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			For everyone whose life has been touched by cancer in some way. I long for a world in which everyone beats it. Until then, be brave and stick together.

		

	
		
			Chapter One
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			FOR AS LONG AS Heather Fowler could remember, living in Manhattan had been The Dream.

			The one she talked about as a precocious eight-year-old when her mom’s best friend, turned chatty by one too many glasses of the Franzia she chugged like water, asked her what she wanted to be when she grew up.

			At eight, Heather hadn’t been exactly sure about the what in her future. But she absolutely knew the where.

			New York City.

			Manhattan, specifically.

			The obsession had started with Friends reruns, and had only grown as she’d moved on to her mother’s Sex and the City DVD collection, which she’d watched covertly while her mother had worked double shifts at the diner.

			People in New York were vibrant, sparkling. They were doing something. Important things. Fun things.

			She wanted to be one of them.

			By the time Heather was in high school, The Dream was still going strong.

			While the overachievers had dreams of going to Mars, and the smaller-thinking ones had aspirations of getting to the mall, for Heather it had always and only been NYC.

			Her mother had never pretended to understand Heather’s dream. Joan Fowler had lived her entire life in Merryville, Michigan, with only two addresses: her lower-middle-class parents’ split-level and the trailer she’d rented when her parents had kicked her out, four months pregnant.

			And while Heather had wanted something more for her mother—something more for herself—than hand-me-down clothes and a two-bedroom trailer that smelled constantly like peroxide (courtesy of her mother’s hairdressing side job), Joan had always seemed content.

			But to Heather’s mother’s credit, Joan had never been anything less than encouraging.

			If you want New York, you do New York. Simple as that.

			And so Heather had.

			Though it hadn’t been simple. There had been detours. College at Michigan State. A tiny apartment in Brooklyn Heights with four roommates that, while technically located in New York City, wasn’t quite the urbane sophistication she’d pictured.

			But Heather’s resolve had never wavered. In one of her college internships, a mentor had told Heather to dress for the job she wanted, not the one she had.

			Heather did that, but she’d also broadened the idiom: Live the life you want, not the one you have.

			In this case, that meant saving up enough to cover rent that was more expensive than she could comfortably afford. Yet. More than she could afford yet. Because Heather was close to a promotion from assistant wedding planner to actual wedding planner. She could feel it.

			The apartment was going to help her get there.

			An apartment in zip code 10128, just east of Central Park.

			She’d done it. She’d achieved The Dream, or at least part of it.

			And it was . . .

			Terrible.

			It was two a.m., and she wasn’t even close to anything resembling slumber. Heather’s eyes snapped open after yet another failed sleep attempt. Her nostrils flared in an unsuccessful bid for patience before she turned and banged her palm against the wall over her Ikea headboard.

			She’d purposely left the walls of her bedroom white because she’d read it was soothing. The curtains were also white, as were the area rug at the foot of the bed, the flowers on her table, and the lamp shades.

			White is soothing, white is soothing, white is soothing . . . 

			She waited. And waited. There was a pause, and Heather held her breath.

			Then: Bum ba-dum bum bum bum . . .

			White wasn’t soothing enough for this shit.

			Heather fought the urge to scream. Was the music actually getting louder? Was that even possible?

			Apparently. Because whoever lived on the other side of her bedroom wall either couldn’t hear her banging or straight-up didn’t care.

			Heather closed her eyes and tried to tell herself that it was peaceful. Tried to pretend that the mediocre pounding of the drums and the squeal of some sort of guitar was a lullaby.

			Her eyes snapped open again. Nope.

			Heather threw back the covers—a fancy new white duvet for her fancy new place—and shoved her feet into her slippers as she pulled a hair band off the nightstand and dragged her messy dark blond curls into a knot on top of her head. She slid on her glasses, threw on a gray hoodie that she didn’t bother to zip, opened the front door of her apartment, and made the short journey to the door of 4A.

			The building was old, hence the thin walls, but it was also recently renovated, hence the modern-style doorbell, which Heather pressed firmly with one manicured finger.

			And again, when there was no answer.

			And again and again and again.

			She pressed it until her finger started to cramp, and until—

			Whoa.

			The door jerked open, and Heather was suddenly face-to-face with a male chest. A shirtless male chest, replete with rippling abs and pectoral muscles that she’d seen the likes of only in magazine ads or on billboards. An upper body so spectacularly shaped that it was downright tacky.

			Yes, tacky was definitely what it was.

			Not hot. Not hot at all.

			Heather ordered her gaze upward and found it meeting the greenish-blue eyes of a dude who looked highly amused for someone who’d nearly had his doorbell torn off.

			The guy leaned one forearm—every bit as tackily muscular as the chest—against the doorjamb as the other scratched idly at his six-pack.

			“Hi there,” he said, giving her a crooked smile. It was a good smile. It was a good voice, too, but Heather was soooooo not in the mood to be charmed.

			“Let me guess,” she said, gifting him with a wide fake smile. “You’re in the midst of a quarter-life crisis, maybe it’s taking a little longer to get the corner office than you hoped, and you decided to scratch the itch by, wait for it . . . starting a band.”

			He was seemingly oblivious to her sleep-deprived bitchiness, as his smile only grew wider. “You’re the new neighbor.”

			She pointed at her front door just a few feet away. “4C.”

