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For Kristi. Because . . . Logan.



Prologue
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Eight Years Earlier

WHAT CAN I GET you, miss?”

Alexis settled at the barstool, unwinding the scarf from around her neck and placing it on top of her warm puffy coat before smiling at the bartender. “Pinot grigio?”

“You got it. Which one? We’ve got two by the glass.”

“Um . . .” She glanced down at the menu, scanning for the wine list. “I had one the other day . . . I think it was four dollars?”

“Ah, yup. That’s our happy-hour white. I can still give it to you, but it’ll be eight fifty now as it’s past seven.”

“Oh,” Alexis said, trying to hide the stab of dismay. “That’s fine.”

She’d just have to drink it slow, make it last.

“Food menu?”

“Yes, please,” she said. “You mind if I work on my laptop here at the bar?”

The bartender shrugged, her blue eyes completely disinterested. “Fine by me. Tuesdays in January are slow. You could pretty much sleep here, and nobody would notice or care.”

A few days ago, the offer might have been somewhat tempting, but as of yesterday morning, Alexis was officially a New York resident.

Well, sort of. Did subletting count? She’d signed a three-month sublease on a two-bedroom place in Harlem with a sweet, if slightly ditzy, roommate named Mary.

It wasn’t quite where she wanted to be, but it beat the cheap hotels she’d been staying at before now, at least budget-wise. Enough so that she was fully intending to eat something with protein in it tonight.

She flipped open the menu and winced as she saw the price of a cheeseburger. Or not.

Even hole-in-the-wall pubs were pricey in Manhattan. Alexis thought she’d been prepared, but she was running through her allotted spending money a hell of a lot faster than she’d expected. Especially considering she hadn’t made any traction on a potential investor in her business idea: an elite, full-service wedding-planning agency.

Alexis glanced at the bartender, hoping she wasn’t too late to cancel her wine order, but the bored-looking redhead had already poured her wine and was heading her way.

At least the glass was filled to the brim. Alexis must have looked like she’d needed it. Still, she’d have to offset the wine price with the cheapest food item. Again. Just a few months ago, she wouldn’t have thought it possible to be sick of French fries, but she’d passed that point about a week ago.

“You know what you want to eat, or need a few?” the bartender asked.

“Still deciding.”

“No prob.” Her attention was on her phone. “Just holler when you’re ready.”

The bartender wandered away, still typing on her phone, and Alexis opened up her laptop and pulled out the ever-present file folder where she kept a printed copy of the most recent proposal.

Generally speaking, the electronic version of her business plan was more practical, but you never knew when someone who mattered was going to ask you for more information, and she wanted to be ready.

Alexis was always ready.

Her stomach rumbled in hunger, and hard as she tried to ignore it, it wasn’t the first time a tiny part of her wished that she’d taken her father up on his offer of a loan. Then her company would be a reality instead of a dream, and maybe she’d be able to eat something other than cereal and ramen.

But though she had a reasonably good relationship with her sometimes-cold father, his stipulations had just been too much.

For starters, the loan came with a location requirement. Stay in Boston.

That wasn’t the dream. New York was the dream.

The other stipulation had been even harder to swallow.

You could hire your sister, you know . . .

Yeah, no.

She didn’t want to hire her sister. She loved Roxanne, but her sister wasn’t the type of person she was looking to bring on to help get this business off the ground. Alexis needed someone with drive and business acumen. Roxie, while smart and savvy, was easily bored when it came to her career choices. Alexis needed someone who’d be in it for the long haul.

Plus, there was the bigger elephant in the room—it was just too damn hard to be around her sister right now.

The wound would heal, eventually. Alexis knew that. It was just a little too fresh, and Boston was just a little too painful.

She took a sip of wine as she opened her spreadsheet. The potential investor she’d spoken with today had been polite and shown token interest but was concerned with her growth model, specifically with the size of her team.

It was a valid point—a tiny number of employees would mean they could only support so much business. Still, Alexis was hesitant to change it. What the company would lack in scalability, it would make up for with consistency. Perfection every time, even if there were fewer times.

She left the column as is. Alexis knew it was unrealistic to think she wouldn’t have to make some compromises, but she kept holding out hope that someone would get it. That someone would hear her, see what she was trying to do, and understand.

“Hello.”

The sexy British accent startled Alexis out of her thoughts, and she glanced up, both alarmed and intrigued to find that the face that awaited her was every bit as appealing as the voice.

The man was about her age—early, maybe midtwenties—and ridiculously cute. His hair was dark and maybe just a touch too long, as though he intended to get a haircut but kept forgetting. The eyes were brown and friendly, accented by trendy black-framed glasses.

