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Prologue
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SATURDAY, JULY 21

Audrey Tate had dreamed about this moment dozens of times. Maybe hundreds.

Standing outside a church? Check.

A little breathless? Definitely.

A bit shaky? Yup.

Her heart pounding as she prepared to walk up the steps and down the aisle toward the man who’d determinedly swept her off her feet and stolen her heart? Absolutely.

But in her dreams, she’d been wearing white. In her dreams, the man she was walking toward hadn’t been someone else’s husband.

In her dreams, he hadn’t been dead.

Audrey felt someone give her arm a comforting squeeze as they passed, and another kissed her cheek. She forced an absent smile, even though she didn’t bother to look at the well-wishers. She was too busy trying to do what they were all doing: walking up those steps to say a final farewell to Brayden Hayes.

Audrey took a deep breath and ordered her right foot to move.

And it did. But not in the way she intended. Before Audrey could think through the consequences, she started walking, not into the church, but away from it. Away from him. Away from his wife.

Away from her dreams.

She barely noticed when she reached Central Park, and when she veered mindlessly to the left, she didn’t register that her four-inch Louboutins were hardly suited for the dirt path.

She angrily wiped away her tears. She’d always been a crier, but this was a whole new level. Her eyes had been in a chronic state of leaking ever since she’d gotten the news.

Brayden was dead. Brayden was married.

Had been married.

Audrey was so focused on trying to get a grip on the warring grief and anger that she didn’t realize what she was inadvertently walking toward. She halted in her tracks, blinking rapidly as she waited for her imagination to get a freaking grip. But no matter how long and hard she stared, the women sitting on the bench were real.

And one was the very woman who’d haunted Audrey’s every waking hour since she’d learned that her boyfriend had drunkenly fallen off his sailboat and drowned.

She blinked again, but there was no doubt about it. Audrey was staring directly at Brayden Hayes’s widow. The other woman, a stunning redhead, was a stranger—maybe vaguely familiar, but Audrey lacked the mental or emotional energy to sort out how or if she knew her.

What do I do?

Audrey’s self-preservation instincts instructed her to run, even as her conscience demanded she do what needed to be done and walk forward. In the end, it wasn’t her decision. As Audrey stood there debating her next move, Claire Hayes turned her head, and though she wore sunglasses, Audrey could feel her gaze boring into her.

“Audrey.”

She felt her eyes widen. “You know who I am?”

The blond woman gave a short nod. “You’re Audrey Tate. I did a little digging after you called the house that night.” There was a lengthy pause before she spoke again, her voice soft. “I know you were sleeping with my husband.”

The redhead whipped her head toward her companion, then looked back at Audrey. She too was wearing sunglasses, but Audrey sensed she was just as shocked by Claire’s pronouncement.

Brayden’s wife knew.

Audrey let out a hiccupping sob and walked to the bench, sitting down, mainly because she wasn’t sure her shaky legs would support her much longer. She looked at Claire Hayes, and then the words started tumbling out. “I didn’t know,” Audrey pleaded. “I didn’t know until you picked up the phone that night that he was married. I swear to you, he told me his wife had left him, that he was separated… I never would have— You have to believe me. I didn’t know—”

“Oh, honey,” the red-haired woman interrupted, sounding horrified by Audrey’s verbal diarrhea. “You’ve got to get it together.”

Irritation wriggled its way through Audrey’s misery, and she glared at the interloper. “Respectfully, you don’t know the first thing about what’s going on here.”

“Well now, that’s the thing,” the redhead said, looking down at her manicure. “I sort of do.”

Claire jolted in surprise, looking as shocked as Audrey felt. These two women didn’t know each other, Audrey realized. Whatever she’d walked in on, it hadn’t been one friend comforting another, but two strangers.

Claire’s next words confirmed it. “Who are you?” she asked the redhead.

Instead of answering Claire, the redhead studied Audrey, and though she wasn’t usually so bold, this time, she studied her right back. Even with the oversize sunglasses, she could tell the other woman was gorgeous, and not just because of the vibrant red hair. The woman herself was vibrant—seemingly crackling with an energy and confidence that was perfectly suited to the designer dress, flawless makeup, and not-so-tiny diamond studs in her ears that Audrey would bet her favorite Chanel bag on were real. Again, she was struck with the sense that there was something familiar about her…

The redhead pushed her sunglasses on top of her head, her gaze steady on Claire. “I’m Naomi Powell. The other other woman.”

