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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Ryan Lawhill straightened his bow tie one last time, then raised his fist and knocked on the apartment door.

         A few seconds later, it swung open. Ainsley Slone stood on the other side, her blonde hair twisted at the nape of her neck and her slim body encased in a sparking green gown. He fought to keep his eyes on her face. Ainsley was a friend, period. Even if she weren’t so completely his opposite, the merest hint of anything else could fracture their friend group. He might not be good at relationships, but friendships were sacred.

         That meant he was staring directly into her blue eyes, which he couldn’t help noticing were underlined with dark circles and rimmed by red lids.

         His chest ached. For the briefest of seconds, he was overcome with the urge to wrap her in his arms and crush her to him. He hated for anyone to be unhappy, ever. Even though they weren’t the closest of friends, he had an obligation. Kate and James, Beth and Griffin, Ainsley and Ryan. They were a group of six now, and as the only two of their friends left uncoupled he and Ainsley were inevitably going to be spending more time together.

         Then her gaze dropped to his blue Converse and her eyes narrowed. “You cannot wear those to a black-tie party.”

         And just like that, the feeling passed. He was wearing a tuxedo, which he’d rented especially for their friends Kate and James’s engagement party. That meant he could wear whatever shoes he wanted. Plus, his Converse were sharp.

         He rolled his eyes. “They match my bow tie. Besides, is that any way to talk to your knight in shining armor? Your just-for-the-night prince charming?”

         Kate had been very clear about his assignment for the evening: protect Ainsley from party guests who wanted to gossip about her newly single status or rehash her breakup. Ainsley’s boyfriend, Scott, had boarded a plane and moved to Hong Kong only forty-eight hours ago. Without her. It was a fresh wound, and the Fallston crowd could be ruthless when they sensed blood in the water.

         Which was another reason he’d worn the Converse. He’d give those uptight society types something else to talk about.

         One side of her mouth quirked upward. “If you’re my prince charming, even just for one night, my fairy godmother and I need to have a serious talk.”

         He lifted one hand to his heart and staggered back, feigning a mortal wound.

         Then he glanced at her from the corner of his eye and caught her smiling. Success! Ainsley’s smile had always been beautiful. It was her crazy uptight rules and expectations that needed work.

         He straightened up and held out his arm. “Your chariot awaits, milady. She’s a hell of a lot better than a magic pumpkin, too, if I do say so myself.”

         She hooked her arm through his. “On that point, I’d agree with you.”

         He grinned. His Mustang was sexy. Everybody knew it.

         He punched the button for the elevator. They stood for a moment, waiting in silence, and he let his gaze travel through the hallway. Over the plush carpet with intricate diamond patterns. Up to the detailed crown molding and the custom-framed paintings on the wall.

         He didn’t want to know how much her rent was. And for what? To live in the Point? In a luxury building where every unit looked exactly the same?

         No, thank you.

         The elevator pinged its arrival, the doors opening slowly, and when he glanced back at Ainsley he saw tears crowding the corners of her eyes.

         Shit. Hell. Damn.

         His stomach clenched. He didn’t do crying women. They triggered his urge to flee far, far away. He thought of it as a biological instinct, something he’d probably inherited from his father.

         He gritted his teeth and tugged gently on her arm, leading her into the elevator. Should he say something or just pretend he didn’t notice the tears? When she was safely inside, he pushed the button for the lobby.

         “We don’t have to go, you know.” He blurted the words.

         She dropped her chin and stared at her sparkly gold sandals. “We do have to go.”

         His spine tensed. “No, we don’t. Kate didn’t even want this party. If you’d rather go somewhere else or do something else, she’d understand completely.”

         And she would. Kate was cool like that, a true friend. It was why he’d offered to escort Ainsley tonight. Kate deserved to enjoy her party without worrying about everyone else.

         He racked his brains. “I bet if I looked it up on my phone, I could find a club with male strippers.”

         Strip clubs always cheered people after a breakup, didn’t they? Not that he’d ever gotten serious enough with a woman to find out firsthand. He knew better than that. Maybe if he showed Ainsley the joys of single life, she might loosen up a bit.

         She made a strangled noise in the back of her throat, then giggled. “I feel obligated to inform you, for the sake of all women, that we prefer our therapy in the form of chocolate and shopping. Although sometimes Magic Mike does hit the spot.”