The chunky cable-knit sweater with elbow patches—for real—bordered on dorky, but then, Alexis had always had a soft spot for dorky. He had a bit of the Clark Kent thing going on, which had always been far more her type than the overrated Superman.

“Hi,” she replied quickly, realizing that she’d been staring.

His smile grew wider as he extended a hand. “Logan Harris.”

Darn. Even the name was good.

“Alexis,” she said.

“Does that come with a last name?” he teased, lowering himself to the vacant barstool beside her.

“Not to strange men,” she retorted.

“I could buy you a drink. Get rid of the ‘strange’ part.”

Alexis’s smile slipped as she remembered that romance, even flirting, wasn’t part of her plan. She’d learned the hard way that she could have one or the other—her own business or a boyfriend—not both. And even if she wanted the latter, the latter didn’t want her back.

“No thanks; I’m fine,” she said, letting the slightest amount of chill enter her voice. The ice-princess treatment, Roxanne called it.

Logan shrugged, undeterred. “All right then. May I borrow your menu?”

She nodded, and he picked it up, perusing it for several moments and paying her no attention.

It was both a relief and also a bit of an insult, if she was being entirely honest, to be given up on so easily.

Alexis tried to turn her attention back to her laptop but watched out of the corner of her eye as he finally shut the menu, waiting patiently to catch the bartender’s eye.

“Hi there,” he said, when the bartender ambled back over. “I’d like a Stella, and maybe a bite to eat?”

Alexis didn’t miss the once-over that the bartender gave Logan before the curvy redhead leaned over the bar, displaying perky boobs as she clicked her pen and pulled a notepad out of her back pocket.

“Shoot,” the bartender said flirtatiously, looking a good deal friendlier than she had when she’d spoken to Alexis.

Not that Alexis blamed her. A cute Brit could do that to a girl.

“All right then,” Logan said. “I’d like the burger, medium, with Swiss. Fish and chips, extra tartar, and . . . how’s your chicken club?”

The bartender blinked. “It’s good. But you want all that?”

“I do. Thank you.”

“Suit yourself,” she said, scribbling Logan’s order on the pad.

“Hungry?” Alexis couldn’t resist asking after the bartender moved away.

Logan gave a sheepish smile. “I’m a recovering student. I sometimes get so wrapped up in my day that I forget to eat.”

“A recovering student. What does that mean?”

He turned slightly toward her. “Someone’s showing plenty of interest in a strange man.”

She bit her lip. “I’m sorry if I was rude before. I’m just not really in the market for . . . you know.”

He gave her an easy smile. “Everyone’s in the market for a friend, Alexis.”

She opened her mouth and then shut it as she realized he was right. She could use a friend. She’d spent her entire life in Boston and knew almost nobody in New York. This guy seemed nice and nonthreatening enough—what would be the harm in a little conversation over dinner? It had been too long since she’d had somebody to share a meal with.

Logan seemed to know the moment she capitulated, because he turned more fully toward her. “A recovering student, Alexis, is a recent graduate. One who hasn’t quite absorbed that there will be no more finals, no more requisite all-nighters, and no more dorm sex.”

Alexis laughed. “Undergrad, then?”

He gave her a wry look. “How young do I look, darling? MBA from Columbia. Just finished up end of last May.”

She felt a little stab of relief that he wasn’t twenty-two.

He leaned toward her slightly. “Twenty-five next month, just in case you were wondering. As a friend.”

She tried to hide her smile and failed. “Columbia, huh? You’re a long way from home.”

“Noticed that, did ya?” He winked. “I came over here for undergrad, also Columbia. Always figured I’d go back to London and maybe someday I will, but . . .” He shrugged. “Seems I have stuff to do here first.”

“Such as?” She took a sip of her wine, dismayed to see that it was half-empty.

“Well, this will probably shock you, given my vast amount of brawn, but I’m an accountant. Or at least I will be, once I get my business up and running.”

Alexis was impressed. “Your own business?”

Most twentysomethings, even those with an entrepreneurial bent, opted to get a few years of work under their belts for someone else before branching out on their own.

He nodded. “I’m working out of my flat for now, but I’m hoping to lease some office space soon, get some legitimacy. If nothing else to get my father off my back.”

“He’s not a fan of your plan?” Alexis asked.

Logan’s shoulder lifted, and for the first time he seemed a little sad. “Both parents have had it in their heads that I’d come home. Run the family business in London.”

“Which is . . . ?”

