
	[image: [Title]]

	
        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
Planning for Love

Ellen Butler

[image: Crimson romance logo]

Avon, Massachusetts


Copyright © 2015 by Ellen Butler.
 All rights reserved.

This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher; exceptions are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.

 

Published by

Crimson Romance

an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

57 Littlefield Street

Avon, MA 02322

www.crimsonromance.com

ISBN 10: 1-4405-8366-8

ISBN 13: 978-1-4405-8366-7

eISBN 10: 1-4405-8367-6

eISBN 13: 978-1-4405-8367-4

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the author's imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental.

Cover art © iStockphoto.com © 4774344sean

 

 


To Mom, the ultimate planner.
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Chapter One

The incessant ring of the phone interrupted my brief commune with the now-lukewarm latte. My hand jerked, and the creamy mixture sloshed over the side, spilling onto my black pants. I knew today would be busy, but it wasn’t yet nine and this was the fifth time the phone had interrupted me.

Damn. I pulled a tissue out of the box on my desk and wiped at the stain, hoping it wouldn’t be visible when it dried, because I didn’t have time for a trip back to the house to change. The phone continued its insistent ring as I shuffled a pile of papers aside in search of my headset. Obviously, this morning wasn’t going as I’d originally planned. I located the little black earpiece buried under a pile of menus, hooked it on, and pressed the answer button on my desk phone.

“Go for Poppy,” I answered while at the same time pulling up an email from tonight’s restaurant manager.

“It’s Cody.”

“Where are you? Are you coming in to the office today, or going directly to the venue?” I typed a quick response to the restaurant manager’s question while Cody spoke.

“I’m on my way into the office right now. I got an email this morning from the M.O.B. of the Moscowitz wedding, and they don’t want the white, horse-drawn carriage. They’re asking if it can be painted apricot to match the orchids in the bride’s bouquet. She’s even gone to the paint store and picked up swatches. I didn’t want to respond until I got your thoughts on it.”

“That woman is off her rocker. They can’t afford that; they’re going to have to mortgage their house by the time this wedding is done. I’m sorry you have to deal with her.”

“No problem. It’s nothing I can’t handle, and she won’t be the last. But what do you think I should do? Head this scheme off at the pass, or …?”

I sighed. “No. You have to at least ask the question. Call Sandra at Classic Carriages and see if they’ll accommodate the request. Have her give you an estimate on the cost to paint the apricot and repaint the carriage back to white. Inflate it by twenty percent because it always costs more than anticipated, and then tell the M.O.B what the price would be for her latest notion. Make sure to cc the F.O.B. I have a feeling once Mr. Moscowitz sees the bottom line, he’ll put an end to it, but if they’re willing to pay, we’ll make it happen.”

The other line rang.

“I’ve got another call. Let’s touch base at ten to make sure everything is set for the parties tonight.”

“Ten it is.”

I hung up on Cody, my second in command, and pressed the blinking light to my other line.

“Go for Poppy.”

“Go for Poppy? What the hell is that? I think this town is getting to you. You sound like a snooty, high-powered agent or something.” My best friend, Sophie Hartland, laughed at me through the phone lines.

I brought up another email, an invoice. “Hey, Soph. My phone’s been ringing off the hook this morning. Cody and I both have Valentine’s parties tonight, and everyone seems to be having meltdowns over inconsequential details. What’s up?”

“I said yes,”

I forwarded the email to Rachel, my bookkeeper, approving the invoice and directing her to pay it. “Yes to what, doll? Did you score a new hotshot client?” I asked in a distracted voice.

“I said yes, to Ian.”

My fingers froze over the keyboard, and I sucked in a breath. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“Yes!” She let out a very un-Sophie-like squeal.

“Omigod, omigod!” I jumped out of my chair and let out a un-Poppy-like squeal. The headset ripped off my head and fell to the floor. I snatched the handset from the cradle. “You’re going to be Mrs. Ian O’Connor.”