			“Nice,” he said appreciatively.

			For a second she could have sworn his eyes drifted down toward her chest, but when she narrowed her eyes back up at him, he was all innocent smiles.

			“So that’s a yes on the new band, then?”

			Instead of answering her question, he extended his hand. “Josh Tanner.”

			“Pretty manners for someone with no neighborly consideration,” she muttered as she reluctantly put her hand in his. “Heather Fowler.”

			“Heather Fowler,” he repeated slowly, as though trying to decide whether or not her name fit and coming up undecided.

			Before she could respond, he reached out, his thumb and forefinger tugging at a curl that had come loose from her messy bun. “Pretty.”

			“Okay, enough,” she snapped. “Are you going to stop with the music or not?”

			“Well now, that’s hard to say.” He crossed his arms over his impressive chest. “I’m very volatile, what with the . . . what was it? Quarter-life crisis?”

			“Just keep it down,” she said wearily, rubbing at her forehead.

			“Mrs. Calvin never used to mind,” he said.

			“Who the hell is Mrs. Calvin?”

			“Lady who lived in 4C before you. She used to bake banana bread every Wednesday and make me a loaf. I don’t suppose you bake?”

			“Was Mrs. Calvin deaf?” Heather asked, ignoring the baking question. She did like to bake, but not for this guy, no matter how great the upper body.

			“Definitely,” Josh confirmed. “Turned her hearing aid off every night at eight p.m., which is when my band and I started practice.”

			“Aha!” she said, pointing a finger in his face. “You are in a band.”

			“Of course.”

			“Well, I need you guys to knock it off.”

			“Oh, they’re not here tonight,” he said simply. “That was just me practicing along with one of our recordings. Can’t get the intro quite right.”

			“Can you get it right some other time?”

			“It’s Friday night, babe. You need to loosen up. Want to come in for a beer?”

			“No,” she said, sounding out the word slowly with what she thought was admirable patience. “What I want is for you to stop the hideous music so that when my alarm goes off in four hours, I won’t have to stop by here and kill you before I go to work.”

			“Work? On a Saturday? Dare I hope this means you’re a professional baker and like to get in early to make delicious sweet buns?”

			“Do I look like the type that makes delicious sweet buns?”

			“You look like the type that has delicious sweet buns.”

			Heather made a face. “You’re a pig.”

			“I’m lashing out,” he said with a grin. “My ego’s stinging from the fact that you didn’t show any appreciation for how hard I work on all of this.”

			He spread his arms to the side and glanced down at his body.

			Heather rolled her eyes. Great body or not, this guy was disgusting. “What normally happens when a woman bangs on your door at two in the morning?” she asked irritably.

			He wiggled his eyebrows.

			“Never mind,” she muttered, embarrassed at having set herself up. “Can you please, please just shut up until after I leave at seven tomorrow?”

			“To go . . . to the bakery?” he asked hopefully.

			Yep. It was official. The new neighbor had to die.

			Heather let out an audibly annoyed sigh. “To Park Avenue United Methodist Church to ensure the florist is there with the pew bows and to set up the guest book table, and to the bride room to make sure it doesn’t still smell like onions. And then to the Bleecker Hotel to make sure the gift table’s under way, that the florist is on time, that the caterers will be able to get into the kitchen, that they set up the good dance floor, not the crappy one that splits right down the middle, because if they do, so help me God—”

			“And this is why modern men avoid the altar,” Josh interrupted. “You’re one scary-ass bride, 4C.”

			“I’m not the bride,” she grumbled, rubbing her increasingly tired eyes. “I’m the assistant wedding planner.”

			“Assistant wedding planner. What does that mean?”

			It means I need to get some freaking sleep so I can become the real deal.

			“I see,” Josh said, even though she hadn’t said anything. He leaned toward her. “You want to come in and talk about it?”

			“Better idea. How about you go to bed like any normal person over the age of twenty-two,” she snapped.

			“I thought you’d never ask,” he said, stepping aside and sweeping an arm inward as though to usher her inside.

			Heather put a hand over her heart and made a dramatic gasping sound. “You mean . . . you mean a big handsome hunk like you would actually bed little old me?”

			“Like I said, gotta verify that the sweet buns are, in fact, sweet,” he said, flashing her another one of those easy grins.

			Heather’s fake smile dropped, and she stepped forward, getting in his face and ignoring—mostly—the heat radiating off him. “I’m going back into my apartment, and I’m going to sleep, and if I hear one more peep from your side of the wall, I’m going to get my hands on a loaf of Mrs. Calvin’s glorious banana bread and shove it up your—”

			Josh’s head dropped to hers, and he stamped a kiss on her mouth. Hard.

			Heather lifted her hands to shove him back, and they made it as far as his shoulders before she ­registered that it was a good kiss. A really good kiss. His mouth was warm and firm, and he tasted a bit like chocolate and a really good time.

			For a second, Heather was tempted. It had been a while since she’d done something fun, just for her. Something that didn’t have to do with the Wedding Belles, or moving to Manhattan, or making sure her mom remembered to pay her bills, or . . .

			Reality crept back in just as her new neighbor’s skilled lips nudged hers open.

			She pulled back before he could deepen the kiss and make things really interesting. “What the hell was that?” she spat at him, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

			Josh’s shoulders lifted. “The quickest way to shut you up, apparently. Should have tried it five minutes ago before you started rambling about bows and pews.”

