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A PERFECT MATCH IS HARD TO FIND
She's an expert at making perfect matches. Until she meets hers.
The lonely single men of Seattle have a problem—a shortage of eligible women. Across the county, Manhattan has the opposite problem, a shortage of eligible men. Sexy Seattle billionaire and entrepreneur Lazer Grayson thinks he has the perfect solution. Now all he needs is a little cooperation from Manhattan's premier matchmaker, a beautiful, seductive woman he wants desperately. For a lot more than her matchmaking skills.
Manhattan matchmaker Ashley Harte has never seen the New York marriage market so desperate. With so few men in her matchmaking pool, she has to turn away female clients. Which is very bad for business. And her reputation. Will hot billionaire Lazer Grayson's proposal be her path to matchmaking success? Or will he break her heart?
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CHAPTER 1
"There are certainly not so many men of large fortune in the world, as there are pretty women to deserve them."—Jane Austen: Mansfield Park
L azer Grayson
Seattle, Washington
Sex. Food. Sleep. There's a myth out there that guys think about sex once every seven seconds. It's just that—a myth. No reliable studies have confirmed it. When someone finally got around to doing at least a rudimentary experiment, the results were startling. Guys think about sex only an average of 18.6 times a day. Or a little less than once an hour. About the same amount as they think about food and sleep. And, as one report concluded, "Men are about as likely to develop a meaningful relationship with a high-def shot of a cheeseburger as with a picture of a woman."
I cry foul. Have you ever seen a mechanic shop whose walls were plastered with photos of naked cheeseburgers? Suppliers who send out calendars with food in provocative positions to their clients at Christmas?
No? Neither have I.
I would add, What kind of women are these guys ogling that a cheeseburger beats them out on the salivation scale?
Sex. Business. Money. Those are my top three. And I think of each of them a hell of a lot more than once an hour. Which one wins the hourly total depends on the time of day and the markets.
I have a low BMI, a fat wallet, and a reputation as a playboy. That gives you some kind of hint how I often I think about sex compared to food. I'm a billionaire. That's not a brag, just a fact. With the money and notoriety comes a fair share of groupies and beautiful women who are attracted to power and money.
I'm human and subject to temptation, so of course I've indulged my appetite. What kind of masochist could resist a delicious cheeseburger when it was wafted beneath his nose? I'm not a monk. Nor on a diet.
What can I say? I love women. They fascinate me. All those lush curves and intricacies of emotions that guys lack.
They also baffle me. I enjoy the challenge and the mystery of them. What fun would life be if we understood everything?
While I love pursuing them, I'm not big on commitment. Too many variations of cheeseburgers still to try, if you know what I mean. I was still looking for the elusive one that would permanently sate my hunger for any other. And not give me heartburn.
I started out life as a geek guy. A gamer. A programmer. A quiet guy the girls didn't notice. Over the years, as I've earned my wealth, I've also improved my social skills and honed my reputation as a ladies' man. I've been named Seattle's Hottest Bachelor. Twice. To be honest, the geek guy part of me still can't believe the billionaire me scores so easily.
Lately, though, business has consumed my thoughts. And food and sleep were creeping up there, vying for the most-thought-about category. Especially sleep. My kingdom for a good, straight consecutive eight hours of it. Business stopped for no man. And the markets had been as flighty and temperamental as a woman in the throes of PMS.
A hot August Friday was waning into evening as I left the office a little before six. Early for me. I was beaten up and beat, period. Sleep. Sleep. Sleep. Three times in less than a second. Damn you, sleep. You really were edging out sex.
My office was in the heart of downtown Seattle on Mercer Street. There were dozens of bars and hotspots I could have headed to. Plenty where I was a regular. A few where the girl-to-guy ratio was decent on any given Friday. By Seattle standards, anyway. But I wanted a drink before crashing, not a pickup. Again, not to brag, but women hit on me shamelessly.
Unsurprisingly, the taproom of Mercer Street Micro Distillery was packed. With men. Its location near Amazon and the high-tech companies of the city made it extremely popular with the male-heavy workforce in the area. Its booze and the large-screen TVs tuned to sports appealed to guys. Every table and seat was taken, and the crowd spilled out to outdoor seating.