He spun his beer glass idly. “Financial consulting firm. My father’s the CEO, Mum’s the COO.”

“Wow, that’s . . .”

“Scary?” Logan supplied.

“I was going to say impressive. That they work together—without killing each other, I mean.”

“They’re in love. It’s atrocious,” he said with a wink. “What about your folks?”

Alexis laughed. “Not in love. They divorced when I was in high school. Dad’s remarried and happy now, I think. Mom not so much.”

“And you?” he said. “Are you happy, Alexis?”

She pursed her lips, surprised and yet not entirely unsettled by the personal question. “It’s been a while since anyone asked me that. Since I even thought about it, really.”

“Think it out. I’ll wait,” he said with a wink.

She didn’t have to think that long. “I’m almost happy.”

“You sound quite confident on that.”

She shrugged. “Let’s just say that I need a few things to fall into place in my professional life, but once that happens . . . yeah. I’ll be happy.”

She’d make sure of it.

“You’re starting your own business.”

Her head whipped around. “How’d you know that?”

Logan reached over and tapped her laptop. “I can spot an Excel spreadsheet from a mile away.”

“Is that why you came over here?”

“No, darling. That would be your smile.”

“I don’t remember smiling.”

He burst out laughing. “You’re unusual. I like that. And you did smile. At the bartender, when you ordered your wine.”

“You were watching me,” Alexis said, eyebrows lifting. “Rather creepy for a friend.”

Instead of acknowledging her comment, he nodded his chin at her laptop. “What are you working on, if you don’t mind my asking? Dare I hold out hope you’re also an accountant and we can have darling, glasses-wearing babies together?”

“My eyesight is twenty-twenty,” she retorted.

“So that’s a maybe, then?”

Alexis couldn’t help the laugh, a full laugh, the first in a long time, and his eyes crinkled a little at the corners as he watched her. “Tell me about you, Alexis, my new best friend.”

Damn, he was charming.

“Well,” she said slowly. “I’m not an accountant—sorry to break your number-crunching heart. But I, too, am a ‘recovering student.’ ”

“Do tell.”

“I finished up my master’s program at Boston College end of last May. Marketing and business administration.”

“Boston,” he said, the word sounding ridiculously appealing in his clipped accent. “And what brings you to New York?”

Alexis waved a hand over her laptop and the folder holding her business proposal. “This.”

“And this would be . . . ?”

She shoved the folder his way and took another sip of her wine—a big one.

He pulled it toward him, opening it and beginning to read.

Having the entire thing memorized, Alexis’s mind couldn’t help but “read” along with him inside her own head.

The Wedding Belles is a boutique wedding-planning company committed to providing carefully curated weddings for the discerning bride . . . The Wedding Belles ensures the perfect combination of classic elegance and innovative modernity, promising a wedding that’s both timeless and contemporary . . .

Logan turned the page, and Alexis expected him to lose interest once he was past the marketing fluff, but to her surprise, he read every last page, analyzed every last chart she’d painstakingly built.

His food arrived and Logan gestured with one finger for another round of drinks, before absently pulling a fry off one of the plates and shoving the plate in her direction.

She bit her lip. She couldn’t. She shouldn’t.

But the smell of the chicken club, with melted cheese and ripe avocado between buttery, toasty bread, was too much to resist. She picked up a knife and cut off a quarter of the sandwich.

“Oh my God,” she whispered around the first heavenly bite.

Out of the corner of her eye she thought she saw him smile, but he never looked up from her proposal, careful to wipe his fingers between fries and turning her pages.

Finally, he’d read the entire thing, and Alexis was mortified to realize she’d eaten half his chicken sandwich, a quarter of the burger, a good two-thirds of the fish, and more than a few fries.

Logan didn’t seem to mind as he picked up the remaining half of his chicken sandwich and took a thoughtful bite.

He chewed slowly, methodically. Took a sip of beer. Then turned toward her once more. “Where are you with this?”

“How do you mean?”

“You need funding, yes?”

She nodded, reaching for the second glass of wine the bartender had brought along with Logan’s beer. She couldn’t afford it, but . . . what the hell?

“Yes. I’m envisioning a three-story, multiuse brownstone that could serve as both office space for the team, reception, as well as my living quarters. It’ll be more money up front, but I’ve done the math, and it makes more financial sense in the long run when you factor in the cost of moving, inflation, lease renewal.”

“You want to start it off right,” he said. “From the very beginning.”

She nodded, grateful that someone finally understood. “I know conventional wisdom suggests that I should start it out of my home and sort of build up, but the entire brand of the Belles is elite. The clients I want aren’t the ones who will meet in the living room of my Harlem apartment.”