         He shrugged. Hey, at least he’d tried. He had other ways of cheering a woman up, he just wasn’t about to try any of them on Ainsley.

         She frowned. “And we do have to go. I promised Kate. Besides, my parents will be there. Along with everyone I grew up with and everyone I know. If I avoid it, they’ll only talk more. I have to hold my head high and just get through it.”

         He swallowed a sigh. He’d never get that scene. Where was the fun in constantly worrying about what other people thought of you?

         He reached for her hand and squeezed it. After all, he’d promised Kate. Surely he could get Ainsley through one night. “All right then. If we’re actually going to do this, we need to come up with a special code word. Something that signals the need for immediate escape and rescue.”

         She raised an eyebrow at him. “For you or for me?”

         He slanted her a look, sure there’d be half a dozen women at the party he’d hooked up with over the past year. But he could handle them. He wasn’t the one who needed a bodyguard.

         She wrinkled her nose. “I suppose ‘strippers’ would be an inappropriate safe word for the occasion.”

         His pulse sped. Safe word? He liked the sound of that, but he had to keep his mind focused and on task.

         A strand of blonde hair fell across her face and he reached to tuck it behind her ear. Her eyes flicked up to meet his and suddenly his throat went dry. He would not think about what it would be like to kiss her, he wouldn’t dare consider what she looked like without that formfitting dress. Kate trusted him and he couldn’t violate that trust. Not to mention that the cardinal rule of his dating life was to keep things casual. Dating your best friend’s best friend could never be casual.

         He swallowed hard. This was just witty banter between friends. “Why not? I have faith that you could work that into a conversation. In fact, I’d love to see you do it.”

         Her eyes flashed, but he couldn’t read the emotion in them. Was it amusement? Annoyance? “I bet you would.”

         The elevator pinged as it reached the ground floor, and the doors slid open.

         
            *  *  *

         

         For the briefest of seconds, as she’d looked up into his deep blue eyes and her heart thudded, she’s understood. She’d finally seen a flash of whatever compelled women to fall into his bed without the hint of anything more. Not that she was the type of woman who’d fall for Ryan Lawhill’s routine.

         Then he’d given her that wolfish grin. “Personally, I’d love to see how the ladies who live in the Point react to the mention of strippers. Or does excessive plastic surgery prevent them from having facial expressions?”

         Just like that, the feeling passed and she was back to the flicker of annoyance he frequently inspired in her. He could make fun of her world as much as he wanted, but what people thought did matter. Belmont was a small town, Fallston was a small private school, and the Point was an exclusive neighborhood. She couldn’t help it. She’d always cared what they thought of her and she probably always would. Why did he have to judge her?

         With a huff, she strode out of the elevator ahead of him.

         He could pretend all he wanted, but he needed her just as much as she needed him. Ryan had slept with half of the twenty-something women who lived in the Point. She’d protect him from scorned, disappointed lovers, and his presence as her date would allow her to save face. Ryan was good at pretending he didn’t care, but she knew there had to be something more underneath the surface. Everyone had their own personal battle. Hers was Scott and the breakup. She couldn’t help but wonder what Ryan’s was.

         She squared her shoulders, ignoring the sadness that had lodged itself in her stomach weeks ago and refused to budge. So what if she was almost thirty and still unmarried? So what if Scott had dumped her, leaving her to start all over? If anything, Kate and James were proof that love struck when you least expected it. They’d reconnected only six months ago and were already engaged, thanks partially to her matchmaking abilities. Surely she could manage something similar for herself. Her eyes blurred, but she sucked in a deep breath and released it slowly. She wasn’t going to beat the disappointment and sadness, not yet, but she didn’t have to put her emotions on display for everyone to see. As her father said, that was a true sign of weakness.

         Behind her, the rubber soles of Ryan’s sneakers squeaked on the marble floor. “How do you walk so fast in those damn heels? If you’re not careful, you’ll break your neck.”

         She spun on her heel. The shoes put her a few inches short of eye level with him. Which was part of the reason she wore them. It gave her a sense of confidence and power to be almost, but not quite, as tall as her date. She’d read the tip in a magazine in middle school and had put it to good use ever since.

         His eyes sparkled mischievously. “So, safe words. Did we choose one yet?”

