the perfect hair and makeup and clothes, and I wasn’t the party girl. I was the one people liked to have in their group because I’d get shit done while they were off chasing the party girl.

      When I emerge from the subway and head back to street level, I check my phone.

      The picture message from Ben is a ceramic dog on a flat white surface, the blue sky and clouds over a shiny reflection that could be water in the background.

      I shake my head, grinning. Unbelievable.

      Another text has come in since the first one.

      

      Ben: Missed my flight from LA.

      

      Concern floods me as I type back.

      

      Daisy: Everything okay?

      

      Ben: Meeting ran long. Fill you in later.

      

      Daisy: Get home safe.

      

      It's not a big deal. I tell that to the disappointment.

      Ben and I weren’t always friends. For a while, he was part of a constellation of acquaintances in college, stars colliding in seemingly random patterns at pub nights or studying.

      It was only later that our collisions became more purposeful. Inevitable.

      I get to my Upper West Side brick walk-up, taking the stairs to the third floor in my four-inch heels and letting myself into the first door on the right.

      “Lil?” I call into the dark.

      My two-bedroom apartment is spacious for the city, in a renovated building. My suite has low-profile furniture in soft neutrals with pops of metallic and black. The kitchen is quartz with white cabinets. The walls of the living room, kitchen and my bedroom have art from a number of local on-the-rise female artists—paintings, photography, and pencil drawings. It’s a modest collection but I add to it when I have the time and money.

      There’s a note on the counter from my little sister to say she’s crashing with her classmate on campus.

      With tonight free, maybe I will stop by and see Marc and his friends. I’m thirty and it’s Friday night. So after showering, I get changed and put on a green dress that’s shorter than I’d wear to the office.

      After turning out the lights, I’m in my foyer and bent over, stepping into my open-toed sandals, when the door sounds at my back.

      “I thought you were out tonight…”

      I turn, but it’s not my sister at the door.

      The man towers over me in the semi-darkness. Terror has my heart hammering in my ears.

      I must’ve left the door open.

      I start mentally calculating how far I am from the knife block in the kitchen. Before I can decide whether to run for the door or the knives, the man speaks.

      "Remember the day senior year when Hunter let live chickens into my apartment and we had to wait for animal control to collect them? I always thought that was the longest day ever. I take it back. Today was the longest day ever.”

      His familiar voice has me sagging in relief.

      I reach past him and hit the light switch, the overhead light flooding us in a warm glow and soft shadows.

      “You scared the hell out of me,” I accuse. “You said you weren’t coming.”

      The door swings shut behind him, his suit jacket following the strong lines of his shoulders, his chest as he yanks off the tie and drops it on the table by the door.

      Despite the clothes, he doesn’t look like some Ivy League prep. He looks like a lion someone thought they could tame. As if he could act polite, follow every social nicety when it gets him what he wants, but underneath, he’s ruthless.

      Ben frowns, perplexed as I take in the black overnight bag resting at his feet, the key he holds. “I said I missed my flight," he corrects. "When I messaged you, I’d already paid a guy for his seat on another one. When was the last time one of us missed this night?”

      My heart squeezes. “Never.”

      Ben reaches into his bag and pulls out a T-shirt and a bottle of tequila, then passes me the bottle before shrugging out of the jacket.

      He walks past me into the bathroom. The water runs for a moment, then stops.

      I pour the tequila into two glasses, then go get the Xbox out of the linen closet and hook it up while he changes.

      Ben has more money than he can count, and I have more equity than most entrepreneurs my age. New York rules say we should be out on the town, wining and dining. And we do—all week long. Ben for his venture capital firm, me for my business.

      This is what we do to recover from that.

      Is it weird? Maybe.

      But it’s cheaper than therapy.

      I consider changing, but the bathroom door’s already opening. My friend tugs the hem of his fresh white T-shirt down to the belt on his Armani pants as he emerges.

      Sorry, Marc.

      I sit my ass on the floor in front of my couch, tugging down the dress that rides up high.

      Ben takes his dress shirt to his bag by the door and returns, then he slides down next to me and grabs the controller I’ve set out for him and the tequila.

      “The inventors of Duo deserve a medal.”

      His low, rumbling voice has me smirking. “You just like the excuse to play Fortnite as a grown man.”

      “Don’t question my masculinity,” he drawls. “This is two-thousand-dollar tequila.”