“Any nibbles?”

She lifted a shoulder and pulled another fry off the plate, long past the point of playing coy about being desperately hungry. “I’ve had a few meetings. Nobody’s laughed me out of the conference room yet—just a lot of noncommittal ‘We’ll be in touch.’ ”

He nodded. “You have a location in mind.”

She smiled, loving that it wasn’t a question so much as a statement. As though he knew the way her mind worked, putting the cart before the horse and touring Manhattan real estate when she couldn’t even afford a second glass of eight-dollar wine.

“Aha,” he said, with an answering smile.

“Okay, fine,” she said. “It’s on Seventy-Third between Broadway and West End, and it’s just . . . perfect.”

“Upper West Side,” he said in surprise.

“Yes. It feels right for the Belles. Classic but up-and-coming, upscale but not stuffy, expensive but not too expensive . . .”

“You really have thought it all out.” Logan was studying her.

“Since I was, like, twelve,” she admitted.

“Never wavered?”

Alexis shook her head. “Nope. The vision became more precise over time, not less.”

He turned away, watching his beer glass as he spun it idly on the bar top. “I had a great-aunt. Margaret. Great old lady, great sense of humor. She passed away a few months back.”

“Oh,” Alexis said, a little confused by the change of subject but sympathetic all the same. She touched his arm consolingly. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” he said. “Although she was ninety-two and passed in her sleep. Definitely the way to go, don’t you think?”

“Can’t say I’ve put too much thought into dying. Quite the opposite, actually.”

“Yes, I can see that about you, Alexis,” he said thoughtfully.

She liked the way he said her name, embracing all the syllables. Uh-lex-iss.

“Aunt Margaret left me some money. Quite a lot of it, actually,” Logan said, still not looking at her.

“Um, congratulations?”

Logan’s shoulders didn’t move, but he turned his head, resting his chin on his shoulder as he pinned her with an intense gaze. “I’d like to make you an offer, Alexis Morgan.”

She stilled. “What kind of offer?”

He used his elbow to indicate her proposal. “I’d like to fund the Wedding Belles.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “Why would you do that?”

Instead of answering, he turned to face her more fully, and all traces of the casual postgrad vanished, and she realized she was seeing the accountant version of Logan Harris—the shrewd businessman.

“There’s a catch.”

She tried not to let her deflation become visible. Of course there was a catch. There always was.

“I don’t want to just offer you a loan. I want to be part owner. Fifty percent.”

She was already shaking her head. “That’s not in the plan. It’s my business.”

He smiled. “That won’t change. I won’t tell you how to run it. You’ll do things your way. But this business plan is legit, and I want to be a part of it.”

“I’d pay you back every penny with interest,” she said. “I expect I can be profitable in two years, I already have a handful of socialite connections, all engaged or almost engaged, and—”

“No deal,” he said. “I own fifty percent or I’m not involved at all.”

Fifty percent.

This complete stranger wanted to own fifty percent of her business. Fifty percent of her dream.

She shook her head. “I can’t. Thank you, but no.”

His gaze shuttered just for a moment before his smile returned, just slightly more restrained than before. “Fair enough.”

Logan shifted his weight, and she felt a little bite of disappointment when he pulled his wallet out of his back pocket. He was leaving.

The urge to tell him to stay was strong, and for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out if it was for personal or professional reasons. She didn’t know what she wanted from Logan Harris, but she wanted something.

The thought scared her, and was exactly what had her biting her tongue.

She watched as he put several bills on the counter, saw immediately that it was more than enough to cover all of the food, plus her drinks and a hefty tip.

“No, Logan, please.” She reached forward to pick up some of the bills and return them to him, but he caught her hand.

Alexis gasped at the contact. His thumb found the center of her palm, his long, strong fingers closing around the back of her hand.

“Let me, Alexis.” It was a command.

Her first instinct was to scratch back at his high-handedness, but she couldn’t seem to think when he was touching her, didn’t want to do anything other than what he wanted her to do.

Not like her at all.

No doubt about it, this was a man she needed to guard herself against.

She slowly nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”

“There,” he said softly. “That wasn’t so hard, now, was it?”

“Actually, it nearly killed me,” she grumbled.

His smile was slow and intimate. “I know.”

Logan’s gaze dropped to their joined hands, and his thumb brushed against her palm, lingering as though reluctant to release her, before he finally let go.

He pulled something else out of his wallet, set it purposely in front of her. A business card. His business card.