Audrey felt her mouth drop open in surprise, both at the woman’s identity and her bombshell. Brayden Hayes hadn’t just been cheating on his wife with Audrey. He’d also, apparently, been sleeping with one of New York’s most well-known female entrepreneurs. The ultimate girl boss.

Audrey had never been introduced to Naomi Powell personally, but anyone who was anyone in Manhattan recognized the name of the Bronx-born up-and-comer who’d built a wildly successful jewelry empire.

Claire, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have the same recognition. That, or she was too stunned that her husband had been sleeping with two women. Who were now sitting with her on a park bench. On the day of his funeral.

Audrey resisted the urge to giggle at the absurdity of it.

Claire continued to stare at Naomi. “What?”

The redhead sighed. “Your husband was putting his pickle into one too many sandwiches. Well, two too many if you count her.” She jerked her chin toward Audrey.

Audrey did giggle this time, lifting a hand to her forehead, trying to sort out her thoughts. “Did you just compare… pickle… oh my God, sandwiches.”

Claire’s head dropped forward, her chin resting on her chest, and Audrey’s laughter faded, replaced by shame. What kind of woman laughed when a funeral was happening just a few blocks away from where she sat beside the widow? Instinctively, she started to reach for Claire’s hand, but she stopped when she realized that Audrey was probably the last person Claire wanted to comfort her.

Well, it was a tie, perhaps, Audrey thought with a quick glance at Naomi. There were, after all, two other women.

Naomi looked as alarmed as Audrey felt when she realized Claire’s shoulders were shaking, not with silent sobs, but amusement. Claire’s head fell back, tilting her face to the sky as she let out an audible laugh.

Good. Good. Not broken then. Just a little cracked.

“I hate to be the one to tell you this,” Audrey told Claire, “but I don’t think he’s up there.”

Naomi let out a startled chuckle, and they exchanged a tentative smile. This had to be one of the weirdest moments of Audrey’s life. Of anyone’s life. And yet somehow it didn’t feel nearly as odd as it should have.

“Shouldn’t we be at the funeral?” Claire asked quietly, still looking at the sky.

“Nah,” Naomi said, waving her hand. “I mostly showed up to tell God not to allow that one through the pearly gates, and as Audrey pointed out, I think He probably already figured that one out.”

“I never thought I’d be here,” Claire said, sounding exhausted. Audrey wondered if Claire’s nights had been as sleepless as her own. The way Claire’s fingers lifted to her temples confirmed that she was definitely suffering the same grief-induced headaches as Audrey.

Or perhaps they were anger-induced headaches. Truth be told, Audrey was still trying to figure out how she felt. She grieved. Obviously. A man had died. A man she loved had died, and far too young.

And yet. If she were really honest with herself, she was mad, too. At Brayden, for the lies, obviously. But also at herself. So angry at herself.

“You mean sitting on a park bench with your husband’s mistresses while his funeral goes down just a couple blocks over?” Naomi asked.

Claire laughed, oblivious to Audrey’s turmoil beside her. “Yes. That. I just keep thinking I know I should be sad, but instead all I can think about is how stupid I was, and that’s before I knew there were two of you. How did I not see it?”

“We were just as stupid,” Audrey said, giving in to the urge to comfort this time and setting a hand on Claire’s arm. “He was my boyfriend for a year. I just thought he traveled a lot.”

“Three months,” Naomi said, flicking a manicured finger toward her chest. “He told me most of his business dealings were in Hong Kong and that he had to work most nights. I totally bought it.”

There was a long moment of silence, and Audrey realized that for the first time in a week, something besides anger and guilt was creeping in around the aching numbness. Relief. Relief that she wasn’t totally alone in the jumble of complicated feelings.

There was a strange camaraderie here. She didn’t know how, exactly, but she felt it as purely as she did the New York sunshine beating on the top of her head.

Naomi straightened and turned toward them. “I have a confession.”

Claire’s eyebrows winged up. “Worse than the fact that you were having adult sleepovers with my husband?”

“Who I didn’t know was your husband,” Naomi said, with a correcting finger waggle. “But no, my confession is that while I’m really mad at Brayden, I’m even angrier at myself. For letting him fool me.”

