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“She’s the queen of witty dialogue and sexy scenes!”

—New York Times bestselling author Rachel Van Dyken

PRAISE FOR THE WEDDING BELLES SERIES

To Love and to Cherish

“[N]ot only the fabulous culmination of a slow-burn love story, but the conclusion of a world I was delighted to visit for several books. These characters will stay with me for a while and I already miss them.”

—All About Romance

“This was another fabulous addition to Layne’s backlist and it’s one that I’ll reread again and again because Logan is full of yum! I definitely recommend this book.”

—Book Binge

“To Love and to Cherish was my favorite tale in the Wedding Belles series . . . Go, grab the entire series, you won’t regret it.”

—Caffeinated Reviewer

For Better or Worse

“From This Day Forward, To Have and to Hold, and For Better or Worse are all enchanting and chock-full of all the witty repartee we have come to joyfully anticipate . . . an absolute delight.”

—Hypable

“I highly recommend For Better or Worse. The second in a series, it can be read as a stand-alone, but I say start with the first because it’s just as good. They’ve got the funny bickering that I love, and even as her stories have a light touch with cute flirty, they delve deep into the characters.”

—Harlequin Junkie (Top Pick)

“I loved this book and can easily recommend you add it to your #needtoread. I am smiling like a lunatic while writing this and remembering Heather and Josh’s journey. I laughed, cheered, cried, sighed, and almost swooned while reading For Better or Worse, and any book that can make me feel this wide spectrum of emotions is a book that qualifies as one of my favorite reads.”

—All About Romance

“For Better or Worse is a love story that is carefree, real, and packed with emotion any reader can relate with!!! TRULY FANTASTIC!!”

—Addicted To Romance

To Have and to Hold

“Completely endearing characters . . . most definitely looking forward to the others in the Wedding Belles series. A great community of women I want to follow.”

—Harlequin Junkie (Top Pick)

“A character-driven and sizzling romance!”

—Fresh Fiction

“Super entertaining, sweet, and sexy and it leaves you smiling big-time at the end.”

—About That Story

From This Day Forward

“Layne packs as much into this sexually charged and emotionally intense novella as most authors do in a full novel . . . The heat between [Leah and Jason] is enough to melt steel, and the emotional connection and psychological struggles will keep readers engaged.”

—Publishers Weekly
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SATURDAY, JULY 21

Naomi Powell figured there was no good way to discover that the man you’d been dating for three months was married to someone else. But of all the possibilities, learning about the existence of a Mrs. Brayden Hayes via the cheating bastard’s obituary?

Definitely the worst.

The taxi pulled to a stop outside Central Presbyterian, and Naomi nearly lost her nerve, her instincts screaming for her to tell the cabbie to take her back to the Lower East Side.

Instead, she handed the driver a twenty, shoved open the door, and stepped onto ritzy Park Avenue as though she belonged there. She pulled her Gucci sunglasses out of her bag and slid them onto her nose—the overcast July day didn’t quite warrant the shades, but she was walking into a funeral. People would hopefully think the purpose of the sunglasses was to hide red, puffy eyes rather than what it really was:

A disguise.

Screw that, Naomi thought furiously, pushing the sunglasses back up into her dark red hair and marching with purpose toward the stately Gothic-style church. She didn’t need a disguise. At twenty-nine, Naomi had spent most of her lifetime dealing with people trying to make her feel inferior, and she’d be damned if she let a turd of a playboy succeed from beyond the grave.

She had just as much right to be here as anyone else. It’s not like she’d known he was married. She hadn’t even known he lived in Manhattan. Naomi wasn’t sure she knew a single damn thing about the real Brayden Hayes, but even around all her anger, she still wanted the chance to say goodbye.

The man had made her life better, for a while at least. Even if he was making it a hell of a lot worse now.

She sighed and slid the sunglasses back onto her face. Not to protect herself, but to protect Brayden’s wife. Naomi had no idea if Claire knew of her existence, but on the off chance she did, Naomi didn’t want to make this any harder on the woman than it already was.

Naomi walked up the steps to the church as Brayden’s obituary rattled around in her brain, the way it had for days. The victim of a tragic yachting accident, Brayden Hayes is survived by wife, Claire Hayes . . .

A yachting accident. Really? Really?

Wasn’t death by luxury boat just a little too good for a womanizer with the morals of a lump of coal?