“You’ll call me if you change your mind.” Again, it was a command. She was starting to gather that beneath the quiet smile and charming accent was a man accustomed to exercising control in all things. Much like her.

Alexis picked up the card. It was heavy white card stock with nothing but his name, phone number, and email. The card suited him. Simple and to the point, but the midnight-blue font rather than the expected black belied just a hint of unconventional that appealed to her far too much.

“I can’t,” she whispered again, eyes locked on his card.

She felt his gaze on her profile but didn’t meet his eyes, and he finally gave up, pulling on his heavy wool coat.

“It was lovely meeting you, Alexis.”

She finally looked up, met his piercing gaze. “You, too.”

He opened his mouth as though to say something but then shook his head and slowly started to walk away. Alexis felt something twist inside her at the thought of him leaving, and she gave in to the urge.

“Logan.”

He turned around, hands shoved into his pockets, eyes unreadable.

“Why?” she asked, lifting his business card slightly. “Why would you offer this?”

He jerked his head in the direction of her folder. “It’s a good plan. Worth the risk.”

She shook her head slowly, searching his face. “No, it’s something more than that. Another reason. I’d like to know what.”

The outer corners of his eyes crinkled a bit, and he gave a fleeting smile before walking back to her, crowding her against the bar.

For a moment she feared—hoped?—that he would kiss her, and from the way his mouth dropped to just inches from hers, she thought maybe he wanted to.

Then his face turned, his lips brushing against her cheek instead. “Say yes to my proposal, Alexis. Say yes, and maybe someday I’ll tell you the other reason.”

Logan pulled away, held her gaze for a heartbeat.

Then he stepped back, gave her a sly wink, and walked away without a backward glance.

Alexis sat there for a long time after, his card in her fingers, her heart in her throat, and her life in the hands of a stranger who somehow didn’t feel like a stranger at all.



Chapter One
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Present Day

SO LET ME ASK this—how many layers in a wedding cake is excessive?”

If there was anything Alexis Morgan had learned in nearly a decade of wedding planning, it was that you never told a client that her vision was excessive. You simply guided her to that conclusion.

“How many layers are you thinking?” Alexis asked her client in a practiced neutral tone, defaulting to the answer-a-question-with-a-question technique that she’d found worked exceedingly well with indecisive brides.

“Twenty?”

Wow. Okay, yeah—that’s excessive.

“We can do twenty,” Alexis lied smoothly. “But keep in mind that the nine-course meal we’re planning will already include two dessert courses. We don’t want to minimize the specialness of those.”

Especially at five hundred bucks a head, just for the food.

Extravagant, even for a Wedding Belles client.

Nathalie Sorrel was an example of how far Alexis had come in the eight years since starting her company from this very same office.

Nathalie was an international supermodel and the very definition of the elite clientele Alexis had always dreamed of. Her latest modeling contract had been in the high six figures. Add in the fact that she was marrying Eric Hill, an NBA superstar whose contract was in the seven figures, and, well, if anybody could afford a twenty-layer wedding cake, it was these two.

Still, much as it was Alexis’s job to create dream weddings, it was also her brand to draw the line between tastefully extravagant and completely ostentatious.

“You don’t think I should do the big cake?” Nathalie said, pursing the pouty lips she was known for.

“I think it doesn’t fit the vision of the wedding you originally talked about,” Alexis said, skipping the fact that none of her bakery contacts would undertake something so ridiculous. “When I asked you to describe your dream wedding in three words, you told me lavish, unique, and intimate.”

“A big cake is lavish.”

“Yes, but it’s not intimate,” Alexis said. “Part of what makes your wedding so wonderfully special is the fact that you’re capping it at fifty people, even though hundreds would kill for an invitation. You’re creating something small and special. You want lavish, not gauche.”

It was just the right thing to say, as Alexis had known it would be. There was no dirtier picture to paint for the Manhattan elite than the notion that something they did might be considered gauche. Knowing this was the Belles’ specialty, and Alexis’s own brand of genius, if she did say so herself.

Alexis had made a name for herself by knowing how to walk the fine line between opulent and gaudy.

After all, who better to know how to avoid gaudy than one who’d grown up swallowed in it?

“You’re right,” Nathalie was saying as she nodded enthusiastically, her azure-blue eyes widening as though a lightbulb had just gone off inside her head. “You’re so right. Eric and I have really been priding ourselves in restraint with this wedding, and I don’t want to jeopardize it with a cake.”

Alexis’s smile never slipped, but inwardly she maybe rolled her eyes, just a little. Any notion of restraint in this wedding had come from Alexis herself. But then that, too, was part of the job.