Audrey’s flicker of relief roared to a flame—someone else understood. “Same. I mean, it’s a little more self-loathing than anger, I guess, but… I just can’t stop thinking about how I didn’t see it. And if I didn’t see him being a snake, how will I ever spot another man being a snake?”

Claire glanced down at her lap, staring at her hands. “I’m not worried about it. After all this, I’m pretty dead set on turning into the old lonely lady with cats.”

“Nope,” Naomi said, shaking her head. “We are not going to let him do that to us. I’m not really a long-term relationship girl, but I do like a male companion, and I have no intention of letting Brayden sour me on…”

“Pickles?” Audrey suggested.

“I was going to say sex, but yeah. That, too.”

Audrey forced a smile, but her heart squeezed, and she couldn’t hold back her smile as she spoke the truth. “But I am the long-term relationship girl. I want the ring and the babies and the—”

“Please don’t say white picket fence.”

“Oh God no,” Audrey said, her head snapping back. She pointed down at her stilettos. “These red soles are meant for Fifth Ave., not the burbs. But I still want the fairy tale, and I just…” She swallowed. “It’s harder to believe these days.”

“So let me get this straight,” Naomi said, looking first at Claire. “You’re going to turn into a cat lady, and you’re giving up your Disney princess dreams,” she said, turning toward Audrey. “All because of a guy.”

Put that way, it did sound… ridiculous. She flicked a glance at Claire, who was watching her, the same look of contemplation on her face.

Naomi pressed on. “Ladies, I know we just met, but let’s face it, we have the same shoes and we were screwed over by the same guy, so as far as I’m concerned, we leapfrogged a few steps in the female-bonding process.”

“Perfect, I’ll invite you over for a slumber party,” Claire said in a cutting tone. She stood, apparently deciding she’d had enough of this. Whatever this was.

“Hold up,” Naomi said, reaching out to stop her. “I’m not suggesting we get matching tattoos, just that we can help each other.”

Audrey was skeptical, but intrigued, and Claire seemed to be as well, because she sat back down. “You want me to help my husband’s mistresses—do what, exactly?”

“We watch each other’s blind spots as it relates to men. Left to our own devices, obviously we’re no good at seeing a guy for who—and what—he really is. But what if we combined forces? Help each other spot another Brayden.”

Audrey pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, running a hand over her hair as she considered the proposition with undisguised skepticism. “Respectfully, I don’t even know you. I get your point, but why would I have two strangers do a gut check on a guy I like instead of my friends?”

Even as she said it, she saw the flaw in her own logic. She had plenty of friends. But none of them had protected her from Brayden. Not even Clarke West, her best friend since childhood, had been able to stop the hurt, and she knew he’d do anything for her. Audrey winced, belatedly realizing that poor Clarke was waiting for her in the church, probably worried about where the hell she was.

Naomi was still pushing her plan. “Because who knows better how to spot another woman getting scammed than three women who just experienced it?”

Damn. It was a good point. A really good point. And the truth was, Audrey didn’t know if she could survive the past week for a second time. She bit her lip and looked at Claire. “You know, I don’t hate this plan?”

Claire wasn’t as sure. Audrey could see it in the way her eyes remained wary, the way she fiddled with her watch as though biding her time until she could politely excuse herself from the situation.

Naomi’s gaze was also locked on Claire’s watch. “Cartier.”

Audrey hadn’t been paying much attention to the watch itself, but she jolted at that. She wasn’t in the accessory business like Naomi, but she knew a Cartier watch.

She knew because she had one at home. Her gaze dropped to the watch. She knew what she’d find, but her heart twisted all the same. They didn’t just both have Cartier watches. They had the same Cartier watch.

Claire looked up at Naomi, her confused gaze indicating she was a step behind Audrey’s realization. Or perhaps, deeper in denial. “Yes. How’d you know?”

Naomi didn’t look away from Claire. “I know designers. I also know that I have the exact same watch at home.”

Claire sucked in a startled breath. “Brayden…?”

Naomi nodded.

“Me, too,” Audrey said, almost inaudibly.

Claire stared down at the watch on her left wrist, and Audrey could feel her caving—understanding what Audrey and Naomi already understood. They needed each other.

Naomi extended her hand. “Hands in, girls, we’re making a pact, high school–style. May neither of you ever fall victim to a cheating bastard again. Not on my watch.”