I squeezed my way in past the crush. Mercer Street Micro had a good selection of food. If you were in the mood for a laugh, and something definitely lowbrow, try their home-cut tater tots topped with a fried egg, over easy. Dip your taters in runny yolk. There was something.
I wasn't particularly hungry. Food wasn't going to hit my top three today. I didn't want to be weighed down during my evening workout. One quick drink to unwind before heading home and I was out of here.
A Mariners game played on the TVs strategically hung overhead. The Ms were winning. But no one was watching. The guys were all on edge, watching something else out of the corners of their eyes while pretending to be into the game. The air was charged with testosterone. Sexual desperation. And fear. That special kind of fear of rejection that glues guys to their seats, makes their pulses race, their mouths dry, their fantasies soar, and renders them spineless idiots unable to approach a woman. Tonight most of these guys would be sleeping alone with their game consoles on.
If I licked my finger and held it in the air, I would have felt the zap of energy all that restraint and desire created. Someone really should harness it. I had the feeling it was better than hydro and more reliable than solar. Especially here. Megawatts of sexual power radiated in that small distillery, looking for an outlet.
I have a pretty decent radar regarding women, especially hot ones. Were we in the presence of a unicorn? Had some stray attractive, unattached woman actually wandered into this gin joint? I, personally, had never encountered one here before. No wonder the herd was restless.
Interesting as it was, the guys' fear and loneliness weren't my problem. But, as someone who'd overcome his natural feelings of inferiority, their insecurity was amusing to watch. And heartbreaking and embarrassing at the same time. I felt for them. Seriously. I did.
But come on, guys. Grow a pair. Give me a soapbox. I'll give you a pep talk.
I glanced around at the mostly techie crowd. Educated, intelligent, geeky guys rendered mute by the essence of a beautiful woman. If I inhaled deeply enough, I bet I'd even catch a whiff of her perfume. I'd lay money it was laced with pheromones, too.
I reconsidered my plan to polish off a drink quickly. My home gym could wait. Maybe I'd grab my complimentary bowl of popcorn and watch the show for a few. I could use a little entertainment. See if anyone eventually got up the nerve and went after the unicorn. She had to be around here somewhere.
You could say the distillery catered to guys. But you'd be wrong. In principal, anyway. It was as desperate for female clientele as its usual customers were for female companionship. More women would mean more men. And more money flowing into the tills. And more of a rep as the place to go. And the ability to expand. Ah, the goal of every entrepreneur.
I made my way toward the bar, looking for the owners, Mark and Cary. Either of them could talk your ear off about the technical details of making grain alcohol. They were masters. The walls were covered with ribbons they'd won for their spirits.
Mark and Cary were doing their damnedest to attract the female crowd. They really were. A glance at the menu and the happy hour specials would tell you that. Why else would a place like this serve lemon drops in ice cups? At these ridiculously low prices. No guy was going to order one.
Boys. Boys. You need the help of a master, I thought. If only I had time.
As I glanced around, I counted a total of ten women in the crowd of over a hundred. Nine of them with guys. Two of the ladies were ugly as sin. All right. Fine. Call me crass. Say I'm a chauvinist. Tell me I'm a douche. But the truth was what it was. One a scale of one to ten, they were a minus three. I'd never say that aloud, of course.
But give me a break. No makeup? They weren't even trying. A little lipstick, at least, please. Even some colored lip balm would do.
Another four were at least two attractive points below their partners. And remember, we're talking techie geeks, not GQ here. These ladies were clearly dating up. Remember, I loved these guys. There were my kind of guys. They worked for the companies I invested in. They designed the video games I loved. The apps I used. I admired their work. Their imagination. And their skill with code. I was on their side. For all my acquired savoir-faire, I still was a geek at heart.
The odds were not in their favor tonight.
I spotted her. Our unicorn. The girl who was going to be the object of many wet dreams and shower fantasies tonight. She was sitting at the bar, legs crossed as she perched elegantly on a barstool.