			“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “Let’s make a deal. I’ll shut up about bows if you stop the music. Deal?”

			“You need to lighten up, Assistant Wedding Planner.”

			“Yeah, we’re not calling me that,” she said, already turning toward her apartment.

			“Hey, 4C,” he called, just as she was about to step back into her place.

			In spite of her better judgment, Heather glanced over. “What?”

			He winked. “See you around.”

			His door shut with a firm click, leaving Heather staring like an idiot with her mouth gaping open. She clenched her fists, walked back into her new apartment, locked the door, and got back into bed. But while it was finally quiet, her mind was racing a million miles a minute.

			What. In the fresh hell. Was that?

		

	
		
			Chapter Two
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			HONEY, IS THAT YOUR third cup of coffee?” Brooke Baldwin asked. Heather’s friend and colleague gave her a curious look.

			Heather let out a snort. “Try fifth,” she said sourly, topping off her cup from the elegant silver carafe the Wedding Belles always put out for the various vendors on wedding days. Caffeine didn’t necessarily make the never-ending chaos of a Saturday wedding easy, but it certainly helped.

			“Okay, well at least eat something to soak up all the caffeine,” her friend said, plucking a muffin out of the pastry basket and handing it and a napkin to Heather.

			“I’m not hungry,” Heather said, lifting her coffee cup to her lips and turning to watch with a critical eye as some of the florist’s assistants scattered the gold glittery fall leaves on the table with less care than Heather would have liked.

			The muffin reappeared in front of Heather’s face. “Come on. It’s delicious. Banana walnut.”

			“Ugh, then I definitely don’t want it,” Heather said, the mention of banana reminding her of the reason she was on her fifth cup of coffee. The adolescent-brained nutcase in 4A.

			“What do you have against bananas?” Brooke asked, taking a huge bite of the rejected muffin.

			Heather liked that about Brooke—the way she ate whatever she wanted to eat, no apologies. Chocolate, cupcakes, banana muffins . . . all fair game. Sometimes Heather wondered if it was all the sweetness going into Brooke’s body that resulted in the constant output of sweetness. She doubted it though. Heather was no stranger to chocolate herself, and she had a serious weakness for ice cream, but there was no sweet goodness flowing through her veins.

			Brooke Baldwin though—she was good people. Brooke was the newest member of the Belles. She’d moved from California to New York this past January to escape a doozy of an ex-fiancé, and Alexis, the owner of the Belles, had snapped her up to join the team.

			If Heather was all-the-way honest with herself, and she usually was, she’d been a tiny bit resentful when her boss told her that they were hiring a new wedding planner rather than promoting one they already had. *cough, Heather, cough.*

			Brooke had come on board simply as wedding planner. Not assistant wedding planner, as Heather had. It had stung, a tad, knowing that Heather had put in two years of her life with the Belles and had been outranked by a newcomer.

			But after about five seconds of looking at Brooke’s portfolio, she knew that the woman had deserved absolutely every bit of the full title. Not only had she started her own company in Los Angeles, but Brooke was good. Really good.

			It helped that Heather and Brooke had hit it off almost immediately, and it was hard to hate someone as nice and decent as Brooke. Case in point, Brooke had managed to land the hottest, richest bachelor in the city within just a few months of arriving. Seth Tyler had hired the Belles to plan his sister’s wedding, and Brooke had been given the plum job as her first assignment. Only, that wedding didn’t happen once it turned out the sister’s fiancé wasn’t quite who she thought he was. It hadn’t mattered. By then, the billionaire hotel god had fallen hard and fast for Brooke’s sunny California girl charm.

			They now lived downtown in a gorgeously renovated old building, complete with a built-in bar, a hot tub big enough to fit a family of four, and no wannabe musician neighbor.

			Heather would be seriously hating Brooke right about now if the gorgeous blonde wasn’t such a good friend.

			“How about I go buy you a breakfast sandwich with some protein?” Brooke said around another bite of muffin. “You’re looking hangry.”

			Damn. She was kind of hangry.

			“Nah, I’ll go get it,” Heather said distractedly as she noted that some of the gold chair bows looked a little crooked and reached out to fix one.

			“No way,” Brooke said, washing down her muffin with a sip from her bottle of water. “This is your gig. I’ll get the dang sandwich.”

			Heather glanced at her in surprise. “This is your and Alexis’s gig, too. We agreed all three of us would tag team this one, since it was last-minute and you were overbooked.”

			Brooke shrugged. “Sure, but you’ve done the most work out of the three of us. It’s your vision, babe, and it’s a good one.”

			“It is a good one,” said a third voice from behind them.

			Heather turned around to see the founding member of the Belles trio standing behind them, elegant arms crossed, nodding approvingly as she surveyed the surroundings.

			Heather rolled her eyes at her friend and boss. “Seriously? How the heck are you pulling off that dress right now?”

			Alexis was wearing a sleeveless sweater dress in a shade that could only be described as nude. But whereas the formfitting beige sheath would have looked hideous on Heather—and just about any other woman she knew—Alexis looked effortlessly chic.

			But then, when was Alexis not effortlessly chic? The Belles’ founder was one of those women who managed to channel old-school glamour right alongside modern-woman girl power. She was pretty, yes, but it was more that she was so damn together. Her dark brown hair was in a slick chignon more often than not, her makeup always natural and polished, her posture straight out of an etiquette manual.