         Her cheeks flamed and she glanced over her shoulder to see if the uniformed doorman was listening. Safe word. Had she really said that? Talk about a Freudian slip.

         She took a step in his direction and poked him in the chest with one manicured fingernail. “The safe word is commitment. Because I want to see you work that into a conversation.”

         With that, she stalked out into the damp spring night, pulling her wrap tightly against her bare shoulders. Maybe he’d unsettled her for a minute, but she was every bit as good at projecting an image as he was. Tonight she’d prove it.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Ainsley was seated in the Mustang’s passenger seat, trying to block out Ryan’s loud rock music and visualize her plan for the evening when her black silk clutch vibrated. She popped it open and pulled out her phone. That and a lip stain were the only two things she’d managed to wedge inside.

         Kate’s name flashed across the screen, bringing with it a wave of panic. She’d wanted to spend the afternoon with Kate, helping her get ready for the party, but instead her friend had convinced her to just arrive an hour early and help with any last-minute details.

         “Hello?”

         “Houston, we have a problem.” Kate’s voice was a terse whisper.

         “What kind of problem?” She tried to use her calm, event planner voice but sounded high-pitched even to her own ears. Whatever it was, she had to fix it. Kate deserved for tonight to be perfect.

         Kate inhaled sharply. “The dress doesn’t fit.”

         Ainsley squeezed the phone so hard her knuckles ached. What did she mean, it didn’t fit? Kate had tried it on only a few days ago, when they’d picked her jewelry for the evening.

         “Of course it fits. You will make it fit.”

         There was a burst of hysterical laughter on the other end of the line. “I can’t! My boobs are falling out.”

         At that, her mind switched fully into business mode. It was simply impossible. The satin gown had a high, draped neck and a plunging back. The only place Kate’s boobs could go was inside the dress.

         “Send me a picture.” There had to be an easy fix.

         Kate’s voice rose. “Of my boobs? I think not.”

         Ainsley made her voice soothing and calm. “A picture of the dress, not your boobs.”

         Ryan’s head swiveled in her direction. Of course the mention of boobs had caught his attention. With one hand, she pushed the side of his face until he faced the road again. The last thing they needed was a car accident.

         Kate muttered an expletive. “I don’t know how to get a picture of the dress without my boobs. That’s the problem, the boobs won’t go in the dress.”

         Silently she cursed herself. She should have been there to help Kate get ready. She’d shown up at 4:00 p.m., but Kate had sent her straight home with strict instructions to take a nap. Even her favorite concealer could no longer hide the dark circles under her eyes.

         “Don’t panic.” She’d helped pull off more than a hundred weddings and other events. This was her area of expertise.

         She knew Kate was just nervous about the party. The only way to talk James’s mother out of a 500-person wedding had been to concede to a 500-person engagement party.

         “OK.” Kate’s voice quavered.

         “Put the phone on speaker and set it down. Then unzip the dress. Step out of the dress.”

         A few seconds passed.

         “Now I’m naked, and I’m definitely not going to the party naked.”

         Ainsley chuckled. “I would never let you go to your own party naked. Now, hook your index fingers under the two straps and hold the dress up.”

         The dress they’d chosen was silky and draped intricately so it hugged her curves. Kate could have easily slipped an arm through the wrong hole, causing the whole thing to hang funny.

         There was a rustling sound. “OK.”

         “On one side the neckline will be high, and on the other the neckline will be low. Very, very low.”

         “Yeah…”

         “The high side covers your boobs. It goes in front. The low side doesn’t cover your boobs, it goes in back. And I put double-sided dress tape in the front pocket of your garment bag so you can make absolutely sure everything that is supposed to be covered stays covered.”

         It was an industry trick she’d picked up years ago.

         There was a whoosh as Kate let out a breath, followed by hysterical giggling. “Holy shit, I’m such an idiot.”

         Relief flooded her and she allowed herself to smile. “No, you’re nervous, and someone should have been there to help you put on your dress. Except you ordered that someone to take a nap.”

         “Yeah, I did. Speaking of, did you finally get some sleep?”

         She bit her tongue. No need to tell Kate she’d lain awake on her bed staring at the ceiling, going over the same damn questions. Why had Scott boarded that plane without her? Why didn’t he want her?