So this was what all the fuss was about. I had to admit, she was scorching. My dick went hard at the sight of her. If she had this effect on a playboy like me, who got his share of action, I could only imagine what she was doing to the other guys in the place.
Her long, dark hair cascaded over her shoulders in waves, and brought out a deep desire to run my fingers through it. I balled my fists. She wore a formfitting red dress and sparkling gold stiletto heels. The thing about heels, the reason they're so sexy, is that they level the average height difference between men and women. It makes guys think about doing the woman standing up. Anyway, that was what it made me think about. Anyone could see she was from out of town and out of just about everyone's league. She might have been easy picking. If she hadn't been so sophisticated.
Yes, she knew what she was doing, dressed in red. If you're a brunette in a dim bar, you have to wear striking colors to stand out. Otherwise, the blonds and their hair that's bright under the lights outshine you. This brunette clearly knew how to attract attention.
It was patently obvious what the big deal was about. We not only had a unicorn, but a totally unapproachable one. Although the taproom was full, the seats on either side of her were open. The guys had definitely put her on a pedestal and on display. It was obvious to the casual observer that fear of rejection ruled the day. If I'd been in on private conversations around the room, I'd have been willing to bet there was a lot of betting going on, ribbing, and even more dares and drinking for courage.
Every guy in this place was sizing up every other guy and trying to determine who was the best looking. Who had the best chance. And every guy was coming up short in his own estimation. My money was on a unicorn of another kind—some unthinking fool who wasn't afraid of rejection making a doomed move on her.
I went to the far end of the bar from the woman and ordered whiskey, neat. Both Mark and Cary were working behind the counter, busy and distracted. Probably as much by the unicorn as anyone. Mark waved at me. But there was little chance of a dissertation on the fine points of making gin today.
I knew the bartender, too. He slid a bowl of popcorn my way as he nodded toward the woman. "She's been here half an hour. Caused a stir the moment she walked in. I feel kind of sorry for her. No one's had the nerve to approach her yet." His tone held a note of encouragement. As in, Go get 'em, tiger!
I laughed. "Don't look at me. I'm just here for a drink."
"Do I need to take your temperature? What's wrong with you, man? I thought we could count on our resident ladies' man." He gave her a sidelong glance. "Look at the poor thing, all alone. Women usually travel in packs. Makes it hard to approach them. You'd think somebody could work up the nerve to talk to a lone woman. She could use some company."
I glanced at her again. She was smiling at one of the guys across the room. She had a beautiful smile. Sexy. Seductive. Fun. It lit her whole face. Ladies, take note: guys love women who smile. Cut the sultry bullshit and just bestow a smile on us. There's enough bad shit in the world. We want sunshine. Joy. Someone who knows how to laugh. Who wants a sourpuss?
He arched a brow. "Losing your edge?"
I brushed him off with a dismissive wave of my hand. He walked away laughing.
The woman looked calm enough. But the bartender was right. It had to be uncomfortable being on display like that. She had to feel all those eyes on her.
I sipped my whiskey and watched her as the alcohol settled pleasantly over my senses. She smiled at me, directly catching my eye and holding it for a good five seconds before looking away.
I'd just been summoned. Nice try. But I wasn't a puppy. When I didn't make a move in the next few minutes, she tried the old smile trick on another unsuspecting male. I thought his eyes were going to pop right out of his head. His Adam's apple bobbed. The guy was a basket case. But he didn't have any more nerve than the rest of the men around. Or maybe he was just clueless to the way signaling worked. He stayed glued to his seat.
She tried the trick on other men. I tried not to smile at the antics of the guys in the bar. The ones who caught that smile walked past and kept going, losing their nerve before making contact. The look of her pretty face as she lost potential conquest after potential conquest. She was more bemused than dejected.
Interesting.
She was exactly the kind of fresh-faced beauty every guy dreams of. Not overly made up. Natural looking in a way that took skill with makeup. No one looked that good just rolling out of bed.