“I know. Can you believe it?”

“It’s about time. You’ve been torturing that poor man since Thanksgiving. I still don’t understand what took you so long to say yes.”

“C’mon, Poppy, I told you I didn’t want to jump into another marriage and have it end up like the first. If Ian and I are getting married, I’m going in eyes open. I’m not a young, twenty-something any more. I’m thirty. I need to make decisions like a thirty-year-old.”

Sophie was an interior designer. We met more than six years ago at a party I was running; she moved a few things around on a tablescape, added some of the hostess’s collection of crystal balls, and an “eh” table setting turned into a “wowee.” I hired her on the spot to design private, themed parties. But with her own design company taking off, she had less and less time to give to my party planning business.

“Sure, sure. So have you picked a date yet?”

Sophie’s laughter floated through the lines. “We haven’t gotten that far. I just got off the phone with Ian a few minutes ago. I’m driving over to a client’s house as we speak. You’re the first on my speed dial.”

“Wait a minute, you said yes to Ian over the phone?”

“I told you he’s been asking me at all sorts of odd times. So, if he’s going to pop the question over the phone, that’s how he’ll get his answer. I promised to swing by the set during lunch.”

“I hope you’re planning something nice for dinner tonight.”

“You bet I am. It’ll be served in a red teddy with whipped cream and a cherry on top.”

I hooted. “Ooh, la, la. Naughty, naughty.”

“What about you and Rich? Any plans? Or are you working?”

“I’m running a Valentine’s gig in Beverly Hills, but we’re planning a late-night rendezvous. As a matter of fact, I’m heading over to his place around lunchtime to drop off some champagne and caviar.”

“Nice.”

“So, does he have a ring?” I asked.

“Knowing Ian’s persistence for the past few months, I would say it’s not out of the realm of possibility.” Sophie let out another breezy laugh “I don’t really know.”

“Well, I’m going to have my hands full planning such a high-profile wedding.”

“About that …”

“Don’t tell me you’re planning your own wedding, Sophia Hartland. That bird won’t fly.”

“No, I’m not planning it. But, neither are you.”

It felt like a punch to the gut. I couldn’t believe my best friend didn’t want me to plan her wedding. I plopped down in my chair. “What?”

“Cody’s planning it, because you’re going to be in it. You’re going to be my maid of honor.”

My breath whooshed out. “Aw, Sophie. That’s … that’s …. I don’t know what to say.” My throat clenched, and I coughed to clear away the sentimentality.

“Say, yes, you goof.”

“But what about your sister?”

“She got to be my maid of honor the first time around. She’ll be a bridesmaid this time. She’s a single mom now, and she won’t have time to do all the maid of honor stuff. Besides, you earned the position. After all, it was you who introduced me to Ian,”

Ian played Ryder McKay on the cop show L.A. Heat. At one of my swanky birthday parties for a Hollywood director, Ian commented on the retro theme Sophie had designed, and I offered to introduce him. Not long after that, Ian hired Sophie to redesign his own home, top to bottom. He doggedly pursued her, and eventually she gave in to the steamy chemistry they shared. At Thanksgiving he popped the question, but she turned him down and instead offered a compromise. She moved into his place, and as Soph would say, “they’d been living in sin” ever since.

“So, are you in?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“Good, that’s settled. You can plan the engagement party.”

“Just tell me when and where.”

“I’ll get back to you.”

My cell phone rang.

“And that’s my cue,” Sophie said. “We’ll talk later. You have a lip-smacking good night with Richard.”

“Thanks. You, too, and congrats, girlfriend. That’s the best news I’ve heard all day. You and Ian will make beautiful children.”

“Hey, hey, one thing at a time.” She hung up, laughing.

• • •

My pearl-gray Lexus SUV rolled to a stop in front of Rich’s ultramodern two-story home. I keyed into the house, entering the chrome and white, vaulted foyer and met silence.