It’s not that she made the weddings her own. With every single contract, Alexis was committed to creating the exact experience the bride envisioned. It was just that sometimes they needed a little help implementing that vision and not getting sucked into bridezilla land.

They all thought they wanted a twenty-layer cake when really what they wanted was a small, elegant cake with dark chocolate truffle and Bavarian cream filling and a single pale pink ribbon around the base to match the sashes of the bridesmaids’ dresses.

And it was Alexis’s job to help them see that.

Five minutes later, a small chocolate cake was exactly the conclusion that Nathalie came to as they finished up their meeting. The model rose from one of the ergonomic chairs in the conference room, stretching out her limbs-for-days as she pulled on the same Burberry trench coat she’d modeled in their latest catalog.

“Enjoy Milan,” Alexis said as she escorted Nathalie to the door of the Belles’ Upper West Side headquarters.

“Ugh, the only thing worse than a last-minute trip is a last-minute trip on a red-eye,” Nathalie said, checking her Cartier watch. “Thanks again for seeing me last minute. I really appreciate you squeezing me in after-hours like this.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” Alexis said, refraining from saying that it’s not like she had other plans to get to.

Alexis liked to keep up the guise that she was a woman on the go for the benefit of her clients, who were firmly entrenched in the lifestyle of the high-flying glam and fab, but the truth was the Belles was her life. Her workday rarely started later than seven and never ended before eight, and Alexis liked it that way.

Mostly.

Alexis waved good-bye to Nathalie and closed the door, feeling the same sense of relief she always felt when she was done with client work for the day.

Working with people was a part of the job—obviously. But as a fierce introvert, Alexis’s favorite part of her day was always the recharging moments late in the evening when she’d sit at her little kitchen table in her apartment upstairs with a glass of wine and her planner.

“You know, I was just starting to think my diet was going well, but seeing Nathalie Sorrel makes me realize I have, like, such a long way to go.” This from Jessie, the Belles’ longtime receptionist and Alexis’s most recent right hand now that her previous assistant, Heather, had been promoted to full-time wedding planner.

Alexis gave Jessie a distracted smile. “Take it from someone older and wiser: comparing oneself to supermodels never ends well.”

Jessie punched a button on the phone, switching it over to voice mail. “You’re thirty-three. I’m twenty-six. Not that much older.”

Alexis rubbed at her forehead. It certainly felt that way.

“Plus,” Jessie was saying on a long-suffering sigh, “you wouldn’t get it. You’re a size two, and I officially just Ben and Jerried out of my size eight.”

“Ben and Jerry’s is a verb now?”

“It is when it has the power to make your hips explode.”

Alexis paused at the unusually glum note in her receptionist’s voice. Jessie was a bubbly extrovert whose personality was every bit as vibrant as her bright orange curly hair and sparkly green eyes.

“Everything okay?” Alexis asked, watching as Jessie pushed away from her desk and started to pack up the Tory Burch purse Alexis had bought her as a Christmas present.

Jessie glanced up. “Ugh, was my pity party coming out? Sorry.”

“No need to apologize. Want to talk?”

“No, it’s okay. I mean, yeah, but . . . okay, whatever—do you ever get tired of being single?”

Alexis didn’t so much as blink, and she certainly didn’t flinch. She was very sure of this. If Alexis had mastered anything over the years, it was hiding her feelings.

Especially feelings related to her nonexistent love life.

“I find I enjoy the solitude,” Alexis said slowly.

Jessie laughed. “Yeah, I forgot who I was talking to. I, on the other hand, like someone to listen to my constant chattering. It’s been three months since that prick dumped me to get back with his ex, and I haven’t had a single decent date. I thought maybe losing a few pounds would do the trick.”

“You already know what I’m going to say to that,” Alexis said with a little smile.

“That any guy who doesn’t like me with extra padding on my hips isn’t worth having?” Jessie said. “Yeah, yeah. Doesn’t mean I’m not stopping at the gym on the way home.”

“Just make sure you’re doing it because it makes you feel good, not because you just saw Nathalie Sorrel’s tiny butt wiggle out of here.”

“Yes, Boss,” Jessie said, saluting. “You need anything before I head out?”

“All good,” Alexis said. “Heather and Brooke gone for the day?”

“Yup. Brooke is at that new restaurant soft opening to see if their private event space is worth going on the list, and Heather . . . not sure, but I’m thinking she’s doing the newlywed thing?”