Audrey didn’t even hesitate in placing her palm on top of Naomi’s hand. “And to helping each other find the right man. That’s on my watch.”

And she meant it. She might not be worthy of a happily ever after, but she was determined that these women would find it. It was the least she could do.

Claire hesitated for a moment longer before slowly resting her hand atop Audrey’s. “Oh, what the hell. I’m in. To no more assholes.”

Audrey felt something click in that moment, feeling a connection that went beyond friendship, a sense that this was a pivotal point of her life. Not Brayden’s death, but what came after.

As they slowly pulled their hands back, Audrey let out a long sigh before glancing across the park in the general direction of the church they’d all ditched. “I guess we should make an appearance, huh?”

Naomi let out a derisive snort and, standing, flicked her sunglasses back onto her nose with a finger. “Screw it. Let’s go shopping.”

“I’m in,” Claire said, also standing. “Let’s stop by Sugarfina on the way and get some ridiculously priced but fabulous gummy candies. Brayden hated gummy candies.”

“Did he?” Naomi said. “I didn’t know that, but hell, let’s buy the whole shop.”

Audrey stood as well, but slower. She’d known. She’d known Brayden hadn’t liked gummy candies. Just like she’d known they’d both loved chocolate. And she knew his smile had been higher on the right than the left and that he didn’t really like black pepper but always asked servers to add it to his food anyway, as though saying no would be an affront to his manhood. She knew his favorite cocktail was a Tito’s martini with a blue cheese olive and that he liked to sleep on the right side of the bed.

She knew everything a wife would know. But she would never be his wife. Or anyone else’s. Not because she’d turned cynical. Audrey still believed in happy endings. She believed in them with her whole heart. She believed that a man and a woman could get married and live happily ever after so long as someone else didn’t come along and ruin that happiness.

Which was exactly what Audrey had done.

She’d thought she’d been living her own fairy tale, but really she’d been the villain in Claire’s. In her quest to find her own Price Charming, she’d been borrowing someone else’s. Maybe even two someone else’s, she realized, with a glance at Naomi.

Audrey silently made another pact, this time with herself. She’d help these other women find a second chance at happiness. She still believed in love. Just not for herself. She wasn’t at all sure she deserved it.






Chapter One
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ONE AND A HALF YEARS LATER

SUNDAY, JANUARY 5

Naomi Powell looked at the glass of brownish-green sludge in front of her face, then glanced up at Audrey. “Why is this happening to me?”

Audrey gave the glass a little waggle. “You haven’t even tried it.”

Reluctantly, Naomi took the glass and sniffed. “It smells like farts and dirt.”

“That’s the brussels sprouts and kale,” Audrey said, handing a second glass to Claire, who took it with almost as much reluctance.

“Cheers!” Audrey said, lifting her own glass and taking a sip of the smoothie.

Naomi took the tiniest of sips, following it with an immediate gagging noise, and Claire merely shook her head without trying it, setting the glass back on the table with a firm nope.

“Yeah, all right,” Audrey acknowledged, giving the glass a swirl, noting that the thick sludge barely moved. “It’s not great.”

“Why do you even have that gunk?” Naomi asked, setting the glass as far away from her as her arm would reach.

“Why is that stuff even in existence?” Claire added.

Audrey walked back into her kitchen and held up the powdered mix. “Super Fuel. It’s got approximately nine million vitamins and antioxidants and like a year’s worth of fiber. I told them I’d try it and, if it was any good, mention it to my followers.”

Such was the life of an influencer. It wasn’t a traditional job. Heck, as far as most people were concerned, it probably wasn’t a job at all. Getting free stuff, evaluating it, and then sharing the good parts with her massive Instagram following wasn’t exactly a hardship. But it was hard work. Whenever Audrey encountered a derisive snort after the requisite what do you do introductions, she merely smiled. Yes, she got free stuff. Yes, she made a rather staggering amount of money from endorsements and partnerships. Yes, from the outside her job looked as simple as taking a picture of herself with the newest it shade of matte lipstick.

But what people didn’t see were the hours she spent managing her email, her Instagram DMs, and her Facebook messages. They didn’t see the hundreds of queries she received in a single day. They didn’t see the time she spent updating her blog, setting up her tripod, editing her photos, speaking at panels, staying active in her Facebook groups, monitoring comments, deleting spam and trolls, etc.