Hmm, Rich must have forgotten to set the burglar alarm this morning.

The red flats I wore quietly slapped against the black marble floors in the kitchen where I placed a Trader Joe bag on the quartz countertop. I opened the fridge and unloaded the sack. A bottle of champagne slid onto the bottom shelf, caviar and Brie above it, and lastly, strawberries and whipped cream on the top shelf. The stainless steel fridge closed with a whisper-soft click. As I folded the paper bag, my eyes lit on Richard’s keys lying on the breakfast bar. I put the bag aside and picked up the keys. They dangled between my thumb and forefinger, and I stared at the Infiniti emblem on the ring.

He’s here.

My eyes traveled to the ceiling. The keys dropped back onto the counter with a clink. Something—call it woman’s intuition—kept me from hollering out his name. Instead, I noiselessly climbed the stairs and proceeded to the back of the house where Rich’s mammoth master bedroom lay.

The door was shut, and as I approached, a feminine giggle met my ears. “Ooh, lookee here. That’s a big weapon you’re packin’, cowboy.”

“Well climb on up there, girl, ’cause it’s cocked and ready to fire.” Rich’s smooth voice responded.

A breath hissed between my teeth. Muffled moans and titters intermingled with the bed’s creaking. My hand rested on the doorknob, and I debated whether I should enter. Deciding I didn’t need to torture myself by seeing what was going on behind that door, I turned on my heel and stalked down the hall. I sailed past the guest room, paused, and backed up to stare at the brand-new comforter and goose down pillows I’d purchased from Sophie last week to freshen up the space for an upcoming visit from Rich’s brother. Fury flashed, and my feet moved of their own volition to the bed, where I yanked off the comforter and pillows. Gathering the fluffy mass into my arms, I tossed it over my shoulder, and stalked down the stairs.

Step, step. How did this happen to me? Step. Step. No good, cheating sonofabitch! Step, step, step. If he thinks he’ll get away with this, he’s got another think coming.

Unfortunately, midway through the internal tirade, the little Jiminy Cricket sitting on my shoulder reminded me this wasn’t the first time I’d been cheated on, and I paused at the last two steps. I had a habit of collecting “bad boys” with commitment issues. The last fool who’d cheated on me found himself locked out of our hotel room in Hawaii, all his crap in a plastic dry cleaning bag sitting by the door at four in the morning. I shook my head to erase the memory. Right now wasn’t the time to think about the past. Not when confronted with the present treachery.

I threw the mess of bedding by the front door and stared down at it. Contrary to what people might think, my anger didn’t match my fiery red hair. Instead of flashing, screaming rage, I tended to bank my ire into cold, tundra-like fury. Moreover, when it came to cheating bastards, I refused to turn into a lump of crying mess … well, not until after extracting a bit of payback. My brain ticked away, forming and subsequently discarding revenge schemes until I realized one was staring me in the face; something I remembered from a movie. I scooped up the goose down pillows and tiptoed to the kitchen, although considering the howls and yehaws I’d heard coming from the bedroom, there was little need for stealth.

Fifteen minutes later, the comforter, champagne, and other assorted odds and ends I’d brought to the house were keeping company in the front seat of my car. The trap was set. Plastic wrap attached with Scotch Tape to two steel pillars zigzagged across the kitchen entryway. It dripped with honey and two kinds of syrup, the cheap, sticky kind from the grocery store that came in a plastic bottle shaped like a cabin. Richard, the bastard, loved that stuff. I’d slashed open the two pillows and denuded them of their feathers. Their white fluffiness created a small mountain on a side table I’d pulled up just for the occasion. A big box fan that Rich normally kept in the garage sat behind the pile of feathers.

I lit a rolled piece of paper, climbed atop the counter, and waved it below the fire alarm. It took about thirty seconds before the screeching pierced the relative quiet. I dropped the burning paper into the stainless steel sink—after all, I didn’t want to burn the man’s house down—and placed myself next to the fan.