Jessie wiggled her eyebrows playfully, and Alexis forced a smile. It wasn’t that she wasn’t happy for Heather Fowler, now Heather Tanner. Heather was her longtime employee, formerly as assistant, now as a wedding planner in her own right, and a good friend. One of Alexis’s best friends, in fact, although strictly speaking, Alexis wasn’t really a BFF kind of gal.

Heather had found herself in a whirlwind romance with her sexy neighbor that had ended in a very spontaneous, and very romantic, wedding several weeks earlier.

Alexis was thrilled for Josh and Heather. Heck, she was also thrilled for her other wedding planner, Brooke, who’d recently gotten engaged to a ridiculously handsome hotel tycoon, Seth.

And if she was a tiny bit jealous, she didn’t think about that. Didn’t have time for it, really.

“Your groceries were delivered while you were meeting with Nathalie,” Jessie was saying as she pulled on her bright green jacket. “I put your eggs and stuff in the fridge.”

“Thanks, you’re great,” Alexis said distractedly as she picked up the pile of mail and began flipping through. Bills, bills, and more bills. She set them aside to be dealt with tomorrow when her longtime accountant, Logan Harris, came in for their twice-weekly appointments.

“I know,” Jessie said in a singsong voice, all trace of former glumness gone. “See you tomorrow, Boss.”

Alexis locked up behind Jessie, gathered her planner, iPad, and laptop, and headed to the stairs to climb to her third-floor apartment.

Despite the fact that all of her favorite girl-boss blogs had been on a kick about not working where you live and vice versa, throwing down a massive downpayment on her Upper West Side brownstone had been the best decision of Alexis’s life.

From the very beginning, she’d envisioned her home and office exactly as it was now: a classy reception and conference area to serve as a place for excited brides to discuss their dream weddings, a second-floor office space for her team to have room to spread out and work, and a third floor just for her to live.

Well, not just for her.

That was the one part of her life that hadn’t quite lived up to expectations; when Alexis had bought the property all those years ago, she’d had visions of being married by now. Maybe a baby. Or two. Finishing up her workday and bounding upstairs to relieve the nanny of her little bundle of joy, getting in a cuddle or two before bath and bedtime, and then relaxing with her husband over a nice glass of wine as they discussed their respective workdays.

Funny how some dreams came to be and some stayed just that. Dreams.

Alexis pushed the thought aside as she opened the door to her apartment. She smiled upon seeing that Jessie had arranged the white tulips Alexis had added to her grocery delivery in her favorite Anthropologie vase. She absently rearranged them to her liking before carrying the vase to the small sideboard. She lit a scented lavender candle and slowly exhaled the stress of the day.

Alexis loved her apartment. Loved the dark hardwood floors, the crisp white cupboards of a newly renovated kitchen. Loved the way the big tree out front let just the right amount of filtered sunlight through on a Sunday morning, loved the way the muted gray of her living room walls kept it cozy on snowy winter nights and serene on spring evenings such as this one.

Alexis changed her color scheme every couple of years to keep the apartment from feeling stale, and most recently, she’d gone with grays and purples, which suited her mood lately.

Calm and just a little bit melancholy.

Not for the first time she wondered if maybe a cat wouldn’t be a good investment. She’d prefer a dog—a big, dopey golden retriever like the one she’d longed for as a kid, but she had neither the space nor the schedule for a dog.

A cat, though . . . a cat could do its business in a litter box, would probably prefer for her to be gone as often as it would for her to be present.

A cat would be someone to talk to at the end of a long day.

A day like this one.

Alexis went to the fridge, pulling out a bottle of the Grüner Veltliner she’d opened last night. She pulled down a crystal glass from the cupboard where all of her stemware sat neatly lined up, polishing the glass with a paper towel before pouring some of the crisp white.

Small pleasures, she reminded herself as she took a sip. Savor the small pleasures, and the empty parts won’t seem so bad.

Alexis’s cell phone rang just as she was opening her laptop, and she picked it up, glancing at the screen and bracing for a frazzled bride or a panicking vendor.

Her glass froze halfway to her lips when she saw it was neither.

Her thumb hovered over decline. Oh, it was ever so tempting.

But like she always did, Alexis sighed and answered the call. “Hi, Mom.”

“Lexie. How are you, dear?”

Lexie. She’d always hated the nickname, but she’d learned at an early age to pick her battles when it came to Cecily Morgan.

Alexis took another sip of wine. “I’m doing well. How are you?”

She winced as she asked it, knowing it was the expected and appropriate thing to say and yet dreading her mother’s response all the same.