      I cut him a look. “I didn’t realize spending some people’s mortgage payment on a bottle of alcohol made you legit.”

      Ben has steady brown eyes that see far too much, a sharp jaw, strong nose, and carved lips that make you want to trace them with a finger to see if there's any give at all.

      Now, those lips curve in a wry grin as he clinks his glass to mine. I drain mine and set it on the table.

      “That was meant to be enjoyed,” he says.

      “Trust me, I enjoyed it. I lost a big client, but it’s fine.” I take a deep breath, lifting the controller and navigating through menus as I get us set to play. “Ready?” I ask, and he nods.

      We spend a few minutes getting into the gameplay. We’ve done the opening enough before that we don’t even need to talk, our cooperative strategy is so synced.

      Eventually I say, “I’m pitching Richard Vane Monday. His new chain of couples-only retreats.”

      Ben chuckles. “You’ll size up his business, find all the details no one—even him—sees, and show him exactly why he’s been lost without you.”

      I warm at the praise.

      I’m good at what I do, and my staff is, too. But sometimes when I’m trying something outside my comfort zone, like landing a huge client, it helps to hear it from another person I admire.

      “Watch out. I’ve got your wing.”

      “On it.” I focus on the game for a few minutes before things settle in and my awareness returns to the room. “I liked the picture of Jet. Was that at LAX?”

      “On the BMW sailboat at the Oracle campus. You have no idea what I had to do to get him there.”

      He’s been sending me pics of the ceramic dog on every trip since I got it for him.

      “See how he’s grown on you? When I presented him to you as your MBA graduation gift, you weren’t impressed,” I say.

      “You got him at a yard sale.”

      “The best things come from yard sales. Besides, you said you wanted a private jet one day.”

      “Uh-huh. And do you remember what you told me?” I bite my cheek and he continues. “You said, and I quote, ‘You don’t need a hunk of flying steel, you need something to teach you how to love. But it would be irresponsible of me to get you a real dog, so I got you this.’”

      Ben curses at the screen as sudden fire comes in from an enemy. “I got hit. Keep going.”

      His avatar falls to the ground, wounded. I know it’s not really Ben, but I hate the sight of him lying there. “I’ll heal you. Don’t move.”

      “That’s not the plan. Just go.”

      I take a hit on the screen. More fire comes in.

      “D, just go.”

      The exasperation in his tone doesn’t stop me. I’m determined to heal him, until...

      I die, then we’re both toast.

      “Why can’t you leave me?”

      I set down the controller and turn toward him, leaning an elbow on the seat of the couch. “Because I can’t,” I say simply.

      Ben sets down his controller and reaches for his glass, his strong arms flexing. He narrows his dark eyes at me over the rim as he takes a sip. “You’re too good for me,” he says when he’s done.

      That’s not true. Not even close.

      “Why did you miss your flight?” I ask, propping my head in my hand.

      “There was a surprise call notifying me that I’m a finalist for a big venture award next month. It hasn’t been announced publicly, but Xavier’s on the awards committee. He wants to talk tomorrow morning.”

      “It’s a big deal,” I say, reading between the lines. The senior partner at the prominent venture firm calls the big shots, but my friend is a rising star. His first few years at the company, the investments he backed had more than twice the returns of anyone else's.

      “Rumor is Xavier is retiring in a couple of years. This award would be a big step toward being named his successor. Not only would I decide on deals, I’d get to influence the venture landscape in a whole new way.”

      “That’s great, Benji.”

      His eyes crinkle at the corners, a glint of satisfaction in them as he tugs on his hair. “It is.”

      There’s no cockiness in it, though he’s more than capable of it. But when it’s the two of us, his walls come down. He’s worked hard to get where he is, and he deserves the rewards.

      I’m so damned proud.

      On impulse, I lean in and hug him.

      With half a second’s hesitation, he draws me against him.

      I might’ve initiated, but now it’s his strong body surrounding me. His heartbeat is a slow, steady rhythm against mine. The light stubble coming in along his jaw tickles my cheek.

      I shut my eyes and breathe him in. “What did your mom say when you told her about the award?”

      Ben stiffens against me, his shoulders tightening beneath my arms. “I haven’t.”

      He pulls back the next second before rising to head for the kitchen.

      Startled, I watch him go and turn over the brusque response.