I wonder if he’ll put on a pair of pants. It didn’t take long to answer my question.

My slimy, cheating ex-boyfriend, buck naked and still sporting a woody at half-mast, stumbled into the coated plastic wrap, which detached from its tenuous Scotch-Taped hold and wrapped around him. He pulled the plastic off and his eyes lit on me in shock and confusion.

“Poppy?” He called over the shrill alarm. “What the hell?”

I squinted and allowed a wicked smile to cross my features. With a gentle flick, the fan turned to high. It succeeded much better than expected. A big clump of feathers moved, en masse, to land on his sticky torso and nether regions. The rest of the feathers blew in a willy-nilly whirlwind and attached to his face, shoulders, and legs.

“Damn it!” he shouted, spitting feathers out of his mouth.

I couldn’t help myself; I held up my cell and snapped a photo. The ringing of the house phone added to the cacophony of noise.

I shot past him and tore up the stairs, knowing I had a very short window of opportunity to get my things and make a clean getaway. A naked bimbo with enormous, cartoon-like breasts screeched and pulled the sheet up to her neck. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-one, if that. I ignored her and went directly to the bathroom, searching for my favorite silver drop earrings. Luckily, they sat on the shelf where I’d left them two days ago. A few pieces of my clothing rested, neatly folded, in a drawer in the big walk-in closet. I dumped the trash out of the wastebasket, stuffed everything into it, and zipped out, ignoring the screeching blonde on my way.

Back at the kitchen, Rich plucked at feathers surrounding his nose and mouth while yelling at the security company over the noise into the phone. He sneezed, and a giggle bubbled up my throat. I had already retrieved my own house key from his key ring, but I took a moment to remove his from mine and chuck it onto the marble floor by his feet. We both watched as it slid past him underneath the refrigerator. Using my middle finger, I blew him a kiss, flipped my red curls over my shoulder, flung open the front door, and strutted triumphantly to the car.

The smile of satisfaction remained glued to my face well into the evening as I went about my duties, making sure the Valentine’s Day party flowed successfully into the night. I ignored the repeated calls from Rich and laughed every time his feathered photo popped up on my phone when he called.

It wasn’t until driving home at 2:00 a.m. in my silent car that the pain of betrayal caught up. Visions of happy Valentine’s couples dancing and kissing ran through my head, and my sweet revenge on scum-sucking Richard left a hollowness in my gut. Earlier in the day, I had desperately wanted to call Sophie to crow about the successful retribution; now I wanted to cry on her shoulder as it hit me that my status, once again, had returned to singlehood. I held off contacting her, because I didn’t want to rain on her engagement parade with the sordid tale of Rich’s cheating.

Unchecked tears slid down my cheeks as I keyed into the house. My head whirled with painful “what if” emotions, and I knew I had to talk to someone. Sophie was out, and it would be too late to call Cody or anyone else for that matter, so I fired up my laptop.


To: Adam from Hawaii

From: Poppy Reagan

Subject: Cheating Bastards

Adam,

I know it’s been awhile since we’ve communicated. I’m sorry. It’s been a bad day. Remember that guy I’d been dating, hereinafter to be referred to as Detestable Richard? I found Detestable Richard in bed today with a young blonde with huge boobs. Don’t worry, I took my revenge; see attached photo.

Perhaps you’re not the right person to be telling this to, but I’m at a low point. It’s the middle of the night, all my girlfriends are asleep or having wild gorilla sex, and it’s just hit me that the man I’ve been sleeping with cheated on me on Valentine’s Day. Valentine’s Day, for crying out loud! Who does that? What is wrong with men? How do I attract bastards like Detestable Richard? You’re a man—are all men pre-programmed to cheat? Or is it just to cheat on me?

A plastic surgeon passed me his card tonight. Maybe I should go in for a consult to enhance my bust. Perhaps cantaloupes for breasts keep the cheaters away. You’re a man, you’ve seen the goods, tell me the truth. I know I’m skinny. Do I need to get a boob job?