			Alexis glanced down at her dress. “Is it no good? I bought it online, but the model had considerably bigger boobs than me, and I’m a little worried it makes me look like a stuffed condom.”

			Brooke choked on her water. “So not what I thought you were going to say.”

			Heather let out a laugh. That was the other thing she loved about Alexis—the woman had the look of a 1920s film starlet and the mouth of a trucker when it suited her. It had taken Heather a while to figure that out. When Heather had all but thrown herself across the stone steps of the Belles’ headquarters after ­seeing a write-up of Alexis Morgan’s hot new wedding ­planning venture in The Knot, Heather had at first been intimidated as all heck by the other woman’s chilly sophistication—though not quite enough not to practically beg that Alexis hire her on as an apprentice.

			But little by little, Alexis had loosened up, revealing a woman who was kind, generous, and a little bit badass. Heather wasn’t sure at what point they’d crossed from boss and employee to friends, but the two of them got each other, in an opposites attract kind of way. Heather was a little bit noisy, a touch crass when her trailer-park slipped in; Alexis, former country-club darling, was the opposite.

			Stuffed condom comments not withstanding.

			As though reading Heather’s thoughts, Alexis pursed her lips. “I think my lack of recent sexual exposure is starting to manifest.”

			“Hear, hear,” Heather said, raising a hand before fixing yet another bow. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen a stuffed condom.”

			“Okay, is nobody else thinking that’s a gross visual?” Brooke said. “It makes me think of sausage.”

			“Ooh, speaking of sausage . . .” Heather’s head snapped up.

			“On it,” Brooke said, finishing off her water bottle. “Alexis, want anything from Starbucks? I need to feed Heather before she kills someone.”

			“Ooh, get me a coffee, too,” Heather said. “A big one.”

			“Only if it’s decaf,” Brooke replied, holding up Heather’s fifth cup of coffee, which was nearly empty, and looking at her pointedly.

			“Decaf coffee is like an unstuffed condom,” Heather argued. “Completely useless to me.”

			“I give up,” Brooke said, throwing her hands in the air. “If you start levitating later, it’s on you.”

			Alexis gave Heather a concerned glance. “You didn’t sleep? I can recommend a nice tea.”

			“Is it a nice tea that will turn my noisy musician neighbor into a nice, quiet accountant?”

			“Oh, but musicians are kind of hot,” Brooke said interestedly.

			Alexis gave a nod. “They are, rather.”

			Heather narrowed her eyes at both of them. “First of all, they’re only hot when they’re not next door. Second of all, I didn’t peg either of you as the musician type.”

			“I think every woman is the musician type. At least a little,” Brooke argued.

			“Nope.” Heather shook her head. “Your type,” she said, pointing at Brooke, “is tall, dark, and grumpy. And yours,” she said, pointing at Alexis, “is . . .”

			Alexis’s eyebrows lifted. “Yes? Believe me, I’m dying to know.”

			Heather exchanged a quick look with Brooke. “Um, I was going to say wickedly brilliant, a little bit serious, and gloriously British?”

			Brooke nodded in enthusiastic agreement as Alexis groaned. “Not this again.”

			Heather shrugged. “Hey, you asked. And I don’t know why you’re complaining. I just got done saying how nice a quiet accountant neighbor would be.”

			Heather had just described Logan Harris, the Belles’ longtime accountant and Alexis’s friend-but-supposedly-never-lover. The man was ridiculously sexy, especially with his English accent. Objectively speaking, of course. Heather had never been truly interested, because despite her boss’s constant ­denials, Logan had always seemed to belong to Alexis somehow.

			It’s like they went together, only neither had realized it yet.

			But Alexis was getting that stubborn look that she always wore whenever they brought up Logan in a romantic light.

			Brooke changed the subject, probably sensing Alexis’s impending shift in mood. “Are you seriously telling us that you don’t kind of get the appeal of a hot musician?” she asked.

			Heather pursed her lips, a picture of Josh’s chiseled abs and very nice biceps coming to mind.

			“Aha,” Brooke crowed. “Busted.”

			“Okay, he’s good-looking,” Heather allowed. “But in that too-many-martinis-fling kind of way, not like a throw-your-heart-at-him kind of way.”

			“Flings have their place.”

			“They do,” Heather said slowly. “But I’m not going to have one with the guy whose mailbox is next to mine. Plus, I’m sort of . . .”

			“Tired of flings?” Alexis finished for her.

			Heather shrugged. “I don’t know. It all just seems like a waste of time, you know? This fruitless wait for The One, who’s statistically likely to break your heart. I’m not saying it’ll never happen for me, I’m just not . . . holding my breath, you know?”

			And that, right there, was the heart of the matter. Heather had never been in love. Not even close. Lust, yes. Affection, sure. But she’d never experienced that head-over-heels, lose-your-heart-to-him love.

			And at twenty-seven, she was way past due, and yet she was also all too aware of how disastrous it could be to fall too hard and fast for the wrong type of guy. She’d seen it time and time again with her mom. Not that her mom had dated jerks—well, okay, a couple had been rotten—but Joan Fowler had ­always moved fast. Every guy she’d brought home was “The One,” every guy who’d lasted a week, her soul mate.