Audrey loved her job, but it was a job—a full-time one.

Naomi was wrinkling her nose. “Unless you hate your followers, put that down the garbage disposal and never speak of it again.”

“No, don’t!” Claire protested. “That stuff will probably turn into a brick and destroy the garbage disposal and this gorgeous kitchen.”

“Oh, sweetie,” Naomi said, patting Claire’s hand. “Garbage disposals? You’re such a contractor’s wife.”

Claire’s smile was adorable and smug at the same time. “I am, aren’t I?”

Audrey gave a smile of her own as she dumped the unappealing smoothie down the sink. Few things brought her more joy in life than seeing her friends happy, and Claire was definitely happy. Newly married to the gruff, flannel-wearing, bighearted Scott Turner, Claire’s in-love glow was rivaled only by Naomi’s, whose live-in boyfriend, Oliver Cunningham, was everything Brayden Hayes had not been. Loyal, loving, and good.

At the fridge, Audrey pulled out a carafe of orange juice and champagne.

“Yes!” Naomi said, in eager agreement, leaping out of her chair. “Where are the champagne flutes? I knew you didn’t invite us over here just for dirt smoothies.”

“Hmm.” Audrey scanned the cupboards of the kitchen she was not yet familiar with. “No idea on the champagne flutes. You’ll have to hunt.”

“On it.” Naomi set out opening and closing cupboards until she discovered where the movers Audrey hired had unpacked the stemware.

“I love the new place,” Claire said as Audrey set the OJ and champagne on the table before cleaning away the abandoned smoothies.

“Me, too,” Audrey said, glancing around and admiring her new kitchen.

“Do you miss the palace?” Naomi asked, returning to the table with three of Audrey’s personal-favorite champagne flutes in hand. An Anthropologie find, the gold-rimmed and rose-tinted glasses had been featured in one of Audrey’s most popular posts to date.

Audrey rolled her eyes at Naomi’s reference to the family home where she had lived until just a couple of weeks ago. Though, to be fair… the primary Tate residence was sort of a palace, albeit a Manhattan version of one. A towering penthouse with marble floors, a staggering view of the entire city, and more space than Audrey had known what to do with once her parents had moved to California to be near her sister and her sister’s family.

“Creeping up on the big 3-0 while still living in my parents’ house started to feel a little lame,” Audrey admitted as Claire poured the mimosas. “Even though they didn’t live there anymore, I was hyperaware of the pampered-princess vibe while living in the, as you put it, palace.”

“As opposed to this hovel,” Naomi said sarcastically, gesturing at the spacious, sparkling brownstone just down the street from her family’s Madison Avenue penthouse.

“Yes, but I bought this place on my own,” Audrey said a little tartly. “Big difference.”

“Big difference,” Naomi agreed, lifting her glass in a toast. “To fresh starts.”

The three of them clinked glasses, and Claire smiled. “Did you know… I just realized that in the year and a half since we met in the park, we’ve all had a new home? Naomi moved into the Park Ave. place and then again to Tribeca. And mine wasn’t technically a move, but the renovation made it feel like a new place. And now Audrey.”

“And,” Naomi chimed in, “shortly after moving, I found Oliver. You found Scott with your renovation. Which means…” She darted her eyes over to Audrey.

“Mmmmm, yes,” Audrey said, taking a sip of her drink. “Clearly you must be referring to my romantic success with Randy.”

“In our defense,” Claire said, “we did tell you not to date a guy named Randy.”

“And you were right,” Audrey said with a wince, horrified that she had to date Randy Weaver for nearly three weeks before realizing what a creep he was. Granted that was three weeks longer than she’d dated anyone else since Brayden, but that was also three weeks too long, considering.

“At least you found out about the video cameras before you actually starred in one of his, um, films,” Claire said.

“Yeah, well, the cameras were sort of hard to miss, what with the bedroom being made of wall-to-wall-to-ceiling mirrors and all.”

Naomi started cracking up. “It’s seriously too good. To know that guys like that actually exist.”

Audrey gave her a mock glare, but she couldn’t stop her own grin. In hindsight, it was funny. Things had been going well enough with Randy up until that point. He hadn’t exactly swept her off her feet, and there hadn’t been any butterflies. But he had been kind. Considerate. A gentleman. Audrey had decided he was as good a guy as any to break her dry spell.