The enchantress reached into her purse. A lipstick case clattered to the floor at her feet. She was getting desperate now. This was a cue for someone, anyone, to approach and play knight gallant. Actually, it was more a ploy. A cheap trick.
When no one made a move, I gave up, mentally shaking my head. What kind of a sign did these guys need? A billboard?
I grabbed my glass and slid off my barstool. I reached her and bent to pick the lipstick up just as she leaned over to grab it. Our fingers brushed. We nearly knocked heads.
I got to her lipstick first. "I believe you dropped this." I handed it to her as we both stood up. "Throwing down the gauntlet? That's a gutsy move in this crowd."
When she turned her gaze on me, her eyes were arresting and danced with amusement. Large. Deep brown. Interested. Her smile was an absolute delight, full of devilment. And there was just a hint of a spray of freckles across her nose that her makeup didn't quite hide.
At this close distance, the small flaws in her face were evident. She wasn't flawless after all. Just very good with makeup. A real artiste. Her imperfections made her more human and gave her face character. Who wanted a perfect woman?
"Just clumsy." Her voice was silken and smooth, with the slightest accent of a New Yorker.
Which explained the city sophistication.
"What kind of a fool to you think I am?" I grinned back at her. "Don't play coy with me. That was a call to action."
"Was it?" One corner of her mouth turned up. She was trying not to break out laughing.
"Too innocent," I said. "You've been calling me since I walked in."
She shrugged one shoulder. "I'll work on it." She paused and glanced around meaningfully at the crowded taproom, as if they amused her. "What does a girl have to do to get noticed around here?"
She pointed to the empty stool next to her. "It's like I have the plague or something. I didn't realize Seattle was such a cold city. Join me?"
"Oh, you're noticed," I whispered in her ear as I slid onto the barstool next to hers. "But you're intimidating."
She looked both startled and delighted by that. "Me? How so?"
"You're much too gorgeous." I grinned, enjoying myself.
"I didn't peg you as the kind of guy who fed a girl a line as soon as he meets her."
"A line?" I shook my head. "Is that what you call the honest truth these days?" I leaned closer to her and spoke in her ear over the din of the bar. "Your beauty makes you unapproachable, whether you believe it or not.
"Every guy in the taproom has his eye on you and would love to make a move. If he could just screw up his courage. But they know every other guy is watching you, too. That makes any move he makes public. No one wants to be shot down in front of all their peers and look like a fool. It's just too damn risky."
Her answering smile was radiant. "And you? You're not afraid."
I shrugged. "This isn't a move. I'm not hitting on you. Just being friendly. And hoping to have a nice chat with a woman who looks like an interesting person."
"You really do know what to say." She gave me an admiring look.
I held out my hand. "Lazer Grayson. Welcome to Seattle. New Yorker?"
She blew out a breath. "Manhattan. But I'm a transplant from the Midwest." She paused. "Don't tell me I've picked up an accent."
"It's very slight."
She studied my face in the most flattering way. "Nice to meet you, Mr. Seattle's Hottest Billionaire." She laughed again and slid her hand into mine as her bracelets jingled brightly on her wrist.
Her touch shouldn't have affected me as much as it did. She wasn't as beautiful as many of the women I'd dated. Or slept with. But there was something magnetic and fun about her.
"Ashley Harte." She gave my hand a firm shake and released it too soon.
Going so long without sex was catching up with me. Sex. Sex. Sex!
"So you've heard of me?" I joked, secretly pleased. People did recognize me. I was a local celebrity. I'd been featured in Forbes, Money, and Inc. But celebrity was a soul-crushing thing. One could never tell who would recognize you and who wouldn't. Even though my buddies teased me about my ego, I never assumed.
Ashley made a quick, dismissive gesture, almost modestly. "Your reputation precedes you." She paused, still studying me as if I was an exotic animal, and she a huntress.
I'd seen that look in the eyes of too many women. Sometimes it was a turn-on. Sometimes not, depending on the woman and my appetite at the time.
"To be fair, it's my business to know all about men like you," she said. "A billionaire in the wild is an exciting sighting. It could make my fortune."