      He returns a moment later with the tequila bottle and pours another glass for each of us before he sits again. “I’ve been trying to reach her for three days, but she’s gone AWOL.”

      His voice isn’t as crisp as it was before, and a ripple of worry runs through my stomach.

      “What do you think happened?”

      I know every line of his hard jaw, his firm lips that default to serious but curve in a heartbeat, the strong nose and dark brows. His eyes range from the color of good whisky to the color of earth.

      Right now, they’re dark with emotion.

      “I’m trying not to think,” he says.

      My heart aches.

      His mom was a soap star in LA who got her break when Ben and his brother were little. Ben’s dad was in and out of their lives, but when Ben’s dad finally took all his things and most of the family’s money and left when we were in college, it broke Ben’s mom. He was left picking up the pieces.

      “We’ll find her,” I say.

      Ben leans in, grabbing a piece of my hair and twisting it around his fingers. “I don't know what the fuck I'd do without you.”

      I do. Ben would still be Ben, and I’d be the one left adrift.

      The thought comes from nowhere.

      I tuck my hair behind my ear, an excuse to pull away from the careless touch that has heat stirring between my thighs.

      But he goes on before I can come up with a response.

      “Nice dress. Is it cold in here?”

      It takes me a second to realize his gaze has fallen to my chest. My nipples are sticking through the fabric.

      “You flew home and showed up at my apartment so you could criticize my boobs?”

      “I’ve been cooped up with a bunch of dudes for a week. There was no criticism.” The laughter in his voice doesn’t make it better. “I can return the favor.”

      He’s lifting his T-shirt before I can protest.

      “Why do men think the response to being caught checking out yours is showing you theirs? Keep it for your dating profile. I’m saving myself for Henry Cavill and…” My traitorous gaze locks on the grooves of his abs. “You’ve been working out.”

      He tosses his head back and laughs, a warm sound that vibrates along my nerve endings. “I’m offended you just noticed. I was named the fourth sexiest bachelor in Manhattan this year. The associates at work made sure to bring me a print copy of the magazine.”

      Let’s be clear—a ripped body does not make a perfect boyfriend, but it’s natural to stare a little longer.

      When a man is already intelligent, protective, funny, confident and a little infuriating and he also possesses those hard planes and grooves... it’s downright unfair.

      “I didn’t think you were coming tonight,” I say at last. “I was going to meet someone. A Wall Street guy I met at a charity event. Rena and Kendall were practically getting us a hotel room.”

      Ben’s gaze sharpens as I reach for my glass. “I don’t want some loser touching you.”

      I arch a brow. “This isn’t a veto you get with your partners. I’m not an investment.”

      “No. You’re my best friend.”

      Because Ben would never see me as someone he’d pursue romantically. I’ve experienced the truth of that firsthand.

      I drain the glass in a single drink, two hundred dollars of tequila burning down my throat.

      “D? You good?”

      I blink to see his handsome face drawn in concern—for me, for my state of mind.

      I set the glass on the table and force my attention back to the screen. “Yeah. We should play.”

      We do, falling into familiar rhythms, the challenge and thrill of experiencing life-or-death in a safe way burning off some of the frustration in my bloodstream from the week. By the time we finish, it’s after two.

      “Good job, partner,” I offer as I stand, stretching to alleviate my cramped muscles.

      He follows my actions, high-fiving me once we’re both upright.

      “Surprised Lily isn’t here,” he comments as he takes the glasses to the sink and tucks the remaining tequila into a cabinet.

      “She’s staying at a friend’s.” I reach for the bracelet on my wrist on instinct, and his sharp gaze follows the motion.

      “You still think about her,” he says, but he doesn’t mean Lil.

      I swallow, drawing in a slow breath. “Of course.”

      Do you still think about her? I want to ask the question, but I’m not prepared for the answer.

      Once Ben has his jacket back on over the T-shirt, he steps close. His thumb grazes my jaw, his fingertips brushing the hair at my nape. The touch isn’t unusual.

      But tonight, I swear he takes his time, not wanting to step back.

      “Why do you touch me like that?” I blurt.

      He frowns as if thinking about it for the first time. “Because it feels like you’re half somewhere else. I want you here with me and when I touch you, you are.”

      My chest aches. I am here. I’m all the way here, Ben.

      I wish to hell he would see it.

      His thumb on my cheek sends sparks that have me parting my lips, and it takes everything in me not to let my traitorous gaze fall to his perfect mouth.