			Heather’s mom was a smart woman. Scrappy, feisty, and street-smart. Except when it came to men. But while Joan Fowler still hadn’t learned from her romantic mistakes, Heather had. Sometime around the age of fourteen, Heather had learned to stop hoping for happily ever after. For her mother or for herself.

			Still, it didn’t stop her from fantasizing. Sometimes, in moments of weakness, she wanted. She wanted the white knight, the white horse, the whole gig.

			But even in the weakest of moments, Heather knew that too-good-looking musicians were not the guys that smart girls fell for.

			“Much as I wish I had the love of your life in my back pocket, the best I can offer up is breakfast meat,” Brooke said sympathetically.

			“I’ll take it,” Heather said, shoving aside her pity party for a better time. “Bacon, egg, and gouda? And don’t forget the coffee.”

			“Got it,” Brooke said. “Alexis?”

			“No, I’m good, thanks. And before you go . . .”

			Heather and Brooke both looked at their boss expectantly. Alexis’s smile was slow and victorious. “We got the Robinson wedding.”

			There was a moment of stunned silence, followed by a whole lot of squealing, most of it coming from Heather’s own mouth.

			“Seriously?” Heather said, wrapping her arms around her boss’s shoulders and squeezing happily while unabashedly jumping up and down.

			Danica Robinson was the biggest thing in socialite culture since the Kardashians broke onto the scene. The daughter of Hollywood’s biggest director and an international supermodel, Danica had the stunning looks and unlimited income that made for legendary weddings.

			The types of weddings that were featured not just in all of the biggest bridal magazines, but on E! and in Us Weekly and People and Vogue and . . .

			“And she wants you.”

			It took Heather a full thirty seconds to register that Alexis was talking to her.

			“Wait, what?” Heather asked incredulously.

			Alexis’s eyes were twinkling in happiness, and Brooke was grinning at her, too.

			“What do you mean, she wants me?” Heather asked, not daring to hope.

			It’s not that Heather thought she lacked the skills. She knew she was good. She knew that Alexis knew she was good. But she was woefully short on experience.

			Alexis had been giving her more and more responsibility in the last few months, but Heather didn’t have a mile-long resume of famous clients like Brooke and Alexis did. She’d assisted with a bunch of weddings, definitely, but she’d never had one to claim as hers, all hers.

			But if she was understanding Alexis correctly . . .

			Heather’s heart began to pound in excitement.

			“She saw the pictures from the Monteith wedding in August on our website” Alexis was explaining, referring to the swanky but small black-tie wedding that Heather had put together for a middle-aged congressman and his second wife. “Danica said it was exactly the kind of class she was looking for. Insisted that whoever did that wedding do hers.”

			“The Monteith wedding was yours,” Heather said hesitantly, even though she didn’t exactly want to remind her boss whose name had been attached to the project.

			Alexis shook her head. “You know as well as I do that the cold turned laryngitis rendered me mostly useless. You stepped in and killed it. You know it, I know it, and now Danica Robinson knows it.”

			Holy crap.

			Never one to play it cool, Heather squealed again, doing a little happy dance before spreading her arms wide. “Seriously? Seriously! Group hug, everyone. Group hug up in here.”

			“I’m so happy for you,” Brooke said as she stepped into Heather’s waiting embrace. “This is it. Your big break!”

			“Brooke’s right,” Alexis said, half stepping into the circle and giving Heather something that resembled a pat on the shoulder. Alexis wasn’t one to show her affection physically. “I know you can do this, Heather. Let’s see how you do running the thing all by yourself, and then I think it’ll be time to talk about a change in your title, don’t you?”

			Heather resisted the urge to give a little fist pump of victory. This was it. This was it. The chance to be the real deal.

			“Does Jessie know?” Heather asked, referring to the Belles’ longtime receptionist, who was back at the office, manning the ever-ringing telephone.

			“Yup. And she’s already ensured your favorite champagne is chilled and ordered Shorty’s for later.” It was a Belles’ tradition for every time they nabbed an especially significant client, and the wedding planner of choice always got to select the celebratory food and beverage.

			“Shorty’s,” Heather said dreamily. “And she knows I like Whiz, right? Extra?”

			Alexis rolled her eyes. “Yes, I think by now she knows your penchant for sprayable cheese on your Philly steak sandwiches.”

			“You’re just mad because they don’t have a triple-cream brie option,” Heather said, giving Alexis a smacking kiss on the cheek. “And you better not have ordered a salad again.”

			Instead of answering, Alexis held up a warning finger. “There is one teeny, tiny detail I should mention about the Robinson wedding.”

			“Bring it,” Heather said.

			At this point, nothing could bring her down. Not turkey bacon instead of the real thing, or a droopy chair bow, or even a noisy neighbor.

			“Are you familiar with Heidi Rivera?”

			“Sure. She’s Danica Robinson’s frenemy, currently trending toward the enemy side.” Heather made it her business to keep up with all the latest celebrity goings-on.

			“Exactly. Heidi’s getting married at the Plaza in February.”

			“So?”

			“Soo . . . Danica also wants to get married at the Plaza. Before Heidi does.”

			“Before?” Heather asked. “It’s October. How can she possibly think we’re going to pull a Plaza wedding together in less than four months?”

			“She doesn’t,” Alexis said in a wary voice. “She wants it in three.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three
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			THINGS THAT COULD ANNOY a grown man:

			His mother stopping by at seven a.m.