         Her stomach twisted and she blinked back tears.

         Not tonight. She was done wallowing.

         “Uh-huh. Yeah. Ryan and I are already on our way over, so I’ll see you soon. In your gorgeous dress, with your boobs in their proper place.”

         Kate sighed. “Thanks to you, I won’t be naked. If you weren’t already a bridesmaid and my friend, I’d hire you to event plan the shit out of my wedding.”

         Her chest grew tight and she forced a laugh. That was her, the wedding planner who’d never actually have a wedding. At this rate she should pull a Carrie Bradshaw and register for a crap ton of expensive shoes.

         She tried to ignore the sadness squeezing her chest. After all, who didn’t like expensive shoes?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Ten minutes later, Ryan tossed his car keys to the valet. He glanced up at the massive, well-lit house and grinned. Someday, when his music management company really took off, he’d buy a house like this, with fancy columns out front and floor-to-ceiling bay windows that spanned the entire first floor.

         Only his house wouldn’t be in the Point. And he’d throw parties full of musicians and artists and other creative types. Not stuffy uptight financial brokers and insurance salespeople.

         He bent next to the open passenger-side door and extended his arm to Ainsley. She rested her palm on his tuxedo sleeve and rose from the Mustang’s bucket seat in one fluid motion. How did she do that? With her pointy heels and her long dress?

         He shook his head. Women. She’d totter around on those shoes all night, but he bet she couldn’t hike five miles in boots without complaining of blisters.

         “You’re here!” Kate flew out the front door, then skidded to a halt when she reached the top of the stairs.

         Some women, he corrected himself. Kate in high heels resembled a baby elephant on stilts. James, who was clad in a tuxedo, stepped out beside her and rested a hand on the small of her back. He bent to whisper something in her ear and she beamed back up at him.

         Ainsley’s hand on his arm tensed. Shit. It didn’t matter how much she loved Kate and James, tonight was going to be hard for her. Even he could see that.

         Which was why she had him. He cupped his left hand around his mouth and yelled. “Katie! Glad to see you figured out the boob situation. It sounded perilous, although I have to say, that would have made for one hell of an engagement party.”

         Next to him, Ainsley giggled and the pressure of her hand on his arm lessened. Good.

         Kate fixed him with a look, but the corners of her mouth twitched upward. “You’re a pervert, Ryan Lawhill.”

         He waggled an eyebrow, and Ainsley dissolved into another round of laughter. Mission accomplished. Good thing Kate knew him well enough to understand exactly what he was doing.

         He and Ainsley climbed the stairs. When they reached the top, James pulled him into a backslapping hug, while Kate embraced Ainsley. Then he and Ainsley swapped places and he gave Kate a quick squeeze.

         “You look great,” he said.

         And she did. The dress had obviously been one of Ainsley’s picks. It was long and dramatic, the fabric draping in ways that confounded him.

         Good thing he wasn’t the one who had to get her out of it. Women’s clothing should be sexy when worn and easy to remove. Was that so much to ask for?

         Kate arched a brow. “Careful now, it sounds like you’re finally coming to terms with your bridesmaid duties. And Ainsley has already claimed the role of bridesmaid style adviser.”

         He scowled, annoyance surging. “For the last time, I’m not a bridesmaid. I’m a bridesman.”

         He grimaced. That sounded worse. “And I still haven’t said yes.”

         Kate patted him on the shoulder as the four of them walked into the house. “Of course you’ll say yes. Because you love me and you want me to be happy and you’re one of my closest friends in the whole entire world.”

         He sighed in resignation. Yup. She was right. The exact title shouldn’t bother him, but he couldn’t help it. How was he supposed to score a bridesmaid when he was one too? No, Kate had to think of a better word for it.

         A sudden idea came to him. He knew exactly how to prove his point. “So when I get married you’ll be a groomsman? And wear whatever I tell you?”

         Her eyes sparked. “Absofreakinglutely. When you decide to settle down, I will cram my ninety-year-old body into the tuxedo of your choice and use my walker to stand beside you at the altar.”

         He threw his head back and laughed. She had him there. He could be a bridesmaid if that’s what she needed, but he had to make sure there weren’t any catches first. And they still had to call it something else.

         James raised one hand, in a pledge. “Ryan, I swear that if you choose to be a bridesman I will not let them put you in a pink tuxedo. Or purple.”