      “Get some sleep,” he murmurs, those dark eyes searching my face. “I'll see you at brunch in a few hours.”

      Then his touch is gone, and a moment later, so is he.

      I lean back against the door, wrapping my arms around myself because I’m suddenly cold in this dress.

      “I want you here with me and when I touch you, you are.”

      The irony burns.

      There’s no way Ben and I would happen, because he doesn’t see me that way. Because we have too much history as friends, because he’s too precise and controlling, because our lives are too demanding.

      Because before she left…

      My twin sister had him first.
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      “Don’t keep me in suspense,” Tris drawls over the Bluetooth in my car. “I take it you saw an investment you liked in LA?”

      I shift in the driver’s seat of the Tesla Roadster I bought earlier this year, navigating the early-morning weekend traffic. “A new networking app. The demo they showed me was unreal. I’ll pitch it Monday at our partners’ meeting.”

      “You know Holt’s pitching a second round of funding for that health services company he’s sweet on.”

      I shake my head. “We need to cash out and free up funds for new ventures. We’re a VC, Tris, not entrepreneurs. We have to get in and get out at the right time.”

      My company invests in early-stage ventures and helps them scale. Me, two other partners, Xavier and Holt, plus Tris—our corporate counsel and also my brother—run the show.

      Since I started with the firm two years ago, Holt and I have disagreed on most things. I’ve built my reputation of being strategically impulsive. I have big ideas others don’t. I take bold risks, but they’re calculated. It’s what I love about my industry. I get to help make things real, make products that change lives, turn smart kids into millionaires or sometimes more.

      “Well, I’ll see you at brunch. What are you doing until then?” Tris asks.

      “Meeting Xavier.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Got to go,” I say, clicking off as I pull up to Xavier’s house and park in the private lot around the corner.

      Our industry never sleeps, but it’s still unusual for our senior partner to invite me for coffee at his brownstone on a Saturday morning.

      His housekeeper shows me into a masculine study, full of dark wood and leather-bound volumes. Scattered in between are pictures of family in bright frames.

      “Benjamin.”

      I turn to see our senior partner, more casual than normal in a dark sweater and chinos.

      Everyone in the industry, and in the city, knows Xavier Cousins. Valedictorian of an Ivy League business school, and one of the first black leaders of a major venture firm, he's built his reputation—and his fortune—by balancing patience with decisiveness.

      I wanted to work with him, to learn from him, as soon as I finished grad school.

      Growing my trust fund fiftyfold was enough to get me on his radar when he expanded his Manhattan firm.

      “Thank you for coming this morning.”

      He gestures to two wingback chairs by the window, and I sink into one.

      "You nominated me for this award. It means a lot to me.”

      “A nomination isn’t a win,” he says. “You’re capable, ambitious, but young.”

      “I’ve made this firm more money in two years than anyone has in the last five.”

      “I’ve noticed. And as I’m sure you’ve noticed, there have been rumors about my retirement. Though I can’t confirm the timing, I am thinking about succession planning. I want to see you do well, but you need a lot to move up to the next level.”

      “I have a Harvard MBA.”

      “You need more than that. You need a life outside of work. Holt’s ten-year anniversary is coming up.”

      A laugh escapes as I think of our other partner, but it dies when I realize Xavier’s not laughing with me.

      Holt might have a circle of high-powered friends, but he lacks the vision and integrity to lead the firm into a new generation. His decisions are conservative because he can’t stand a blemish on his record—to the point he’ll get his hands dirty in order to save face.

      He’d rather be seen dining with the right people than actually do the work behind the scenes. Holt doesn’t waste his time rolling up his sleeves and involving himself in nonprofit governance when he can just cut a check and bask in the kudos and tax credits.

      Every associate on our team has horror stories about his demands—from the Yale grad he tried to fire when he learned she was pregnant to the intern he demanded go through his office and home closets on the weekend while Holt was traveling to find a jacket he wanted cleaned for when he returned, only to find out later that Holt had it with him all along.

      He’s in it for the prestige, not the job. The only place Holt would run our company is into the ground.

      Xavier might not be privy to Holt’s indiscretions, but he must know Holt misses great opportunities, especially from up-and-coming entrepreneurs, that could pay off.

      “You’re joking,” I say.

      “I’m not. And don’t think I’m entirely old-fashioned. I’m not saying you need a woman. I’d say you need a man, if you were into that.”