			Things that could kill a grown man:

			His mother stopping by at seven a.m. before he’d figured out how to gently get rid of last night’s female companion.

			Josh Tanner was still in bed, mentally running through his list of fail-proof methods for getting a woman out of his apartment in the kindest way possible, when he heard his front door open and close.

			His eyes closed and he groaned audibly. There was only one person in his life who had a key to his apartment, and Sue Tanner had yet to fully absorb what Josh meant by for emergencies only.

			The cute brunette came out of the bathroom, where she’d been borrowing Josh’s toothbrush without asking, and gave him a puzzled look. “Is someone here?”

			As if on cue, there was a cheerful knock on his bedroom door. “Joshy? Are you decent?”

			Josh sighed as he swung his legs over the side of the bed and walked unabashedly naked, and decidedly not decent, to the dresser.

			“April, honey,” he said to the woman as he pulled out T-shirts and sweatpants for them both, “prepare yourself to meet my mother.”

			“Your mother?” she squeaked in a high voice that sounded remarkably similar to the sound she’d made when she’d—

			“I’m sorry,” he said, meaning it. For her sake and his own.

			“Joshy?”

			Good Lord.

			“Mom. A minute?” he called.

			April hurriedly took the clothes he handed her. They’d be huge on her tiny frame, but they didn’t have time for her to wiggle back into her skintight dress.

			He pulled a plain white tee over his head, tugged on the blue sweats, and after a glance to make sure that all of April’s crucial bits were covered, opened the door.

			“Oh hi, honey,” his mom said, all smiles. “I thought you might still be asleep.”

			“Sure you did,” he said, automatically sidestepping to block his mom’s attempt to peek into his bedroom.

			Just because he’d learned to endure Sue Tanner’s meddling didn’t mean poor April had to.

			But just as he was about to suggest his mother come back a bit later, he caught a waft of vanilla perfume as April crowded around him, already reaching for his mother’s hand.

			“Mrs. Tanner. It’s so nice to meet you.”

			Oh boy.

			The only thing worse than a woman who didn’t want to meet his mother was one who did.

			He needed to get rid of both. Pronto.

			But first . . . caffeine.

			He bent to peck his chatty mother’s cheek before moving into the kitchen to get some much-needed coffee.

			“Well aren’t you lovely, dear,” Sue was cooing to April. “You have just the prettiest eyes. I bet my son noticed those right off.”

			Josh held back a snort of laughter as he reached for the canister where he kept his expensive Italian-roast coffee beans. Yeah. That had been it. Her eyes.

			April had a fantastic body and a great smile. She’d found him after his band’s set last night at the Irish pub around the corner, and after the requisite five-minute conversation to make sure she didn’t set off any of his crazy warning bells, he’d brought her back to his place.

			Truthfully, she wasn’t the best lay he’d ever had. But that didn’t mean she deserved an interrogation from his mother.

			“Leave her alone, Mom,” he called.

			His mother ignored him as she led a beaming April into the kitchen. “I’m so sorry to intrude on your morning like this!” his mother exclaimed.

			Now Josh did let out a snort.

			“Oh gosh, no problem at all,” April gushed. “I’m just disappointed you got here before I could make us all some breakfast.”

			His mug clattered to the counter. What now?

			“Oh, aren’t you sweet as sugar. Now you just let me take care of that. I’m here to make pancakes! Josh loves when I make pancakes.”

			“You know what else I love?” he muttered loudly over the whir of his coffee grinder. “When you call first.”

			“So you don’t want my pancakes?” his mom said, finally shifting her attention away from April.

			Josh considered as he turned to face the women and crossed his arms over his chest, leaning against the counter.

			On one hand, he had two women eager to cook breakfast for him.

			On the other hand . . . he had two women eager to cook breakfast for him.

			But what the hell was he supposed to do? It was hard enough figuring out how to convince one woman that leaving was her own idea. No way could he handle two at the same time.

			Josh sighed. “Pancakes would be great, Mom. Perfect fuel for that conversation we’re about to have about boundaries.”

			But neither woman was paying attention to him anymore.

			“So what do you do, April?” Sue asked, going to Josh’s tiny pantry and pulling out the container of flour she’d stocked for him, again without his asking.

			“I’m a marketing analyst,” April bubbled. Josh rubbed his temples. Good God, had her voice been that chirpy and annoying last night? “Technically, I’m based here, but I travel a lot.”

			Sue made a tsking noise as she pushed Josh out of the way so she could place all of her dry ingredients on his counter. “Traveling’s no good. Must be hard to maintain relationships.”

			Josh turned around so April wouldn’t see his grimace. “Coffee, ladies?” he asked.

			“Always,” his mother said. “Your father insists on buying that cheap stuff whenever he does the shopping.”

			“Is that why you’re here unannounced?” Josh asked. “Because my coffee’s better?”

			“That, and I want a pancake. If I make them at home, your father will eat them, and if he eats them, he’ll put syrup on them, and the diet I’ve put him on will be for nothing.”

			“The diet you were doing . . . together?”

			“You hold your tongue, son,” she said with a little wink.

			His parents had both put on a bit of weight after turning sixty. Something Josh’s dad had accepted just fine, but his mom was always on a “lose a dress size” mission.

			At least until she got a pancake craving.