And then, she’d walked into his bedroom, which really and truly had been made of mirror, walls and ceiling. As if that weren’t unnerving enough, then she’d seen the cameras. Plural. Along with a hidden big-screen TV built into one of the mirrors.

Not only did Randy only make love for the cameras, he enjoyed watching himself in past performances while in the midst of the current performance. He’d assured her it would be a turn-on if she’d give it a chance. She’d assured him he should lose her phone number forever.

Audrey sighed and decided it was time to get to the real reason she’d invited her friends over and was plying them with boozy beverages at 11 a.m.

“I need to tell you girls something.”

Seeing she had their attention, she got right to it. “So, I told Randy about Brayden. Not everything, but… enough. I told him I dated Brayden knowing he was married but believing him when he said he was separated and the divorce was nearly final. I told him about the shock of learning upon his death that the ‘separation’ was news to his wife. I told him about both of you,” she said, with an apologetic look at her friends.

“Okay…?” Claire prompted, frowning a little in confusion.

“I trusted him,” Audrey said quietly, reaching for her phone. “And… it turns out that trust was misplaced.”

Knowing it would be clearer to show them, rather than tell them, Audrey pulled up Instagram and slid the phone between them.

Claire’s head tilted down next to Naomi’s red one as they read the Instagram post together.

“Who’s Scandal Boy?” Claire asked.

“Knockoff of Gossip Girl,” Naomi answered for Audrey, still scanning the phone. “Some little anonymous bitch who gets his jollies spreading rumors about the Manhattan elite. I’ve been mentioned at least a dozen times, none of it good, most of it untrue.”

“Me, too,” Audrey said. “The guy’s always seemed to hate me, but it’s never been this bad.”

She nibbled nervously at the nail of her ring finger until her friends looked up. Her heart sank when she saw the furious expression on both of their faces. “I am so sorry, I had no idea Randy would betray me and tell the world about Brayden, or that Scandal Boy would hear about it.”

“Can’t you sue?” Claire demanded. “For slander, or something?”

“Slander only applies if it’s untrue,” Naomi said as she picked up the phone and read an excerpt from Scandal Boy’s post. “ ‘Everyone’s favorite Upper East Side princess has a dirty little secret. The rumor mill’s long been buzzing about Audrey Tate’s involvement with the late Brayden Hayes, but this Boy’s just learned that the Madison Avenue princess was no victim—she knew her prince was married the entire time and bagged him anyway.’ ”

Naomi lowered the phone with a disgusted look. “ ‘Bagged’? Who is this guy?”

“A little twerp, that’s who,” Claire said, pulling the iPhone out of Naomi’s hand, locking the screen, and setting it facedown in front of Audrey. “Forget about him. He doesn’t deserve a second more of your time.”

“Hear, hear,” Naomi said in agreement.

Audrey looked between the two of them. “Wait. That’s it? Aren’t you mad?”

“Oh, furious,” Claire said. “If I knew who he was, I’d put his nuts in a vise—”

“No, mad at me,” Audrey clarified in exasperation.

They stared at her. “Why would we be mad at you?”

“For telling Randy about our… history.”

“I told Oliver,” Naomi pointed out.

Claire nodded. “And I told Scott. Well, granted, he already knew from Oliver and Naomi. But I never made any effort to hide it.”

“Yeah, but those are good guys,” Audrey said. “They can be trusted.”

Naomi gave her a coy smile. “Yes, darling. And your guy was not one of the good ones. Now, if only we’d made a pact where the two of us could have told you that Randy was a shit… oh wait…”

“Naomi,” Claire said in warning. “Do you really want us to bring up Dylan?”

“Oof,” Naomi said, blowing out a breath at the memory of the guy she’d flirted with briefly before realizing Oliver was the one. “Touché.”

“Wait, you’re really not mad?” Audrey asked her friends, still baffled.

“No, but we will be if you don’t quit acting like this,” Naomi said. “Look, it sucks. Neither of us likes knowing that this asshole’s talking about you like this. But in terms of how it affects us?” She shrugged. “I’m good.”

“Me, too,” Claire said. “It’s been a long time.”

A year and a half. It had been a year and a half since Brayden had died, and her friends had moved on.