      “With all due respect, I don’t see how having someone to share a bathroom with makes you a better venture capitalist.”

      Xavier steeples his fingers. “Having a partner at home is as important as having a partner in the office. It’s less about your day-to-day capabilities and one-off decisions. You need someone to trust, to confide in. Someone to seek counsel from.”

      I don’t know where he’s going with this, so I listen steadily as he continues.

      “It’s easy to wear the clothes and pretend to be the kind of man who can lead a company like this. It’s harder to do it for real. At a certain level, being well-rounded, having support, it matters.”

      “Does it?” I shift back in my chair, looking at one of the pictures of Xavier with his family. “When I was a kid—old enough to behave, of course—I used to go to dinner parties in LA with my mom. One of the TV studio execs in particular indulged me. My mom said he didn’t work in Hollywood anymore but liked to be around the people. Anyway, he let me play with the statues in his office. One night, I noticed the most recent award was five years before. When I asked him why there wasn’t anything newer, he said his partner had died and he couldn’t bear to keep creating.”

      Xavier doesn’t blink. “One man’s view, Benjamin.”

      I could give him more personal examples, but I won’t. Besides, I can see he won’t relent on this, so… I lie. “I have been seeing someone.”

      “Really? Someone serious?"

      I force myself to nod even though the idea feels ludicrous. “I’ll bring her to the awards gala."

      His eyes brighten. “Make it sooner. I’d like very much to meet her.”

      And that’s how I take what should have been a perfectly good weekend and fuck it up before I’ve even had a coffee.

      [image: ]

      I’m late to brunch. It’s not a cardinal sin—in fact, it’s practically a virtue—but my friends are already squeezed at a round table, elbow to elbow as if the restaurant couldn’t accommodate the entire crew.

      Logan Hunter—known just as Hunter to everyone except his girlfriend and his mom—Jake, and I went to Columbia together. Hunter's girlfriend, Kendall, works with Daisy and Serena, whom I know from the private high school I transferred to after moving from LA. Serena's boyfriend, Wes, is a top-rate geneticist, and his DNA dating app is one of the diamond-in-the-rough discoveries that's helping cement my reputation in the VC world.

      But one person’s missing.

      “Where’s Daisy?” I ask.

      “She’s running late," Rena supplies. "Something to do with her sister.”

      “Lil was out all night.”

      Tris cocks his head as I take a seat, my chair bumping against the empty one. My brother is two years younger, but once he started college, he wound up hanging with my friends—a fact I occasionally find myself regretting.

      He’s waiting for an explanation as to how I know anything about Lily’s night, so I say, “Daisy tells me everything."

      "Doubtful. There are some things a woman doesn't tell someone who hasn't shared her bed. And she's way too ambitious and dedicated for you.”

      I frown. “I’m ambitious and dedicated.”

      “Exactly. You’d make magnificent bookends and terrible lovers.”

      Tris says I have a problem letting people in, but that’s not accurate. Rather, there are few people I want to invite in.

      “Have you heard from Mom?” I ask. “Been trying to track her down all week.”

      “No, but I’m sure she’s fine. Probably drinking too many martinis and delighting over the fact that you’ve got your panties in a knot over her whereabouts.”

      Irritation chafes at me. “She put you through law school. Don’t be a dick.”

      “She manipulated both of us for years. You’re still playing along.”

      When Daisy strides in, my retort is forgotten. She’s wearing cherry-red shorts and a crisp white T-shirt. Her dark hair, cut blunt at the ends, swings in a curtain around her shoulders. Her sandals make her taller and display curvy legs that come from walking everywhere in this city.

      “Afternoon in the Hamptons?” I murmur as she shifts into the seat next to me, struggling because of the close quarters.

      “You weren’t invited,” she tosses back, her dark eyes locking on mine.

      We always made fun of the rich New Yorkers, but now we work with them every day.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah. Lily came home this morning panicked because she got a B on an essay. I sat her down and reminded her the sum of her life experience won’t be determined by an economics paper.”

      “Way to go handing out life lessons before coffee.”

      She threads her fingers through my hair. “Speaking of… you need a haircut. I felt like an asshole pointing it out when you’d just spent an extra thousand dollars and hours at LAX to get back to see me.”

      “Justified.” A grin pulls at my lips, and hers curve to match.