			“Oh darn” came a quiet mutter from Josh’s kitchen table.

			Josh’s one-night stand turned breakfast companion looked up from her cell phone with an apologetic look on her face.

			“I’m so sorry, but I have to get going,” April said. “One of my coworkers has a stomach bug and needs me to cover a conference call for her.”

			“No problem,” Josh said, just as his mother exclaimed, “Oh no!”

			“Rain check?” April said, standing and coming over to touch his mom’s arm.

			Absolutely not.

			He liked April. She was a nice woman. Cute. Smart. Likable.

			But he’d made it perfectly clear last night that he was only looking for last night. Only last night.

			His mother’s unexpected appearance had bought her a reprieve for this morning, but no way was he looking to turn this into a thing. That wasn’t his style—at least not anymore.

			Josh was already braced to counteract whatever invitation to dinner his mother had at the ready, but to his surprise, Sue Tanner gave April a noncommittal pat on the back of the hand.

			“It was just lovely meeting you, dear. Good luck with your meeting.”

			“Thanks,” April said, gracious enough not to press any further. She turned toward Josh and opened her mouth to say something. Then, ­seemingly seeing there was nothing to say, simply glanced down at the oversized clothing he’d shoved at her. Probably debating leaving wearing something three times too big versus putting on last night’s dress, which if he remembered correctly was flesh-toned, skintight, and probably not what she’d hoped to meet a guy’s mother in.

			“They’re yours if you want them,” Josh said, jerking his chin at the clothes.

			Her head snapped up. “Really?”

			Josh smiled. “Really. Keep them.”

			The light in her eyes dimmed just a little bit as she put the pieces together that keep them had a very different meaning from you can give them back later.

			There would be no later.

			Not for April.

			Not for any of the women that came by.

			Five minutes later, April was teetering across his living room in her high heels and last night’s dress, apparently deciding that a going-out dress at seven in the morning was a better option than wearing a one-night stand’s T-shirt back home.

			“It was really nice meeting you,” April said, giving Josh’s mom a little wave.

			“And you, honey,” his mom said with a wave, helping herself to the rest of Josh’s French press.

			And because he wasn’t a complete ass, Josh walked April to the door, even though there wasn’t much to be said at this point.

			Even still, she hesitated briefly, giving him a chance to ask for her number.

			He did not.

			“See you around,” April said, giving him the same awkward wave she’d given his mother.

			“Absolutely,” he said, bending to kiss her cheek.

			He wouldn’t be seeing her around, and they both knew it. Or if he did see her around, there wouldn’t be a repeat of last night. They both knew that, too.

			Josh let out a little sigh of relief as the door shut behind her. Bachelor status firmly in place, exactly as he wanted it. Needed it. Life was too short—way too short to sleep with only one person.

			Did that make him an ass? Maybe. Did he care? Not particularly.

			“Well. She seemed nice,” Sue said, holding her mug in both hands and taking a sip as she watched him over the rising steam.

			“Thanks for not asking her to Christmas dinner,” he said, heading back into the kitchen to make another pot of coffee, since his mother was drinking faster than him.

			“I wouldn’t have done that,” she said, sounding scandalized.

			“No? Just ask her to breakfast?”

			“You don’t feed them after you’re done with them?”

			“Mom.” He winced.

			“Am I wrong?” she said. “This is the third one in as many months I’ve seen that’s left just like that. Nothing but a good-bye.”

			“Well, perhaps if you called once in a while, I could spare you that,” he said pointedly.

			Sue sighed. “I know. I’m sorry. I just . . . sometimes I need to see you. You know?”

			Josh’s chest constricted, understanding immediately what his mother was saying as well as what she wasn’t saying, and grateful for it.

			He didn’t need reminders about those days. Didn’t need a reminder of just how fiercely he’d needed her and his father.

			And yet he knew that he wasn’t the only one with scars. Just like he was trying to put those days behind him, Sue Tanner was trying desperately to make sure they never came back.

			And if that meant her stopping by, looking him over, all but checking his temperature . . . he could deal.

			Josh glanced over, held his mother’s blue-green gaze, her eyes the same color as his own. “Mom. I do know. I understand, and I don’t mind. It’s why you have the key to my apartment. Just . . . some warning next time, okay?”

			Her eyes crinkled as she smiled at him. “But if I call first, you might tell me not to come.”

			“I’ll just tell you to come over later. You know. After.”

			“After you’re done wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am-ing, you mean.”

			“Jesus. Mom. Did you spike your coffee?”

			His mother had never been the frail and dainty type, but she wasn’t quite normally so bald in talking about his . . . relationships.

			“I’m sorry if I’m embarrassing you, dear. Just once I’d like to come over here and see a girl that you actually look at.”

			“What?” he grunted, scooping beans into his grinder.

			Sue gestured with her mug in the direction of the front door. “That girl right there was beautiful and sweet, and I’m not even sure you noticed.”

			“I noticed.”

			Last night.

			He’d noticed this morning, too, he just . . .

			Didn’t care.

			His mom was shaking her head as she went to the fridge. “One day you’re going to find a girl that you can’t look away from and I hope I’m there to relish every minute.”

			“Oh, I’m sure you will be,” he muttered.

			“Josh Tanner, you’re out of milk!”

			“Yeah, well, I eat cereal most days,” he said, mentally adding milk to his grocery list. “It happens.”