That was the crucial difference, Audrey realized. They didn’t care about this dirt with Brayden coming to the surface because it couldn’t hurt them anymore. They had new men, new loves. And Audrey was…

Fine. She was just fine.

Naomi had turned her attention to her own phone, and now her mimosa was frozen halfway to her mouth and she suddenly looked far more horrified at whatever she was reading on her own phone than what she’d read on Audrey’s. “Um. Audrey.”

“Hmm?” she asked, adding a bit more champagne to her glass.

Naomi’s blue eyes met hers. “You’ve been paying attention to the Internet besides the Scandal Boy thing, right?”

Audrey gave an indelicate grunt. “Not really. I’ve been mostly offline since his shady post. I needed a break from the fake pity and the nosy questions. I figure tomorrow’s soon enough to deal with it all.”

“Yeeeeah, I think you have something new to deal with. Something… bigger.”

She handed Audrey the phone. “Read Deena’s message, then click the link.”

Audrey skimmed the text from Naomi’s assistant.

OMG, is it true?! Squee!

Audrey’s thumb tapped the URL below the message, her gaze only needing to take in the headline to understand Naomi’s concern.

Socialite Audrey Tate engaged to longtime companion Clarke West.

“Oh hell,” Audrey muttered with a sigh, handing the phone back to Naomi. “Not this again.”






Chapter Two

[image: ]

SUNDAY, JANUARY 5


Did you hear? A certain Madison Avenue diva’s got herself a new man, allegedly. How long he’ll stick around is the real question. Rumor has it our favorite girl’s cursed in love—she couldn’t keep a man if he was chained to her Bottega Veneta crocodile handbag.

—@ScandalBoyNYC



Clarke’s apartment was a ten-minute walk from Audrey’s, which wasn’t nearly enough time to walk off her anger. Not that she was mad at Clarke—she could handle him in her sleep.

No, Audrey was still pissed at the imbecilic @ScandalBoyNYC, who, before she and the girls could even finish their mimosas, had taken yet another swing at Audrey on Instagram. The boy, man, woman, whatever, apparently had a well-connected source, which was more than a little annoying. Still, the guy should really be more careful about whom he spoke with. Nobody in Audrey’s acquaintance would have even joked about attaching a chain to a Bottega.

Petty and unfounded as they may be, the accusations still stung. Audrey was no stranger to social media trolling, but it was embarrassing to have her romantic life open to scrutiny. She didn’t even tell her closest friends the innermost workings of her heart—to have strangers on the Internet assessing her single status was downright galling.

But she’d have to deal with that later. First, there was the not so little matter of her fiancé.

Like Audrey, Clarke West lived just off Madison Avenue, though a bit farther downtown. Ironically, Audrey noted with a smile as she turned onto Sixty-Fourth, right next to the Bottega Veneta store. Flipping the mental bird to Scandal Boy as she passed the high-end shop, she hopped up the stairs to Clarke’s townhome.

She knocked and waited impatiently. When there was no answer, she pulled out her spare key and let herself in, fully intending to make herself at home and wait her best friend out. Opening the front door, Audrey was welcomed by the sound of Queen blaring from upstairs.

So he was home. Good. Audrey set her purse on the end table she’d helped him pick out and hung her coat by the front door the way she had hundreds of times over the years.

Clarke’s house was gorgeous, and Audrey gave herself plenty of credit for that. Not for the prewar architecture, obviously. That had been somebody else’s genius. But Audrey had refused to let such a gorgeous space be wasted with Clarke’s barren man cave decorating sensibilities. With the help of one of Manhattan’s top interior designers, Audrey had given the townhome a decidedly masculine, country-club vibe. The floors and staircase were a rich mahogany, the walls deep blues and greens. The furniture was an intentional mismatch of worn leather and offbeat plaids, the walls adorned with pictures of horses and hunting dogs that Clarke liked to fuss about but never bothered to take down. Audrey suspected that had far more to do with his mother hating the artwork than it did Clarke himself liking it.

She followed the sound of “We Will Rock You” up the stairs, already knowing she’d find him in the one room in the house that hadn’t seen her touch—his home gym. She leaned against the side of the open doorway, not wanting to startle Clarke in the middle of bench-pressing. He’d outfitted one of the larger spare bedrooms with a treadmill, squat rack, free weights, and, as evidenced by the fact that he still hadn’t heard her arrival, a top-of-the-line built-in sound system.