         Ainsley shrugged. “You didn’t say anything about baby blue. I think a nice, light baby blue would be just the thing to bring out Ryan’s eyes.”

         She reached to pinch his cheek, but he caught her wrist and took a step toward her.

         He’d meant to say something playful and funny, something to make her laugh the way he planned to keep her laughing throughout the party. But she couldn’t mask the lingering vulnerability in her eyes and it caught him off guard. He found himself waiting a beat too long before he could think of something to say.

         “Black tuxedo only. Promise me, Ainsley.”

         Her lips parted, sending a wave of heat through him. He took an abrupt step backward.

         What the hell was wrong with him? The moment had been weird, oddly intimate. Which was the exact opposite of what could, and should, happen between him and Ainsley.

         He looked up to see Kate and James’s attention fixed on them.

         He quickly plastered a smile on his face. Whatever had happened, he hoped they hadn’t noticed. The best thing he could do was to distract them immediately. “I will accept my position as bridesman on three conditions. One, we find a new name for it, because I’m not letting anyone call me that shit. Two, I wear what the groomsmen wear. And three, I get to help plan the bachelorette party, but I’m going to the bachelor party. Because I’ve already started my research into strip clubs with male dancers, but I’m not paying to see naked men.”

         James’s mouth dropped open and Kate’s face paled. Bingo. Problem solved.

         He pivoted on his heel and walked away, in pursuit of the bar. Let them chew on that for a while.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Ainsley gripped her clutch tighter and threaded her way through the crowd. Kate and James had been swallowed up by well-wishers an hour ago. Ryan had gone in search of their friends Beth and Griffin while she’d freshened her lipstick in the bathroom. With any luck she’d be able to spend the rest of the night with the three of them, avoiding notice.

         Just then a waiter with a tray bumped into her, sending her off balance. She reached for the nearest support and found herself gripping a man’s tuxedo-clad arm.

         Immediately, she snatched her hand back. “I’m so sorry.”

         When she lifted her gaze her stomach sank, a feeling of dread spreading through her. She found herself looking into a pair of ice-blue eyes whose shade matched her own perfectly.

         “Ainsley.” Her father gave her a curt nod.

         “Father.” Ainsley pecked him on the cheek.

         Of all people, why did it have to be him? Of course she’d known they’d run into each other, had prepared herself for it, but nobody was more likely to scrutinize her crumbling façade than her father.

         Her mother was standing beside him and pulled Ainsley into a hug. “You look gorgeous, sweetheart. Just gorgeous.”

         She returned the hug diligently despite her growing nervousness. Although her mom was loving and supportive, she also didn’t do anything to temper her father.

         Someone cleared his throat from behind her.

         Then Ryan appeared in her peripheral vision, his open hand extended. “Ainsley’s parents! Great to meet you.”

         Her father’s gaze raked over him from head to toe. When he reached Ryan’s blue Converse his upper lip curled slightly, but he took Ryan’s outstretched hand and gave it one firm pump.

         Ainsley cringed inwardly. No doubt Ryan’s footwear would feature prominently in her dad’s later critique.

         She shifted in her heels and tugged at one of her diamond earrings. Her father fixed her with a stare and she dropped her hand back to her side.

         Where were Kate and James? Or Beth and Griffin? Anyone who could save them from her father’s human icicle impression. She’d spent her life trying to pursue the things her parents wanted for her, but all her momentum seemed to have flown away with Scott. Suddenly their ambitions for her felt hopeless and exhausting.

         “Nice party, huh?” Ryan grinned.

         There was a long, painful pause.

         “Yes, just lovely.” Her mother’s voice was quiet as she sneaked a glance at Ainsley’s father.

         “I wonder when we’ll have a reason to throw a party like this?” Her father fixed Ainsley with a cool stare.

         Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Damn, she needed a drink. She’d always had to summon her brightest, smiliest persona around her parents, but recently the task felt impossible.

         “There’s always the Fourth of July. You can arrange a private fireworks display. I’ve planned a few parties that had them and the guests are always impressed.” There. So she did have some of her old social charms left.

         The muscles at the corners of her mother’s mouth twitched. See? She nearly jabbed Ryan in the side. Plastic surgery doesn’t freeze your face. Her mother knew as well as anyone what a pain her father could be.