			“Well, I can’t make pancakes without it. What about buttermilk?”

			“Of course I keep buttermilk on hand. What thirty-three-year-old bachelor doesn’t?”

			His mom shut the fridge door. “Sarcasm’s not going to get you pancakes.”

			Josh sighed. “I’ll run to the bodega.”

			“Nonsense. Just ask Mrs. Calvin for some. That’s what neighbors are for.”

			“Moved out,” Josh said, drinking the last swallow of his coffee. “Wanted to be closer to her family.”

			“Well, that’s too bad. She was a nice lady. And deaf, which meant she didn’t have to suffer through the late-night band practice.”

			“You too, huh?” he asked, heading toward the bedroom for shoes.

			“Me too what?”

			“The new girl in 4C’s all in a tizzy because of my music.”

			It had been a week since she’d banged on his door, and he’d played his music just a little too loud nearly every night since then in hopes she’d come over for a repeat of that kiss. For a short, shut-her-up kind of kiss, it had been surprisingly hot. He wouldn’t mind a repeat, followed by something a little more naked than kissing.

			“A band member’s hardly the ideal neighbor, dear,” his mother said.

			“Yeah, she let me know that in no uncertain terms,” he muttered, flashing back to the way the curly-haired firecracker all but ripped him a new one. Hideous, uptight creature.

			Hot though. Definitely hot.

			Inspiration struck, and Josh halted on his way to the bedroom, instead turning left toward the front door.

			“Where are you going?” Sue asked.

			“I think you’re right, Mom. Borrowing milk is exactly what neighbors are for.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			[image: ]

			JOSH TANNER’S HANDS WERE all over her, and oh God they were good hands. Brooke and Alexis had been onto something with the hot musician thing, because he played her every bit as well as he played the guitar.

			His palms skimmed up her sides, his fingers dragging over her rib cage teasingly before gliding over her breasts, circling her nipples teasingly while he sucked at a deliciously sensitive part of her neck. Heather shifted beneath him, spreading her thighs and moaning in need when he settled between them, rubbing his erection where she was wet and throbbing.

			Her hands found his ass, grabbing greedily as she tilted up to him, suddenly aware that they had on too many clothes, aware of—

			A rude knocking on her door.

			Heather’s eyes snapped open, unsure which was more horrifying. The fact that someone was knocking on her door at seven thirty on a Sunday or the fact that she’d been having a dirty dream about her annoying neighbor.

			It was a definite toss-up, but when she rolled out of bed, shuffled grumpily to the front door, and looked out the peephole, it was decided for her:

			The neighbor was the more annoying part.

			“Are you kidding me with this?” she muttered, resting her forehead against the door.

			“Heather, darling, it’s me. 4A.”

			As if she could forget the abs. And the face. And the voice. And the hands. The really skilled hands.

			Although the abs were covered up today with a T-shirt, she noticed with just the slightest pang of disappointment. A tight, nicely fitting T-shirt, but still. She’d barely gotten over the six-pack hangover from the last time she’d seen her horrible neighbor shirtless.

			“What. Do. You. Want.” She didn’t lift her head, much less open the door.

			“Are you wearing those cute little pajamas again?” he asked.

			“Tell me that’s not why you came over to wake me up.”

			“Oh, were you asleep?”

			His voice was all innocence, and Heather narrowed her eyes in suspicion, raising her face to the peephole once more, only to squeak in surprise when she saw his eye right there staring back at her.

			“Damn it,” she said, jerking the door open so suddenly he nearly fell inside. “Who does that above the age of seven?”

			He looked her up and down before a slow grin slid over his face. “Nice.”

			Heather couldn’t help taking a quick glance down to affirm no strap had accidentally fallen. Nope. Technically she was covered, but she liked to sleep with her windows open to keep her bedroom cool, which meant she had a little headlight situation happening.

			“Can I borrow some milk?” he asked.

			She looked back at him. “Milk.”

			“Yeah. You know, white, creamy, delicious, comes from teats . . .”

			His gaze dropped to her chest again, and Heather cursed, reaching for the gray zippered hoodie on the hook by the door and pulling it around her.

			“I don’t know if I have any milk,” she said.

			But he was already moving past her, entering her apartment uninvited. “Cute,” he said, glancing around.

			Heather didn’t bother to say thank you. She already knew it was cute. Had deliberately made it so, with endless hours searching Pinterest for inspiration followed by more endless hours searching every vintage furniture shop in the city. She’d wanted a combination of minimalist and Bohemian chic, and she’d nailed it, if she did say so herself.

			The walls were painted a dark teal, with plenty of original and slightly beat-up-looking canvas prints adding contrast. The area rugs were bright and slightly tattered, and intentionally so. The white couch was kept from looking stark by a handful of bold throw pillows, and a bunch of stubby pillar candles in varying heights covered her coffee table, end tables, and the windowsill.

			But the real crown of the room was her window seat. An actual window seat with a view of Central Park.

			Hell. Yes.

			“Mrs. Calvin used to love sitting here,” he said, running a finger over the purple cushion. “Although she had an ugly yellow pad.”

			“Insisted on taking it with her,” Heather said dryly.

			“I’m sure you were crushed. You have no idea how many times I watched her drop a glob of cottage cheese onto the cushion before the Chihuahua gobbled it up.”
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