The only saving grace of the situation, and Naomi had had to look really hard to find one, was that Claire and Brayden hadn’t had any children. Thank God for that. It was the only thing that had kept Naomi from breaking completely when she’d learned of Brayden’s double life. She knew all too well the havoc a philandering asshole could wreak on a child’s life.

Naomi stepped into the dark, quiet church and walked toward one of the back pews. Several people turned and looked her way, and her footsteps faltered.

On a rational level, Naomi knew they were merely turning instinctively at the sharp click of her Louboutin stilettos against the church floor. Some maybe even recognized her as the Naomi Powell from the latest 30-under-30 list, or from her interview on the Today show.

But everywhere she looked, Naomi saw only disdain. As though they could see beyond the conservative Chloé dress to her Bronx roots. As though they knew she was the other woman. The very identity that had destroyed her mother and that Naomi had sworn to avoid.

She sucked in a breath, trying to gather the defiance that had turned her from a nobody into one of the city’s wealthiest women. She tried to gather the confidence that had earned her a spot on every “women to watch” list in the nation. But today, she didn’t feel like a bright up-and-comer in the business world. Today she felt small. Worse, she felt dirty.

Naomi watched as a woman pursed her lips and turned away, as though unable to look any longer upon Brayden Hayes’s whore. That’s what he’d made her. A lifetime of trying to avoid her mother’s footsteps, and one Upper East Side scumbag had turned her into her own worst nightmare.

Naomi didn’t even realize she’d turned around and left the church until she felt the warm summer breeze whip at her hair. Didn’t register what direction she was walking until she hit the eastern edge of Central Park.

Only then did she let herself truly breathe, sucking in big lungfuls of air. But she didn’t cry. Naomi had promised herself a long time ago she’d never cry because of a man.

She was hardly dressed for a stroll, but the trees and winding path calmed her as she entered the park. A welcome respite from the nearby neighborhood and all its snobbery. In Central Park, it didn’t matter what street you lived on, what borough you came from. Central Park belonged to all New Yorkers, one glorious shared backyard.

The park was mostly quiet. Most tourists entered at the south side, so she saw only a couple of joggers, a few elderly couples out for a walk, two moms on a stroller date, and . . .

Naomi did a double take at the blonde sitting alone on a park bench, and her stomach dropped out. Are you kidding me with this right now, God?

The first thing Naomi had done after the shock of reading that Brayden Hayes was freaking married was to google the crap out of his wife, desperate for an indication that the Times had been wrong about his marital status. That it was a misprint or he was divorced. The paper hadn’t been wrong. There really was a Mrs. Brayden Hayes.

And she, too, had chosen Central Park over Brayden’s funeral.

Nearly even with Claire Hayes now, and with the sunglasses still providing Naomi anonymity, she dared to sneak a look at the other woman out of the corner of her eye.

Brayden’s widow looked pretty much like the picture Naomi had rummaged up online: a thirty-something Upper East Side WASP. Like Naomi, she wore oversize sunglasses, the Chanel logo glinting in a stray ray of sunshine. Naomi’s trained eye pegged the basic black sheath as St. John, and the basic black pumps Louboutins—identical to Naomi’s.

But unlike Naomi, Claire had a genteel poise about her. Like she’d never said darn, much less dropped an f-bomb. Naomi would bet serious money that Claire Hayes didn’t eat Kraft Macaroni & Cheese straight out of the pan when she was stressed and that Claire had never been so poor that she’d actually once considered taking home a neighbor’s discarded mattress, bedbugs be damned, simply because it was free.

Claire’s placid expression betrayed nothing as Naomi passed her, the glasses too large to reveal any emotion on her face. For that matter, Naomi wondered if women like her experienced emotion at all. It didn’t seem it. The woman was the picture of calm, except for . . .

Her hands.

Brayden’s widow’s hands were clenched tightly in her lap, the fingers of her right hand white-knuckled around the fist of her left hand. But it wasn’t the subdued pink manicure that captured Naomi’s attention. It was the bright red crescent moons beneath the nails.

Naomi had a lifelong bad habit of acting before thinking, and she did so now, crossing to the other woman and sitting beside her on the park bench.

“That’s enough now,” Naomi said, using her CEO voice, calm and commanding.

Claire didn’t move. Naomi wasn’t even sure the other woman heard her.

Naomi hesitated only for a moment before slowly reaching over and prying the nails of Claire’s right hand away from her left hand. Little streaks of blood were left in the wake.

Claire looked down in confusion, as though just now registering the pain.