         Ryan placed his hand on the small of her back. “Well, it was lovely to meet you both. I feel I’d be remiss in my duties if I didn’t get my date a glass of champagne, and I’m sure you can’t blame me when I say I’m reluctant to let Ainsley out of my sight. She’s especially stunning this evening.”

         Her heart stuttered. Then he winked, and using the subtle pressure of his palm angled her body in the direction of the nearest bar. “I hope we’ll have a chance to get to know each other better later.”

         She only had time to shoot her parents a quick smile before they were gliding across the room toward the display of champagne flutes filled with bubbling liquid. Relief swelled inside of her. He’d saved her from her parents, and he’d even made the whole thing look convincing. Sure, he wasn’t the type of man they wanted for her, but at least she didn’t like a totally pathetic dateless loser.

         Ryan snagged two from the table and placed one firmly in her hand. “Bottoms up.”

         He downed his glass in one long swallow.

         She examined the flute. Why not? She followed suit, tipping the glass back and letting the cool liquid tickle her throat.

         Ryan took the empty glass from her hand and replaced it with a full one. “Since I’m the designated driver, you definitely need another one of these. So, do you have brothers or sisters?”

         She sipped this glass more slowly. “One sister.”

         Younger. And engaged, of course. Suddenly the champagne tasted bitter. She wanted this, the party and the engagement and everything that came with it, so badly it made her chest ache.

         It took effort to swallow the champagne. “Why?”

         She and Ryan didn’t talk about personal stuff. Ryan had never seemed like that kind of guy.

         He shrugged. “Your dad strikes me as the kind of man who’d eat his young. You know, like a hamster or something. It’s good to know you’re not the only one who survived.”

         She burst into laughter, waves of mirth rolling over her. Her lingering uneasiness dissipated. Leave it to Ryan to make her see her father in a whole different light.

         When she finally caught her breath, she looked into his blue eyes. Not cold like her father’s but clear and confident. Somehow warm.

         Her grip on the champagne flute relaxed. Maybe her fairy godmother did know what she was doing, at least for tonight.

         
            *  *  *

         

         He kept his palm firmly on the small of Ainsley’s back. So far so good. The party was like a game of Pacman. Ainsley’s father was a ghost, and they needed to avoid him or risk being eaten.

         He spotted Beth’s short, curly hair on the edge of the crowd and propelled Ainsley in her direction. If Ainsley’s father was a ghost, Beth was an extra life, and he was determined to win.

         A smile spread across Beth’s face as they approached. Finally he allowed his arm to drop from Ainsley’s back and flexed his hand. Safe. For now, at least.

         Beth flung her arms around Ainsley’s neck. He turned to Beth’s boyfriend, Griffin, and clapped him on the back.

         “Good to see you, man. I was starting to worry this was going to be an all Fallston crowd.” He eyed Griffin’s few days’ worth of stubble and shaggy hair appreciatively. Then he looked to Griffin’s feet, encased in an impossibly shiny pair of dress shoes.

         Griffin grimaced. “Brand-new shoes. Beth insisted. The bottoms are slippery and I feel like a goddamn penguin. Where have you guys been? We’ve been searching the crowd for at least an hour. The babysitter said she can’t stay long with Mabel.”

         One of the many benefits of being single. People could judge his footwear all they wanted, but nobody could make him wear clown shoes. And he never had to plan around a babysitter.

         Griffin’s eyes narrowed as he looked at something past Ryan’s shoulder. “Hey, didn’t you date her? The redhead? I could have sworn you brought her into the coffee shop once or twice.”

         Redhead who’d gone to Fallston? Probably Allison. Or Ivy. It could also be Jessica.

         “Tall or short?”

         Griffin snorted. “Dude, I don’t know. Medium. She’s wearing a black dress and she’s with a guy in a tux and they’re headed over here.”

         Well, that narrowed it down. He shrugged. If they were really headed in his direction, he’d figure it out soon enough.

         “Ryan?” A breathy voice floated from over his shoulder.

         His brain pinged in recognition.

         “Ivy!” He turned and lifted her into a bear hug, sweeping her feet off the floor.

         She giggled as he set her back down.