Okay, enough blathering and feeling sorry for myself. How’s it going with the schoolteacher? Still all flowers and candy? Did you do something romantic for V-day? The way to a woman’s heart is to listen and always compliment her, and don’t friggin’ cheat! Don’t forget, Adam. Don’t be a cheater! It’s bad! Very, very bad! Now I’m going to drown my sorrows in a bottle of Scotch.

Thanks for listening to me whine.

Your loser friend,

Poppy



• • •

Adam had five minutes before his first patient, which gave him just enough time to check his private email account and maybe clear out some of the spam. He logged in and scanned the subject lines. Delete. Delete. Delete. His mouse paused at an email from a woman. No, not just any woman, a magnificent woman with a smile that could light up Broadway, pearlescent skin that glowed in the moonlight, and the most glorious red hair he’d ever wrapped his hands around.

He’d happily played her rebound guy, and his vacation in Hawaii had turned into an unforgettable, passionate, fun-loving week. Afterward, he reluctantly returned to his life in Ohio. However, to his pleasure, Poppy started a fiery electronic flirtation. The attraction he’d felt during their trip in Hawaii was still in full gear, and he encouraged her to come out for a visit. But to his regret, only a few weeks after their tryst, Poppy began dating a new guy, a schmucky casting something-or-other. As her relationship with this guy grew more serious, Adam backed off and eventually turned his sights elsewhere. Their sexy flirtation tapered off and turned friendly.

With mixed emotions, he opened the email and skimmed its contents. He immediately saw through the sarcasm and humor and could tell she was hurting more than she admitted. His gut clenched at this asshole’s perfidy. Honestly, he had no idea what a good thing he had going with Poppy. From her initial emails, Adam had feared that Detestable Richard was a shady character. Maybe it was his prejudice against the Hollywood scene, or perhaps it was the fact her best friend warned her about this guy and she’d ignored it. Ultimately, Rich’s cheating didn’t come as a shock to Adam.

Oh, good Lord! Implants? What was she thinking? Implants would seriously mar her stunning, athletic figure. Her breasts, though small, fit her body to perfection, and they were so incredibly sensitive, he remembered with a smile. Implants could ruin those lovely, rosy nipples. I have to tell her to put a stop to that crackbrained idea.

His curiosity piqued, Adam clicked on the picture icon attached to the email. Patients in the neighboring exam rooms probably heard his uproarious laugh, and he tried to tone it down a notch. The photo showed a guy who looked like a half-plucked chicken-man, and he was pissed. Damn, that woman is creative. I hope to never get on her bad side.

The phone at his elbow rang. “Good morning, Georgia.”

“Morning to you, too, Dr. Patterson. Something funny?”

“Just a joke a friend sent to me.”

“Your first appointment has arrived.”

“Thank you. Have the nurse take him back and check the vitals. I’ll be with him in a minute.”

Adam typed a quick email back to Poppy. He hoped it would cheer her up. As he signed out of his Yahoo account, his mind began turning over ideas. Could he get Poppy back into his life on a more permanent basis and not be seen as the “rebound guy” this time around?

Adam pushed back against his chair and stretched his arms over head. It had been almost a month since he and Sarah had broken up. Sarah had given him an ultimatum to get engaged because her biological clock was ticking. He wanted to continue dating a few more months to expand their relationship and revisit the conversation at a later date. They fought, and Sarah refused to wait. A week after she dumped him, Adam heard she was dating a tax accountant.

Ouch, that hurt.

Now things might be looking up.

As Adam walked down the hall to his first patient, his mind worked on a plan to get his California honey on a plane out to Ohio to reignite their fiery flirtation.


Chapter Two

“Oh, Poppy. I am so sorry, hon.” Sophie’s sympathetic, but laughing voice said over the phone lines the next day.

“Well, c’est la vie.” I flicked my hand airily as I sat at the red light, pretending the infidelity didn’t hurt as much as it did.