“Does that Givenchy have any Kleenex?” Naomi asked, nodding toward Claire’s clutch on the bench.

Claire didn’t move for a long moment, then taking a deep breath, she calmly reached for her purse, pulling out a travel-size package of tissue.

“We’re wearing the same shoes. Same dress, too,” Claire said, dabbing at the blood on the back of her hand with a tissue, using the same casual indifference of one dabbing up a drop of spilled water.

Naomi nodded in agreement, though Claire’s St. John was a knee-length mock turtleneck, and Naomi’s Chloé was a boatneck that hit at midthigh.

For a long moment, neither said anything.

“I’m supposed to be at a funeral,” Claire said, balling up the tissue and dropping her hands back into her lap.

“Why aren’t you?”

Naomi was genuinely curious. She knew why she wasn’t at that funeral. But the widow being a no-show . . . that was some serious Page Six–worthy gossip right there.

Claire opened her mouth to respond but shut it when a pretty young woman with dark brown hair walked past them. Naomi waited for the other woman to pass and, when she gave the brunette a closer look, realized the other woman was walking a bit too slowly, as though tempted to approach. She looked vaguely familiar. Naomi was fairly sure they’d crossed paths at a couple of events, though Naomi couldn’t put a name with the face.

Brayden’s widow, however, could. Claire went rigid beside Naomi, even as she called out to the other woman, “Audrey.”

Unlike Claire and Naomi, the brunette wasn’t wearing sunglasses, and Naomi saw her round eyes go even wider. “You know who I am?”

“You’re Audrey Tate. I did a little digging after you called the house that night,” Claire said quietly. “I know you were sleeping with my husband.”

Naomi’s head whipped around in surprise, and then surprise escalated to shock as she realized Claire wasn’t talking to her.

What the . . .

Audrey let out a hiccuping sob and walked to the bench, and Naomi almost laughed when she saw the other woman’s shoes. Black Louboutin pumps identical to hers and Claire’s.

“I didn’t know,” Audrey was saying in a rush as she sat beside Claire and stared at her with a pleading expression. “I didn’t know until you picked up the phone that night that he was married. I swear to you, he told me his wife had left him, that he was separated . . . I never would have— You have to believe me. I didn’t know—”

“Oh, honey,” Naomi interrupted, half-sympathetic, half-horrified. “You’ve got to get it together.”

Audrey stopped her sniffling and gave Naomi what she probably thought was an icy glare, but the impact was diminished by the red nose and puffy eyes. “Respectfully, you don’t know the first thing about what’s going on here.”

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

Both women were studying her now.

“Who are you?” Claire asked.

Naomi studied the other woman for only a moment before acting on the same instinct that had taken her from Bronx high school dropout to entrepreneurial superstar; she sensed that Claire Hayes was the sort of woman who deserved the truth. The full truth.

Naomi pushed her sunglasses on top of her head and looked at Claire. “I’m Naomi Powell. The other other woman.”

Audrey’s mouth fell open, but Claire didn’t react beyond a slightly too long blink. “What?”

Damn. She’d thought she’d been pretty clear.

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

“Did you just compare . . . pickle . . . oh my God, sandwiches,” Audrey said, lifting a hand to her forehead.

Claire’s head dropped forward, her chin resting on her chest, and Naomi winced. Perhaps she could have phrased it slightly differently . . . sticking his noodle in the wrong casserole? Cucumber into multiple salads?

But Claire Hayes surprised her. Her shoulders were shaking, not with tears but with silent amusement. Then she tossed her head back and looked at the sky, letting out an audible laugh.

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

Now it was Naomi’s turn to let out a surprised laugh as she realized she’d underestimated the brunette. She may look like a lanky Hepburn, but this Audrey had an edge beneath the sweet, doe-eyed appearance.

“Shouldn’t we be at the funeral?” Claire asked. Probably more to herself, but Naomi answered anyway.

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

“I never thought I’d be here,” Claire said tiredly, lifting her fingers to her temples and rubbing absently.

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

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

“We were just as stupid,” Audrey said, setting a hand on Claire’s arm. “He was my boyfriend for a year. I just thought he traveled a lot.”

“Three months,” Naomi said, pointing at herself. “He told me most of his business dealings were in Hong Kong and that he had to work most nights. I totally bought it.”