      Daisy’s been my friend since undergrad. Our friends were friends. She was down to earth and self-possessed as hell. The night we met, I mentioned that girls always seemed to be tripping around me, and she informed me any collisions were due to the fact that my hair was too long for me to see straight.

      I liked her immediately.

      I thought the feeling was mutual, but after her twin sister, Vi, dropped out of school, Daisy all but ghosted me. It wasn’t until almost a year later, after a spring break trip, that we started hanging out again.

      Hunter clears his throat. “Kendall couldn’t be here because Rory’s sailing boats at the park," he says, referring to his girlfriend and her son. "But I wanted you to know I’m planning to propose.”

      The girls gasp, and the guys groan.

      "Incredible,” Rena murmurs as if Hunter just showed her a video of a dog riding a motorcycle.

      "Never thought I'd settle down?" he asks.

      "Never thought I'd see you plan something," Daisy teases, and he shoots her a withering look.

      We might all be friends, but we’re very different people.

      I’m a big-picture guy, but Daisy spots what’s running under the surface. Sometimes she misses things she needs to think about, and I have to step in—like how she was so fastidious going over the lease agreements for her company’s first home that she forgot to question whether they needed one in the first place.

      I’m glad she has some weaknesses. It means she’s human and that I can help her.

      Which I like doing.

      “She’s been proposed to before, you know," Rena comments.

      Hunter’s ruddy face goes pale. “Come on. Give me some credit.”

      “I’m offended I haven’t seen you in my office yet,” Jake, who runs a gem company, weighs in. “How many carats?”

      “Wait. You guys have been dating less than a year,” Rena says.

      “When you know, you know. Plus Rory’s the cutest kid ever.”

      Daisy and Rena beam, and Wes shakes his head.

      “So, a lot of carats,” Jake says dryly.

      We all catch up, but as we order coffees and mimosas and pancakes and French toast, my mind drifts back to the bigger problem at hand.

      I need a girlfriend.

      Not a real one, of course. Just someone to make Xavier comfortable in my solidity as a potential successor long enough to put the groundwork in place—the first step of which is me winning this award.

      I’m not about to drop this on the table in front of my friends, but as I drink my coffee and listen to the comfortable buzz, I’m mentally running through my options.

      I’ve had dates for various social events, any one of whom I’m sure would be happy to play house with me for a month. However, none of them know me well enough to carry it off, and I wouldn’t trust them anyway.

      Then there’s the decorator I dated last year for three months. When she started insisting I let her sleep over, pressuring me to cancel work trips and spend time with her and introduce her to my mom, I told her we had different ideas of where we were going. She’d responded as if we hadn’t agreed from the get-go that we weren’t looking for something serious.

      Not calling her.

      “How’s the fugue state working out?” Daisy murmurs so only I can hear. “You’ve been staring out the window for five minutes.”

      “Not great.” I pick up the other half of her English muffin and bite into it, forcing my attention back to the table, which is engaged in a lively discussion about vacation spots.

      Daisy has a sip of her mimosa before setting it down and adjusting the bracelet she’s worn on her wrist for as long as I’ve known her.

      Daisy wouldn’t have gotten herself into this problem. She has her shit sorted out, and everyone else’s too.

      We talk about Tris’s birthday this week as Hunter shares Kendall’s kid Rory’s new project with pride, and Serena's boyfriend Wes talks to me about a new science idea to follow up on the investment I made in his online dating platform.

      Daisy jumps in from time to time with pointed questions or appreciative laughter before cutting everyone off with a political question or prod for one of our friends to get more involved in one of the charities she’s stumbled across recently.

      That’s when it hits me. Daisy would be the perfect fake girlfriend.

      She’s smart, articulate, attractive, single, and she knows me better than anyone.

      I shove my sweater up to my elbows and bend toward her ear. “We need to talk.”

      She jumps, startled, and knocks coffee onto her shirt. “Dammit.”

      "How many cups have you had?"

      "I swear this is my first."

      She pushes back her chair, and I'm right on her heels.

      “Daisy, for my birthday, I want you,” Tristan calls as D leads the way toward the hall.

      “Jumping out of a cake?” she asks over her shoulder, amused.

      “He’s rich, but rich can’t keep you up all night.”

      “You wouldn’t know,” I retort, flipping my brother off. “You’re following in my footsteps but you’re slow to catch up.”