“You give new meaning to the phrase tar and feather. Remind me to never get on your bad side. Detestable Richard is a big turd.”

“Yes, he is. If I’m honest with myself, you and Ian did warn me.”

“Yeah, but … we thought he’d changed. Ian told me Rich had never dated a woman this long, and he seemed really into you. It’s been what? Three months?”

“Almost four. And as we both know, a zebra doesn’t change his stripes.”

“What the hell was he thinking?” She sniffed angrily. “You’re gorgeous, smart, successful ... What kind of man cheats on a woman like that?”

“Apparently, a number of men,” I muttered as traffic rolled forward.

Sophie sucked in a breath. “Angel doesn’t count.”

“Angel wasn’t the only one. Did I tell you the bimbo was barely twenty, with no wrinkles, and huge boobs?”

“Poppy! Your beauty is far more striking than that of some unformed twenty-year-old. It’s disgusting, really. And huge boobs are waaay overrated.”

“Thanks, girlfriend. You’re a real balm to my battered ego.”

“Listen, Ian’s having some guys over on Sunday to watch the Lakers game. Why don’t you come, too, and I’ll invite my sister? It’ll help balance out the testosterone. You’re not working, are you?”

“No, we don’t have any events for Sunday.” I paused. “You’re not trying to set me up already?”

“Hell no. One of the guys is gay, one is married, and the other is in a relationship. Let’s be girly. We’ll retreat to the bedroom and give each other manicures, read trashy magazines, and watch Say Yes to the Dress.”

“Okay. You’re on. What time?” I turned right onto Burbank Boulevard and coasted to a stop behind traffic.

“Everyone’s coming over around two.”

“Okay. Do you …” I paused, hesitant to voice what nagged at me.

“Do I what, Poppy?”

“What is wrong with me, Soph? Do you think I attract cheaters? Is there a sign across my forehead, saying ‘it’s okay to cheat on me’?”

Sophie sucked wind and didn’t respond immediately.

“Sophie?”

“Well … do you want the truth?”

“No, lie to me.” I snorted. “Of course, I want the truth. Give it to me straight.” I pushed back against the seat, bracing myself.

“Okay, here’s the thing. There are lots of men who would fall all over themselves to date you and treat you like a queen. You know, normal guys, with normal jobs. But for some reason you seem to choose to date the bad boys. The ones with a reputation, or fuckwits, as Ian would say, with commitment issues. It’s not just the guys, Poppy. It’s the choices you make. I’ve seen you date a good guy—you know, a really nice guy who would worship at your feet. Remember Tim? But after one or two dates, you dropped him and moved on to the exciting but emotionally unavailable.”

I scanned through my “relationships” over the years, flicking through faces from past failures like flipping through an old-fashioned Rolodex.

“Poppy? Are you still there?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. Crap. Ignore what I said. What the hell do I know? My first husband cheated on me with his assistant.” She sighed. “So unoriginal.”

She was right. On the other hand, Sophie had learned from her mistake. She’d taken it slow, and even though her sexual instincts told her to jump in bed with Ian from the start, she put on the brakes and waited. They developed a friendship as a result. Ian stopped seeing her as his next conquest and subsequently fell utterly in love with her. He’d gnaw off his right toe before he’d cheat on her.

“No … I think you may have a point. You’ve said out loud something that’s been nagging at me.”

“No, no, forget what I said. It was out of line. I’m sorry. Are you mad at me? Will you still come on Sunday?”

“No, I’m not mad. I’ll see you at two on Sunday.”

“Hooray! Later, girl.” She hung up.