For Cecily Morgan, How are you? was never met with an okay and certainly never a good. Not since Alexis’s father had committed the ultimate of all clichés and left her mother for a much younger woman. And then—to add insult to injury—Alexis’s father had actually gone and married Tawny. Alexis suspected the fact that her father had at least seemed to find a second shot at true love rankled her mother more than if Tawny had just been a passing flavor-of-the-month, garden-variety sort of fling.

“Did I tell you that she came by the club the other day?” her mother was saying.

Another cliché: her mother’s refusal to say Tawny’s name. At least she’d moved on from that woman.

“Oh yeah?” Alexis asked, refusing, as she always did, to play into the she-devil routine. She liked Tawny. Her stepmom could be a little crass, sure, but she had a good heart and liked to laugh. Tawny was fun. Alexis’s mom . . . not so much.

“Yes,” Cecily said in disgust. “Tossed back three chardonnays before four o’clock. I wouldn’t be surprised if your father’s driving her to drink.”

Sort of like you’re driving me to drink? Alexis deliberately put the glass of wine to the side.

“How are things otherwise?” she asked, trying to steer her mother to non–Jack Morgan–related topics.

“Oh, well,” her mother said, emphasizing the last word with a combination of weariness and impending gossip. “Have you talked to your sister lately?”

Alexis stiffened ever so slightly at the mention of Roxie. She was almost to the point where mention of her sister didn’t sting. Almost.

But not quite.

“I called her last month on her birthday,” Alexis said quietly.

“Well, I saw her just the other day, and . . .” Her mother’s voice had dropped to a whisper. “I think she’s expecting.”

Alexis’s world tilted, just for a moment, and then righted itself. “What?”

“Well, she wouldn’t eat a thing, even though we were at that little French bistro she loves. Just kept picking at the bread basket, and well, dear, you know how judicious I’ve always encouraged you girls to be about unnecessary carbs. And any time Adam tried to encourage her to eat something else, she looked positively ill, had to leave the table. I thought she was going to be sick at the sight of my tuna tartar salad. Then I started thinking and I recalled that the other week, she didn’t have a single sip of that Chablis I opened. When have you ever known Roxie to turn down a good glass of wine?”

Alexis swallowed. Once. Twice. Nope, her mouth still felt dry. “Maybe she’s not feeling well.”

“Well, of course she’s not feeling well if she’s expecting a baby!” her mother snapped. “First trimester was the worst for me, especially with you.”

Alexis’s eyes closed. “But she hasn’t confirmed anything?”

“No,” Cecily said. “Which is why I’m calling.”

“I already told you I haven’t talked to her. I certainly don’t know if she’s pregnant.”

I don’t want to know if she’s pregnant.

“I think she’s keeping it quiet because of you,” her mother said, not pulling any punches. “She’s protecting you. Your feelings.”

Alexis wanted to argue. She wanted so badly to open her mouth and tell her mom that that was crazy, but the thing was . . .

It felt true.

If Roxanne were pregnant, she was no doubt in agony about Alexis finding out. Despite the fact that they’d had nearly a decade to work through the tension between them, Alexis couldn’t exactly claim that she had healed.

And Roxie knew it.

“What do you want me to do?” Alexis asked, reaching once more for her wineglass. Might as well. She wasn’t pregnant with Adam Hogan’s baby.

But she might have been. Had things gone very, very differently, she’d have been the one declining her mother’s wine, she’d have been the queasy one at the little French bistro, pulling off chunks of a baguette as her insides roiled against her because she was in the process of creating new life.

It hurt more than a little that her mom didn’t seem to understand this. Then again, she and her mother had never seen eye to eye. Cecily had always been barely tolerant of Alexis’s entrepreneurial tendencies, gently reminding her all through high school and college that nice boys liked nice girls, not smart ones.

Not an exact quote, but the sentiment had certainly been clear.

Turned out her mother had been right. Guys liked the girls who were sweet and giggly, not the ones who were ambitious and quiet. Or at least Adam did.

Pregnant or not, Alexis was suddenly starting to feel a little queasy herself.

“I think you should talk to her,” Cecily said. “Tell her it’s okay if she’s pregnant.”

Alexis’s eyes closed once more, and this time she squeezed them shut, tightly.

What if it wasn’t okay?

What if the fact that her sister was pregnant with the child of the man Alexis once loved would never be okay?



OEBPS/images/9781501135187.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

Lauren Layne

| To Love i)

@ andito §
Cherish

‘ v
\J XA &
L‘},X L 7NN

ﬁl THE WEDDING BELLES, VOLUME 3 | cs
o - '

-d







OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/title-01.jpg
Lauren Layne

To Love
and to
Cherish

©)

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