They all fell silent, lost in their own memories of the man, and Naomi was struck that despite the fact that this was perhaps one of the weirdest meetings in the history of female encounters, it didn’t feel as odd as it should. Far from resenting the other women, she felt almost comforted by their presence. Claire’s and Audrey’s very existence was proof that Naomi wasn’t the only clueless one. That she wasn’t alone in being a victim of a heartless man’s games.

Who would have thought that strength in numbers applied to a dead man’s philandering?

Naomi straightened slightly and turned toward the others. “I have a confession.”

Claire lifted her eyebrows. “Worse than the fact that you were having adult sleepovers with my husband?”

“Who I didn’t know was your husband,” Naomi clarified, waving her finger at Claire. “But no, my confession is that while I’m really mad at Brayden, I’m even angrier at myself. For letting him fool me.”

Audrey nodded. “Same. I mean, it’s a little more self-loathing than anger, I guess, but . . . I just can’t stop thinking about how I didn’t see it. And if I didn’t see him being a snake, how will I ever spot another man being a snake?”

Claire looked down at her hands, running the pad of her finger along the small cuts caused by her own manicured fingers. “I’m not worried about it. After all this, I’m pretty dead set on turning into the old lonely lady with cats.”

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

“Pickles?” Audrey suggested.

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

Audrey’s smile was fleeting. “But I am the long-term relationship girl. I want the ring and the babies, and the—”

“Please don’t say white picket fence.”

“Oh God no.” Audrey shuddered, then pointed to her shoes. “These red soles are meant for Fifth Ave, not the burbs. But I still want the fairy tale, and I just . . .” She swallowed. “It’s harder to believe these days.”

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

Claire and Audrey exchanged a look, and Naomi pressed.

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

“Perfect, I’ll invite you over for a slumber party,” Claire said, starting to stand.

“Hold up.” Naomi put a hand on her arm. “I’m not suggesting we get matching tattoos, just that we can help each other.”

Claire stared at her but sat back down. “You want me to help my husband’s mistresses—do what, exactly?”

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

Naomi knew it was spontaneous, a little bossy, a lot nuts, but it felt right. And Naomi had made a name for herself trusting her gut.

“Respectfully, I don’t even know you,” Audrey said, running a hand over her dark ponytail. “I get your point, but why would I have two strangers do a gut check on a guy I like instead of my friends?”

“Because who knows better how to spot another woman getting scammed than three women who just experienced it?” Naomi pointed out.

Audrey bit her lip and looked at Claire. “You know, I don’t hate this plan?”

Claire fiddled with her watch, and Naomi’s gaze tracked the motion. “Cartier.”

Claire looked up. “Yes. How’d you know?”

“I know designers. I also know that I have the exact same watch at home.”

Claire’s eyes went wide. “Brayden . . . ?”

Naomi nodded.

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

Claire stared down at the watch on her left wrist, and Naomi knew they had her.

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

“And to helping each other find the right man. That’s on my watch,” Audrey said, placing her palm on top of Naomi’s hand.

After a moment of hesitation, Claire set her hand atop Audrey’s. “Oh, what the hell. I’m in. To no more assholes.”

Naomi had never been a girl’s girl, and she certainly wasn’t the type to get all fluttery about fate. And though she’d been half-joking with the whole pact thing, something odd happened in the moment the three of their hands met. As though they were bound together now not by Brayden, but by something bigger. Something important.

And Naomi was suddenly certain that this moment with Claire Hayes and Audrey Tate was somehow going to change everything.

As they all let their hands fall away, Audrey let out a long sigh and looked eastward in the direction of the church. “I guess we should make an appearance, huh?”

Naomi stood and flicked her sunglasses back onto her face with one finger. “Screw it. Let’s go shopping.”
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TWO MONTHS LATER—MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 24

The moment Naomi Powell’s Manolo Blahniks stepped off the elevator at Maxcessory headquarters, a pair of discount Nordstrom Rack pumps fell into step beside her. The synchronous click of their matched pace was as familiar—and dear—to Naomi as the woman wearing the other shoes.

“That better not be what I think it is,” Deena Ferrari said, narrowing her eyes at the pink bakery box in Naomi’s hands.

“Double chocolate birthday cake for my favorite assistant,” Naomi said, making a smooching noise in Deena’s direction.

“Reject,” Deena said.

“You can’t reject your birthday,” Naomi argued as Deena opened the glass door to Naomi’s corner office and followed her inside.

“Well, seeing as I’ve rejected it five years in a row now,” Deena said, crossing her arms beneath her bosom and sending an impressive amount of cleavage heaving upward in her leopard-print wrap dress, “I’ve gotten real good at it.”