         “I want you to meet my fiancé, Bryson.” She motioned at the dark-haired man standing next to her. Sure enough, the guy was clad in tuxedo, black bow tie, and requisite shiny black shoes. Poor sucker.

         With a grin, he pumped Bryson’s hand. “Good to meet you, man. Congratulations on your engagement, that’s great news.”

         Bryson’s eyes raked over him before his mouth relaxed into a smile. “I hear you run your own music management company?”

         Ryan unbuttoned his tuxedo jacket with one hand. Damn thing was going to suffocate him before the night was over. “Yeah. You like music?”

         Ivy placed a hand on her fiancé’s arm. “We do. We’re looking for a band for the wedding, if you have any suggestions.”

         He almost choked. Him? Suggestions for a wedding? Surely they were kidding.

         He motioned toward Ainsley. “I’m not the guy for that kind of thing, but I bet Ainsley would know a few good ones.”

         The woman could party-plan the hell out of anything. Even a funeral.

         At the sound of her name, Ainsley turned to face them. “What am I doing?”

         Ivy’s cheeks flushed slightly. “Helping us choose a band. For the wedding.”

         Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Ainsley’s shoulders tense. Shit. He’d led her right into that one.

         He grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Because you’re the queen of event planning.”

         His heart thumped in his rib cage. Great job, idiot. Kate was going to kick his ass later.

         She smiled tightly and nodded at Ivy. “Send me an email and I’ll get a list of groups together for you.”

         Ivy beamed. “Oh, you’re the best, Ainsley. I should have asked you straightaway, I just thought…”

         She trailed off, her cheeks reddening.

         He slipped an arm around Ainsley’s waist and winked at Ivy. “Everyone feels bad asking for free expert advice. We’re just lucky Ainsley is so gracious about sharing her knowledge.”

         Ivy angled her head to one side, her brows furrowing as she examined them.

         Good. If anyone could start a new rumor, it was Ivy. Nobody would be surprised when things between him and Ainsley fizzled out. He had a reputation and he’d worked hard to build it. This way the people of Fallston would be distracted from the Scott and Ainsley breakup long enough for that to blow over. In fact, he was kind of annoyed he hadn’t thought of it sooner. It was such a simple solution to Ainsley’s problem.

         He tilted his head in the direction of Ainsley’s ear and adopted a stage whisper. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

         Her eyes shifted to his face and went wide. “Now? The party practically just started!”

         “Absolutely.” Kate and James were busy with their guests, so they wouldn’t be missed. Beth and Griffin couldn’t stay long. And he’d finally thought of a way to cheer Ainsley up.

         Ivy’s gaze darted between them, curiosity in her eyes.

         A flush crept up Ainsley’s cheeks. “Um, right. OK. We should go.”

         Finally. An abrupt departure would guarantee the rumor gained traction. He was a little surprised she’d decided to go along with it, but he decided not to question his good luck. Maybe she was escaping her parents, maybe she wanted to get away from the stuffy Fallston crowd, or maybe she’d caught on to his plan. Whatever the reason, he was ready to get his night started.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         Ainsley tried to keep the confusion from her expression. Where were they going, and why? She’d seen the way Ivy looked at them and knew what she must have thought, but she’d found she didn’t care. After the encounter with her father, she was too damn tired of pretending to be happy.

         “Why are we leaving?” she finally asked.

         “I’m taking you somewhere fun. We’re all dressed up, why not?”

         She glanced back over her shoulder. “Are you sure Kate won’t mind?”

         After all, she’d promised her support tonight. What kind of friend would she be if she bailed?

         “Absolutely, one hundred percent positive. She has James and they’re busy making sure his parents are happy. I can’t think of any reason you and I need to waste our night too.”

         The confidence in his voice swayed her. Kate was a good friend, she wouldn’t mind. Plus, Ainsley couldn’t take another second in that crowded party, watching people watching her.

         Which reminded her of something else. Ivy. She’d seemed genuinely pleased to see Ryan and vice versa. Yet Ainsley knew for a fact they’d been dating each other a few months back. How was that possible?

         “How many women at that party have you hooked up with?” She’d figured that was the reason he’d agreed to be her date, so she could act as a buffer between him and any former flames.

         “A gentleman never tells.”

         She huffed. Typical. “But you did hook up with Ivy. I remember that. Why was she so nice to you?”