      Laughter follows us toward the hallway. The first single-person bathroom is full, so she ducks into the second. I follow her, squeezing in behind her so the door will close.

      “Did you reach your mom?” she asks as she tugs the hem of her T-shirt, running it under the water.

      “Not yet.” I’m working on tracking her down, the sinking feeling in my stomach growing by the hour. But I force it away as I take a paper towel and hold it out to her. “I need a date to my awards gala.”

      “I’m sure a million women would go with you.”

      I lean back against the door. “I don’t want a million women. I want you.”

      Daisy meets my gaze in the mirror, laughing.

      “Come on. You don’t even know the details. It’s on our night, so I know you don’t have plans.”

      She scrubs at her shirt. “We’ve been hanging out every Friday for eight years."

      "Which means it's unshakeable."

      Daisy cuts me an unreadable look from under a fringe of dark lashes. “Or… maybe it’s run its course.”

      Cue record scratch.

      “We’re adults. We have jobs and lives and responsibilities,” she goes on, as if she didn’t turn my world upside down a breath before.

      “Which is why fucking off every week together matters more. We don’t have to pretend with each other.”

      “What about when you start dating someone who wants your Friday nights?”

      “I’ll manage her expectations.”

      She balls up the paper towel and tosses it in the garbage before turning to face me. “Then what if I do?”

      It takes a lot to render me speechless, but her words do it.

      Yesterday, I didn’t blink before paying that guy in the boarding lounge for his ticket so I could get back.

      I didn’t regret taking a limo straight from La Guardia to my friend’s apartment and letting myself in, because our nights together are sacred.

      Last night, I felt as if she was pulling away, but I was tired enough from my day that it took a while for the sinking sensation to kick in. Now I'm thinking of her sitting on the floor in that dress too nice for playing video games.

      She’s dated people, and so have I—no one who interfered with our friendship, though.

      Now, I'm thinking the guy she was on her way to see last night could be the one who changes things.

      “You’re dumping me,” I state, only half joking.

      “No. We’re friends, and we always will be.”

      “I need you to be more than my friend.”

      Her expression is incredulous, dark eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

      “Xavier has this crazy idea I need a partner if I'm going to succeed him.” I fill her in on this morning’s conversation. “I’d be the youngest senior partner ever. Xavier seems to think Holt’s worthy of emulation. He can’t seriously be thinking about appointing him over me, but I’m not taking the chance. The firm needs to be in good hands, which means smart decisions and actual leadership.”

      Her mouth screws up in that look that says she’s thinking.

      “Just pretend to be my girlfriend for one night. I need Xavier to not worry about me.”

      “Maybe he should be worried about you.”

      I scoff. “There’s nothing wrong with me, and you are the last person to judge someone for how they live. You run a company that's all about understanding people, meeting them where they are.”

      Her finger digs into my chest. “And I didn't start it so people could lie to one another.”

      I cup her face in my hands. “You’re saying you won’t do this for me?”

      Daisy folds her arms over her chest. “You want me to dress up and parade around on your arm. Gaze up at you adoringly. Flirt with you.”

      Hearing it spelled out is oddly compelling.

      "It's no worse than dating the Wall Street douche.”

      She grabs my wrists and pushes my hands away.

      I frown. “Even if you try, it won’t last.”

      “You don’t know everything about me.” She tries to squeeze past me. She might be a foot shorter than me, but she’s fierce.

      I shift to trap her, unsure of how this morning has devolved so quickly.

      From the second I realized Daisy would be the perfect girlfriend, I thought my problems would be solved.

      Now it seems as if there’s a bigger problem—my friend is pulling away from me at warp speed.

      “I know what makes you tick. I know why you’re as protective of Lil as if she were your own kid. I know you can size someone up before they even open their mouth. That any man should be terrified to sit across a negotiating table from you, and anyone you invite into your life is so goddamn lucky.” Her eyes go shiny at my words, and it takes me a second to regain my composure. “I don’t get why this is a big deal. Go to the gala with me. Act like I’ve seen you naked. A lot of women would kill to be my pretend girlfriend.”

      Her gaze drags down me, and awareness has the hairs on my arms lifting even before she leans in, close enough I get a hit from her jasmine shampoo.

      “Then invite one of them.”

      She shoves past me and heads back down the hall, her wedge sandals clicking on the floor and sounding like something I'm not used to hearing, especially from my best friend.

      Rejection.
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