“But wait, you haven’t seen the best part yet,” Naomi said, setting the cake on the desk, tossing her Hermès purse in her chair, and opening the box with a flourish.

Deena’s feet stayed firmly in place, her arms stubbornly crossed, and she craned her neck to see what it said.

Happy 35th!

Deena, who Naomi knew full well was not a day under forty-seven, grinned. “Birthday accepted.”

“Thought so,” Naomi said, flipping the lid closed so it could be taken to the break room for the employees to share.

“But no singing,” Deena said, lifting a red-manicured fingernail tipped with gold glitter. “And no candles.”

“Gifts?” Naomi asked.

“Gifts I will accept. But first, I have gifts for you . . .”

Naomi groaned as Deena held up a stack of sticky notes and gave them a little waggle.

“You’ve been dodging,” Deena said as Naomi moved her purse from her chair and dropped into it.

“Not on purpose,” Naomi said, putting her fingers to her temples. “Next time I decide to have my apartment lease and office lease end in the same month, slap me. Just right on the face. Housewives-style.”

“Happy to,” her assistant said, shuffling through her notes.

Deena probably meant it. The woman had always claimed that in a different life she’d have been a Jersey Shore cast member. And while it was true that Deena loved her drama, she was crazy efficient, though one wouldn’t know it from looking at her. Four years ago, after Naomi’s first assistant had left the corporate world to raise her two kids in Brooklyn, Deena had come into Maxcessory headquarters with no appointment, no resume, and way too much perfume.

Deena had never worked in an office and definitely hadn’t known the first thing about typing—even if she had, her mile-long nails would have made it difficult. But the born-and-bred Jersey girl had something Naomi respected more than experience. She’d had style.

Deena Ferrari had strutted into the office, chin high, lip gloss glittery. Her black dress had been fitted and fabulous, the heels of her ankle boots sky-high. And though the woman was extra in just about every way, Naomi’s eagle eye, always primed to assess someone’s accessory game, had caught that Deena’s wrist had the perfect amount of bangles. Noticed that she’d skipped the necklace in order to let her chandelier earrings have the attention they’d deserved.

And after a stream of recent college grads in their interview suits, stud earrings, mid-height pumps, and canned answers, Deena had been the breath of heavily perfumed air Naomi had needed. She’d hired Deena on the spot and never looked back.

“How’s the team feeling about the move?” Naomi asked, spinning slowly in her chair.

Deena shrugged. “Excited. Much as they adore you and believe in Maxcessory, the desk sharing and fighting for the two conference rooms was wearing on everyone.”

“I just feel bad we’ve got this weird monthlong hiatus in between leases,” Naomi said.

Deena gave her an incredulous look. “Seriously? You think that your boss telling you you’ll have to work from home isn’t everyone’s dream?”

“Really?” Naomi asked, startled.

“Absolutely. Conference calls in jammies, and no dealing with the F train at six on a Monday night? They’re thrilled.”

“Yeah, well, trust me, the luster wears off,” Naomi muttered. “Two years of working out of my tiny studio apartment trying to get this business off the ground nearly killed me.”

“Sure, but you have to admit sometimes you wish you could work in yoga pants and no bra.”

Naomi gave Deena a look. “When was the last time you forwent the bra?”

Deena shimmied her pushed-up 46DDs in Naomi’s direction, but she knew one of Naomi’s stalling tactics when she saw it.

“Be quiet and listen to your messages.” Deena dove right in. “Movers are trying to push the relocation up by three days, wouldn’t give me a good reason. I’m assuming I can tell them to stick to the contracted date or go straight to hell?”

“Rephrase, but yeah.”

“Dry cleaner called. They couldn’t get the wasabi off your white blouse with the bow.”

“Damn,” Naomi muttered. “I love that shirt.”

“You’ve got your annual lady doctor appointment next Friday, massage on Tuesday, your hair girl needed to move your appointment from Wednesday to Friday . . . all that’s on your calendar . . .”

Deena placed the sticky notes in front of Naomi as she read them, having learned by now that Naomi was more likely to absorb things when they were literally right in front of her face.

“Claire called,” Deena continued. “Said to remind you that you’re meeting at Audrey’s at six tonight before the movie . . . ?”

There was a slight question in Deena’s tone, and Naomi knew her assistant was wildly curious about the two women who had come into Naomi’s life over the summer, seemingly out of nowhere, and become her fast friends in just a couple of months.