         He frowned as he turned out of the Abells’ long driveway. “Why wouldn’t she be?”

         She puffed her cheeks out in exasperation. Really? Was he that incapable of forming a legitimate emotional attachment?

         Freaking men. And they said women were the ones who caused drama.

         “Because you hooked up with her and then you dropped her. The way you’ve dropped every woman you’ve ever dated.” Her tone was matter-of-fact. She’d known Ryan long enough to understand his dating habits. Why beat around the bush?

         He gave a dry chuckle. “I don’t drop anyone. I’m a fun guy. Women hang out with me to have fun, and when the fun runs its course we all move on.”

         She bit the inside of her cheek. No way was it that simple. Surely there were hurt feelings, whether he admitted it or not.

         He glanced at her quickly. “It’s all about expectations. Keep them low, and nobody is hurt or disappointed. I could teach you, you know.”

         Her mouth fell open. “Teach me?”

         He chuckled. “How to have fun.” He paused. “And not that kind of fun. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

         Her jaw clenched. Between the two of them, she wasn’t the one with her mind in the gutter. “I am fun.”

         Although she also didn’t have a lot of time to waste if she was going to get her life back on track, find the One and get married and have kids before her skin got too wrinkly and all her eggs dried up.

         “Sure you are. But I’m the head Minister of Fun. I’m the funnest guy you’ve ever met. Admit it, you know I am.” His voice was playful.

         She frowned. “The Minister of Fun? What are you talking about?”

         He groaned. “Like Harry Potter. Please tell me you’ve read Harry Potter.”

         She bit her lip. Wasn’t that a kid’s book?

         He sighed loudly and shook his head. “Well, then that’s your second assignment: Read Harry Potter. The whole series, front to back, cover to cover.”

         Sure, whatever. He could order her all he wanted, but he couldn’t force her to comply.

         Then his words sank in, causing the back of her neck to prickle. “Wait, what do you mean, second assignment?”

         He blew by the exit for her street and merged onto the ramp for the freeway. “I offered to teach you to have fun. You claim you know how to have fun. I’m about to prove to you how wrong you are, and the first phase starts now.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         For the first challenge he was going to show her a real night on the town at one of the city’s hottest clubs. He told himself it was all in the name of competition, to force her to admit that he was at least partially right about the superiority of his chosen lifestyle. Sometimes the way they looked at him, Ainsley and Kate and James and Beth and Griffin, he was sure they pitied him. As if they thought he was lacking something in his life.

         In reality, his father had done him a favor. He’d shown Ryan at an early age how disposable love could be. That had made him free, had allowed him to live his life without worrying so much about what other people needed from him. Now it was time to pay it forward. If anyone could use a little of the Lawhill life philosophy, it was Ainsley.

         He turned onto a side street and pulled into a parking space outside a long, brick warehouse. Pink and blue neon lights flashed across the sidewalk as low thumping emanated from inside.

         Then he watched, gleeful, as Ainsley’s jaw dropped. “You have to be kidding me.”

         “Believe me, you’ll know when I’m kidding. Now come on.” He grinned, unable to keep the triumph out of his voice. Not that he was trying that hard.

         He unbuckled his seat belt.

         “I, um, I’m not dressed for clubbing. At all.” She waved a hand over her sequined gown.

         He looked her directly in the eye, determined to convince her. For some reason he didn’t understand, it was suddenly essential that Ainsley buy into this. “Of course you are. Trust me. Sometimes it’s good to get out of your comfort zone.”

         She bit her lip and lowered her eyes to her lap.

         He turned to her and reached across the center console to grip both of her shoulders, his fingertips digging into her soft skin. “Are you happy? Right now, at this exact second, are you happy?”

         He waited, almost regretting the words. What if Ainsley wasn’t as strong as he was? What if she really couldn’t do this?

         She blinked back tears, her gaze still fixed on her lap. “You know I’m not.”

         His throat tightened. Exactly. Much as it pained him, his plan could never work until she admitted that. “Then why not let me try? I think if you give my foolproof fuck-the-world-and-do-what-you-want plan a try, you’ll be happier. And if you’re not, what do you lose?”

         She slanted him a look. “Is this a trick to get in my pants?”

         He blinked hard, then burst into laughter. “If I wanted to get into your pants, I’d have been there a long time ago.”
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