I pulled into the parking lot of my office on Burbank Boulevard in North Hollywood and stared at the frosted storefront window. Tasteful lavender and green lettering etched across the glass: Poppy’s Party Planning—Weddings, Parties, Special Events. The engine silenced, but I didn’t get out of the car. Instead, my fingers reached for my phone and I scrolled through the last four months of photos. Rich in the parking lot of a concert. Rich and me in formal wear for New Year’s Eve. Rich and me with our heads smashed together doing duck lips. Rich doing a tequila shot. My thumbs deleted each photo that popped up. Within ten minutes, all images from our relationship, except for the “chicken suit,” were erased.

I halted at the image of another man. A man I met a few weeks before Rich. A man I sent a crazy, blubbering, email to last night.

I stared at the utter joy reflected in my face. My smile was so wide it created crow’s feet and scrunched my nose, and even on the tiny cell phone image you could see the sparkle in my green eyes. Doctor Adam Patterson stood next to me, his arm looped across my shoulder, wearing a pair of Groucho Marx glasses with nose and mustache attached. He was a few inches taller than me, his wet, sandy brown hair stood on end, and his lithe swimmer’s body looked yummy in the red board shorts he wore. The loony grin he sported actually made my heart jump, and I put a hand to my chest.

We met during the second half of my Hawaiian vacation, after I kicked Angel—the loser who slept with the surf instructor—out of the hotel room. Adam plunked down on the empty pool lounger next to me, fed me a cheesy line about how my milky white skin would make the moon weep—or some such nonsense—and bought me a drink. We spent six idyllic days splashing in the ocean, snorkeling, playing water volleyball at the resort, and drinking mai tais. On the second evening, I invited him to my room for cocktails. It was an unforgettably sweet, yet sizzling, night of sex. The magical night left my inner spirit singing with pleasure and was a boon to my sagging, cheated-on confidence. The sex only got better the rest of the week as we explored each other’s bodies. The last day of the trip we spent almost all day in bed, only leaving the room, sore but sated, around four in the afternoon.

Then … the vacation fling was over. Adam flew home to Ohio where he was a practicing dermatologist, and I returned to California. We exchanged phone numbers and emails, and friended each other on Facebook. At first, we sent dirty texts to each other, laughing at who could make up the craziest places to do the nasty. Then the emails started. We shared history. He told me about breaking the news to a twenty-five-year-old patient that her melanoma had returned. I revealed more to him about my erratic childhood than I had to anyone else. Even Sophie didn’t know the full story about my unstable youth.

Our communication morphed from rebound beach fling into friendship. Every so often it crossed my mind that things might be different if Adam and I didn’t live two time zones apart.

I tapped the email icon on my phone.


To: Poppy Reagan

From: Adam from Hawaii

Subject: Your Breasts Are Perfect

Dear Poppy,

I only have a moment, so I’ll be succinct. Detestable Richard is an asshat. DO NOT get breast implants. As a doctor, I can confirm your slim body and flawless skin is perfect! Don’t mess with it. We’ll talk more later.

Adam, Admirer of Your Breasts



Smirking, I tapped my fingers against the steering wheel. My heart and mindset perked up; Adam could always raise my spirits.


To: Adam from Hawaii

From: Poppy Reagan

Subject: Admirer of Breasts

Adam, Thanks. You made my day.



I spent the rest of the week analyzing the dating choices I’d made in my life. A psychiatrist would have a field day with my dysfunctional background and immediately point to my flawed upbringing. Mom never married my own father, and truth be told, never knew much about him. The sordid tale of my conception included a rock and roll band, a party where drugs flowed freely, various sexual partners, etc. She told me it was the drummer. However, when I was twenty-five, after six months of private detective services, an inconclusive DNA test, and almost ten grand, I came to the conclusion my biological father was likely some unnamed groupie. I gave up on the daddy hunt and resolved myself to the fact I would never know.

Mom and I spoke a few times a month. I moved out of the house during husband number three, an auto mechanic and inveterate gambler with a penchant for the ponies. He had two monstrous boys who visited once a month. There were no half-siblings, but stepsiblings littered the country. Most of them had passed in and out of my life so quickly I couldn’t even remember all their names.