Naomi didn’t answer the unasked question. She trusted Deena implicitly, considered her assistant a loyal friend. But there were some things you just couldn’t explain to other people. The fact that you’d become friends with the wife and girlfriend of your late lover was one of them.

Naomi, Claire, and Audrey might not have known of one another’s existence until the day of Brayden’s funeral, but they’d made up for lost time with frequent brunches and wine nights. Naomi liked to imagine that knowing the three women he’d betrayed had bonded was torturing Brayden Hayes from his front-row seat in hell.

Deena moved on to her next note. “Dylan Day called again, stupid name but—”

Naomi bumped her head against the back of her chair repeatedly in agitation. “That dude will not let up!”

“For what it’s worth, I think you should go for it,” Deena said.

“You’d think differently if it was your life they wanted to make into a TV series,” Naomi muttered.

“Au contraire,” Deena said, waggling her eyebrows. “I’m counting on them wanting to include your Italian diva of an assistant as an integral part of your success.”

“You know that they won’t let you play yourself, right? They’re angling for one of those ‘inspired by a true story’ directions, not a documentary.”

“Just wait until he meets me,” Deena said confidently. Then she frowned. “Wait, he’s not gay, is he? That’ll hurt my chances.”

“No idea.”

“Well, what does your gaydar tell you? It’s not as good as mine, but if he’s one of the obvious ones . . .”

“I don’t know because I haven’t met him.”

Deena’s mouth dropped open. “But the network’s been after you for weeks for this.”

Naomi shrugged. “I’ve been dodging.”

“But why? This is how legends are made, babe. You could be an actual Netflix binge-watch.”

Maybe. But the Naomi Powell story was hardly the fairy tale they were hoping for. Or maybe it was. It was just that the early stages had been a hell of a lot grittier than Cinderella. And the later stages had no Prince Charming in sight.

“I’ll call him back,” Naomi said firmly, reaching for the sticky note and letting Deena know the conversation was closed. For now.

“Last message,” Deena said, reading the final pink Post-it Note in her hand. “And it’s a weird one. Some lady called saying you’d been approved for an interview with the co-op board. I thought you already found your new place?”

Naomi frowned. “I did. I signed the lease for that condo in Tribeca last week. Did Ann indicate that there’d been some sort of issue?”

“Wasn’t Ann. This woman was Victoria, and the apartment she was talking about was Upper East Side, not Tribeca.”

Naomi wrinkled her nose. “Upper East Side?”

After her experience with Brayden, she wanted nothing to do with the haughty, old-money part of Manhattan.

Deena’s brown eyes scanned the note. “Yup. Building name is 517 Park Avenue?”

Naomi had been rotating slightly back and forth in her spinning chair, but she went still at the address. The familiar address. “What did you say?”

Naomi heard the sharp note in her tone, and Deena apparently did, too, because she gave Naomi a startled look. “You know it?”

Yeah, she knew it, all right.

And it was exactly that lurid part of her past that Dylan Day would just love to get his hands on.

And exactly the part that Naomi had spent a decade trying to forget.
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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 26

Naomi could have handled it over the phone, but in the end her curiosity got the best of her.

Which was stupid. She should have been packing up her office and her apartment, preparing for a double move. To say nothing of the fact that eventually she’d have to deal with the production company that wanted to turn her life into a prime-time special. And that wasn’t counting all the other stuff that came along with running your own billion-dollar company.

Instead?

Instead, Naomi quietly slipped out of the office at noon on Wednesday, and rather than grabbing her usual sushi lunch or favorite Niçoise salad at her favorite Lower East Side bistro, she found herself heading uptown.

To an apartment building she hadn’t thought about in years.

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She had tried not to think about it for years. She’d been mostly successful—except for the times when her mom’s relentless bitterness had gotten under Naomi’s skin, forcing her to remember.

Naomi paused outside the building and studied the facade of 517 Park Avenue. It looked . . . the same. Which was probably the point. Here on the Upper East Side, prewar architecture wasn’t considered old; it was dignified. The highest praise in this part of town.

And just like that, as though a cloud had passed over her, Naomi felt herself change. It was as though the Stella McCartney dress, the shoes and purse that independently cost more than the rent on her first apartment, disappeared.

As though she were no longer Naomi Powell, the hotshot “girl boss” who had taken corporate America by storm.