Dressed in gray sweatpants and a tight black workout shirt, Clarke pushed through the last of his reps and set the bar back on the rack. Swiping a towel off the ground, he levered up into a sitting position on the bench, freezing for a moment in surprise when he saw her standing there.

Grinning, he held up a finger. Wait. He reached for his phone and, with a swipe of his thumb, turned the music down.

“Hey, Dree!”

Dree. Not her favorite nickname, but he’d been using it since childhood, and there was no teaching this playboy new tricks. She crossed her arms, one shoulder against the doorjamb. “Anything you want to say to me?”

He smiled wider. “Your hair looks great today?”

Audrey lifted her eyebrows and waited.

Clarke wiped the towel over his forehead and merely grinned wider.

“You know that doesn’t work on me.”

“What?”

She waved a hand over him. “That grin. The perfect white teeth, the strategic amount of stubble, the Superman muscles.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. With thick dark brown hair, classic good looks, a tall, broad-shouldered frame, and most damningly of all, the name Clarke, Superman references had followed him his entire life. He liked them about as much as she did the name Dree.

“Strategic amount of stubble,” he repeated. “What, you think we men can train our facial hair to grow just so?”

“Well, gosh, I don’t know,” she mused. “Maybe I’ll find out after we’re married.”

“Ah.” He dragged the towel over his face. “That.”

“Yeah. That. Again?”

“You say it like it happens all the time,” he said, standing. “This is only the second time.”

“Third. And that’s three fake engagements too many. What was it this time, another debutante hoping that claiming her baby is yours will lure you down the aisle?”

It was one of her least favorite parts about being friends with a man of Clarke’s considerable charms. He liked women, and they really liked him. In fact, Audrey wouldn’t be surprised if there were entire book clubs and wine nights dedicated to figuring out how to get a ring on his finger. Mrs. Clarke West was a highly coveted position, and the more daring prospects had tried to trick him into it over the years.

Clarke’s default escape plan was to announce he was already engaged. To Audrey.

“I don’t date debutantes,” he grumbled. “I’m not sure I even know what a debutante is.”

“Still waiting for the explanation.”

He sighed and faced her. “Elizabeth’s back in town.”

It took Audrey a moment to track. “As in your ex? Superstar lawyer who moved to DC?”

Clarke rolled his neck to loosen it. “Linda somehow talked me into meeting her for lunch on Friday. Except when I showed up at the restaurant, guess who was waiting at the table.”

“I take it not your mother?”

He shrugged, looking for all the world like he didn’t care that his mother had tricked him into a lunch with his ex-girlfriend. But Audrey knew him well. Knew from the tight line of his jaw that it bugged him. Everything about his mother bugged him. Hence why she was Linda and rarely Mom.

“I swear, sometimes I think Linda liked Elizabeth better than I did,” he grumbled.

Audrey smiled. “Of course she did. Elizabeth is a mini her.”

Clarke’s mother had always been a bit of a mystery to Audrey. Somehow the woman managed to be a full-time interfering mother, a full-time controlling wife, and a full-time chief judge of something or other for the state of New York.

As for Clarke’s ex, Elizabeth Milsap wasn’t yet a wife or a mother, as far as Audrey knew, but she was a high-powered lawyer who’d left New York for DC a couple of years ago with political aspirations that hadn’t involved Clarke. Audrey suspected that his mother had been more upset about the breakup than Clarke himself, and it didn’t surprise Audrey in the least that Linda would try to maneuver Elizabeth and Clarke into getting back together.

Linda loved her son. She just had a manipulative way of showing it.

“Okay, but what does Elizabeth being back in the city have to do with the fact that the gossip section of the Post seems to think we’re engaged?”

“Well.” He draped the towel over the back of his neck and tugged on both ends. “After we had lunch—”

“Wait, you actually stayed and had lunch with Elizabeth?” Audrey was surprised. Clarke was a pretty easygoing guy, but not when it came to his mother’s machinations. If Linda told him to turn right, he’d run left. When she’d suggested he wear a blue tie to prom, he’d worn red. When she’d told him to go to Yale, he’d chosen Dartmouth. When she’d told him to follow Elizabeth to DC, he’d bought a townhome in Manhattan.
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