Were my relationship issues really abandonment issues? Did I purposely choose men who would let me down? If I were honest with myself, every one of them had hurt me with their betrayals, but I wasn’t utterly devastated by any of them. Even Rich, whose cheating cut the deepest by far, damaged my ego more than my heart.

Was I the one afraid of a true commitment from a good man? Did I have the capacity to give my heart to another?

By the time Sunday arrived, I’d moved past self-analysis and decided in order to fix this bad habit of mine, I had to play to my strengths. Finding the right man would take planning. Therefore, I devised a plan, and with Sophie’s help, I’d set it in motion.

• • •

Waving at the little security camera, I followed a white convertible up Ian’s drive and parked behind it. I recognized the short, dark-haired man who stepped out of the car as one of the hair stylists from Ian’s show.

“Hello, Julio,” I called.

He turned and waited for me to catch up. “Well, hello, gorgeous.”

I leaned down so Julio and I could give each other the requisite air kiss.

He fingered my hair as we stood back. “Tsk, such fabulous color, but these split ends. My dear, you must let me cut it.”

I shook my head. “Julio, I’ve heard what you charge for a style. I’m a working girl; I simply can’t afford you.” In truth, Julio had been trying to talk me into cutting my hair to chin length, and I feared he would do exactly that if I allowed his scissors anywhere near my head.

“I’ll give you twenty percent off. Just so I can get ahold of those tresses.”

I laughed. “I can’t even imagine what my Donna would say. She’d think I’d cheated on her, and I’d never hear the end of it. No, I’m sorry, Julio. My answer is the same as last time.”

“Well, you can’t blame me for trying.” He rang the bell.

The door popped open, and my curvy, chestnut-haired best friend stood on the other side wearing jeans, flip-flops, and a purple, long-sleeved T-shirt. I knew Sophie envied my willowy, size-four frame and felt self-conscious about her pin-up girl curves. She never believed me when I bemoaned my lack of feminine curves. I suppose the grass is always greener …

“Yes! Reinforcements.” She grabbed my hand and hauled me through the door, giving me a bear hug. “Holly couldn’t make it.”

“What am I? Chopped liver?” Julio whined.

“Hello, Julio.” Sophie hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “The boys are out back standing around the grill, scratching themselves, and talking nerd about Superman versus Batman.” She rolled her eyes.

“And what are you two planning?” He walked into the foyer.

Sophie closed the door behind him. “We’re doing estrogen things.”

“Discussing my dating life,” I added.

“No men,” she added. “Even ones of your persuasion.”

Julio tilted his head and put a hand to hip. “Very well, if that’s the case, I’ll take you up on the wine and go play with the boys. Besides, the game starts in half an hour, and I don’t want to miss out on the betting. Last time we got together, I won 500 clams off those suckers.” He gave an unrepentant grin.

We followed Sophie into the large, modern kitchen, where she poured each of us a glass of Malbec. I sat down at the breakfast bar. After thanking Sophie, Julio slipped out the sliding glass door to join the rest of the men. The pregame show quietly droned on the TV in the background.

Sophie raised her wine, and as she brought the glass to her mouth I noticed a flash of sparkle.

“Hold up. Is that a ring I see?” I snapped my fingers and held my palm out.

Sophie’s grin spread from ear to ear as she placed her left hand in mine. I estimated the princess cut, pink diamond at two to three carats; it was surrounded by white diamonds and set in platinum. “It’s stunning. Simply stunning.” I looked up at her shining blue eyes. “Did you two pick it out, or did he already have it?”

“He had it. He said he’d been sitting on it since Christmas. It came in a little blue Tiffany’s box.” My normally staid friend danced gleefully in a circle, snapping her fingers like castanets.

“He has exquisite taste.”

“Yes, he does.” Sophie agreed. “So what do you want to do first? Manis and pedis? Are you hungry? Do you want to eat?”

The back door slid open, and I turned on my stool. Ian stepped into the room.
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