Instead, she was Naomi Fields. The bony nine-year-old girl in hand-me-down clothes who didn’t belong in this part of town and had been reminded of it every damn day.

Grinding her teeth against the memory, Naomi straightened her shoulders and marched up the steps, chin held high.

The foyer smelled familiar, but she ignored the familiarity as she announced herself to the doorman and was pointed toward the small office to the right that she’d always darted past as a girl. The gray-haired woman behind the old-fashioned secretary’s desk was somewhere between middle-aged and senior citizen and probably had been for a very long time.

She peered at Naomi over her glasses. “May I help you?”

“I’m Naomi Powell. I have an appointment?”

“Yes, of course,” the woman murmured, turning toward a pile of manila file folders to her right and handing the top one to Naomi.

“Your interview is scheduled at twelve thirty. Have a seat in the office to your left, and take a moment to review your file. We received it by mail, which is why it’s a bit wrinkled.”

The censure in the woman’s tone was clear, but Naomi ignored it. What she should have asked was why she even had a file in the first place, by mail or otherwise.

Instead she nodded and took the file, going into the office indicated—a stuffy little sitting room with even stuffier furniture, and sat in a chintz chair opposite a large wooden desk. She opened the folder.

Her breath whooshed out. Not at the application itself—that was run-of-the-mill—but at the handwriting on the application. Her late mother’s penmanship had always been the most dignified thing about her. Elegant, swooping script that belied Danica Fields’s tattoos, chain-smoker’s hack, and coarse accent.

“Oh, Mom,” Naomi whispered quietly, running a finger over her name. “What did you do?”

A quick scan through the stack of papers confirmed Naomi’s fears: her mother had applied on Naomi’s behalf to live here, in the very building that her mother had mostly referred to as the Hellmouth.

Naomi’s gaze found the signature at the bottom of the page. As expected, it was her own name but written in her mother’s precise cursive. She looked at the date beside the signature: March 21.

Six months ago. And just two weeks before her mother’s death.

Swallowing around the lump in her throat, Naomi closed the folder, clasped her hands in her lap, and waited.

And waited.

After five minutes, she began watching the old-fashioned clock on the wall that ticked tauntingly at her. After ten, she began glaring at the clock.

Whoever was “interviewing” her was late.

Naomi stood, intending to tell the woman at the front desk that she didn’t have time for this. Heck, she didn’t even want it in the first place. Naomi didn’t need an apartment. Especially one that, given the date on her mother’s application, had a six-month waiting list.

And even if she did need a place to live, she wouldn’t have come to a stodgy place like this, which probably used the word pedigree when deciding whom to accept.

Although, if Naomi was honest with herself, the very thing she disdained about these people was the reason she was here in the first place. She had an almost-morbid curiosity to see if they’d accept her application.

Because although her pedigree was more mutt than pure breed, she was a mutt with a diamond collar. In the eight years since its launch, Maxcessory had gone from a tiny one-woman gig out of her East Village studio to a thriving business with seven-figure funding, hundreds of employees, and offices in New York and San Francisco and soon to open in Los Angeles.

If the co-op wanted to reject her application, she’d make them do it to her face, make them say out loud that her blood wasn’t blue enough. Because God knew her money was certainly green enough.

But before she could go tell the receptionist to shove it, she heard voices. The first belonged to the receptionist, Victoria, but the second was the gravelly rumble of a man’s voice. Her interviewer, perhaps?

Whoever it was, he was apparently unaware—or didn’t care—that the door was open a crack and she could hear every word of their conversation.

“Find someone else to do it,” the man demanded. “The co-op process is archaic.”

Naomi raised her eyebrows. She didn’t disagree, but it was hardly the attitude she’d been expecting.

“Don’t be a child,” the woman said in a bossy tone. “Get in there and interview the girl.”

“Have Doreen do it. She loves this stuff.”

“She’s in Miami with her latest boy toy. The Italian.”

Naomi’s eyes lifted. Well done, Doreen.

There was a soft curse. “What about Janet? Or Ned? They both get off on asking candidates who their ‘people’ are.”

“They’ve already done more than their fair share of interviews. We had hundreds of applicants, and more than fifty passed the initial screening. Everyone has to take a turn with the interviews, and they told me to give you this one.”

“Why?” the man grunted.

“I don’t have the faintest idea, but the poor thing’s been in there close to twenty minutes. Here’s her paperwork. Just pretend to consider her, and then we can all go on with our day.”

Naomi’s eyes narrowed. Pretend to consider her? How was she out of the running already?

Because you’re trash. And they can sense it.

Naomi closed her eyes against the voice. She thought she’d stifled that sliver of her subconscious years ago, but something about this damn building . . .

Naomi had just a split second to whip her head around and feign ignorance before the door was shoved open. She waited with her hands folded as the man entered, slamming the door shut again with just enough force to make it clear he did not want to be here.

Naomi crossed her legs, staring demurely ahead as the man walked around to the other side of the desk. She watched as he dropped a briefcase by his feet and slapped the folder onto the desk before lowering himself to the leather chair opposite her.

He impatiently flipped the folder open, scanning until he apparently found her name, because he said it out loud with gruff irritability. “Naomi Powell.”

Naomi inhaled ever so slightly and forced her expression into what she hoped was placid politeness and raised her eyes to his.

Her breath whooshed out again as her gaze collided with a searing one.

It wasn’t that the man was good-looking, although he was—distractingly so. Thick brown hair, a face with no hint of five o’clock shadow to better show off the masculine edge of his jawline, broad shoulders . . .

And light blue eyes she’d know anywhere.

Mostly in her nightmares.

And memories.

Naomi thought she’d come today prepared for anything. Anyone.

But never had she let herself consider the possibility that her interview would be with Oliver Cunningham. Never had she imagined that the boy who’d tormented her mercilessly during their childhood would once again hold her fate in his hands.
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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 26

Oliver stared in irritated puzzlement at the redhead currently glaring across the desk like she was trying to crush his windpipe Darth Vader–style.

Naomi . . . what was her last name again? He glanced once more at the paperwork. Powell. First impression? Slightly scary. Well, no. That was second impression. His first impression of the woman had been hot. Very, very hot.

Regardless, Naomi Powell was not what he’d expected when Vicky had strong-armed him into conducting this BS interview. For starters, the hair was all wrong. He’d been prepared for silver, not vibrant red. The rest of her was vibrant as well. The people in this building weren’t exactly prone to outbursts of sentiment, but she seemed to crackle with emotion.

Most of the time, Oliver Cunningham didn’t mind living in 517 Park Avenue. Sure, most of the people acted like their silver spoon had been shoved where the sun never shined. And yes, he was the youngest resident by a good thirty years.

But there were upsides. The board had agreed to let him tear down the wall between his kitchen and living room to create a rare, open-concept home on Park Avenue. The change made room for his top-of-the-line kitchen and seventy-inch flat-screen. And though he didn’t particularly relish the “bragging rights” of living in the same building he’d grown up in, he appreciated that he could care for his father while still maintaining his own life. Sort of.

In other words, his place of residence was tolerable. Most of the time.

But then, there were times like now. Times when a rare vacancy occurred and the whole damn building turned more ridiculous than a sorority during rush. As Oliver saw it, the co-op process was little more than an opportunity for octogenarians of the Upper East Side to assert their flawless lineage, delighting in making those who didn’t have some obscure connection to a Vanderbilt or Rockefeller feel inferior.

Oliver tried not to have any part of it, but he’d caved for Vicky’s sake. It wasn’t the longtime receptionist’s fault that with Oliver’s mother dead and his father out of commission, the Cunningham co-op duties fell to him. Like it or not, he had to step up. And to be clear, he did not like it. But since it would be Vicky’s head on the chopping block if Oliver didn’t obey orders and conduct the damn interview, here he was.

Still, Oliver hadn’t been expecting her.

In addition to the red hair and strange animosity coming off her in waves, her face was . . . captivating. She was attractive in that intriguing “look again” kind of way. Her eyes were wide and blue and tilted at the corners, her mouth full and lush and a little bit sulky at the moment. Plenty of freckles that, as far as he could tell, she’d made no effort to cover with heavy makeup. Different from the perfectly symmetrical, made-up features he was used to seeing.

Still, none of this quite explained the death glare Naomi had locked on him. Generally speaking, Oliver didn’t tend to elicit strong emotional reactions from women. Mostly he got a lot of exasperated sighs preceding long, calm dissertations about his inability to demonstrate emotion, followed by a bland parting of ways.

There was nothing bland about this woman.

Instinct took over, and years of following formal societal rules demanded Oliver extend his hand across the desk. “Ms. Powell. I’m Oliver Cunningham.”

Her hesitation was plain, and for a baffling moment, he thought she might actually refuse his handshake.
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