"Now I'm intrigued. Buy you a drink?" I flagged the bartender without waiting for an answer. I turned to Ashley. "What are you drinking?"
"Apple craic on ice."
I hitched my thumb toward her. "One for the lady. And another whiskey for me." I turned back to her. "Apple craic?"
"The bartender told me it's a specialty of the distillery. They make it from Washington apples. When in Washington State…"
I nodded, impressed with her choice. Men like women who drink straightforward drinks. Like anything either neat or over ice. If this had been a brewery, or a regular bar, she would have gotten even more points for ordering a beer.
"I see," I said. "Apple everything. Playing tourist or here on business?"
"A little of both. This is my first time in Seattle." She hesitated.
The bartender set two drinks on the bar before us.
"This is where I ask what you do for a living." I grabbed my glass.
"That is the usual question." As she wrapped her long-fingered hand around her glass, I caught a whiff of her expensive perfume. Yeah, definitely packed with pheromones. "This is where it gets awkward."
She was lovely. Perfectly beautiful. Her hands were feminine and graceful. Her nails expensively manicured. And best of all, she was filled with almost childlike delight at our encounter, and doing a good job of holding it at bay. And yet she was anything but naïve.
"Awkward?"
She nodded. "Before I tell you, you have to promise you won't run for the hills."
"Are you a serial killer?" I said, amused. "Do you cut off men's balls for a living?"
She laughed again. "Worse. I'm a professional matchmaker."
It took a second for her words to register with me. I leaned away from her automatically. "Damn." I held my fingers up in a cross to ward her off.
She shook her head and laughed. "See! You just made my point. Men. They're such cowards when it comes to commitment and their own happiness."
I looked her directly in the eye. "Ad hominem attacks won't make your case. Why shouldn't we hide from you?"
"Denial won't make your case, either." She smiled so sweetly it took my breath away.
The buzz in the room was growing louder. The crowd on TV roared at something the Ms had done. She glanced at the TV overhead and whooped. "Go, Mariners!"
"You're a Mariners fan?" I gave her points for paying attention to the game.
"Usually I'm more of a Yankees fan. But when in Rome…"
Double points.
She yelled over the noise. "It's a proven, scientific fact that married men live longer than their single counterparts. You want to live a long time, don't you? Long enough to spend all your billions, anyway?"
"Babe, I couldn't spend all my billions in a dozen lifetimes."
I couldn't tell whether she was as aware as I was of the attention we were drawing. Every single guy in the place was listening and watching us. I had no desire to yell over the noise and broadcast our conversation to the masses.
I leaned close to her and whispered in her ear, catching the scent of her shampoo. She simply smelled delicious all the way around. "I'd love to continue our conversation someplace where we don't have to yell. I haven't eaten yet. Have you?"
Suddenly a cheeseburger was sounding pretty damn good.
She shook her head.
"Good. I'm starving." I grinned. "I know a quiet little place on Lake Union just a few blocks away. Fresh Dungeness crab cakes. Steaks. Clam chowder. My treat. Are you in?"
She grabbed her purse. "Lead the way."
As I closed out my tab for the evening, the game was still playing overhead. The Ms were up. Bottom of the fourth. Bases loaded. Two outs.
I took Ashley's elbow and guided her through the crowd as our batter took the box. As we stepped outside, the bar erupted in applause. The guys got to their feet in a standing O.
"The Ms must have scored," I said as I glanced back over my shoulder into the taproom.
Ashley laughed. "Don't be dense. They're applauding you. They think you've scored."
"No. No way. You're mistaken." I wasn't being falsely modest, either. I didn't believe her.
A gentle breeze was blowing off the lake. Ashley brushed a strand of hair out of her face and sighed in the most deeply satisfied manner I had ever seen. As if the satisfaction reached her very soul. "I love this town already! I think it might be the one."



        


CHAPTER 2
A shley
Oh, Lazer Grayson was so completely, wonderfully adorable and genuine. It was enough to make my jaded New Yorker heart burst with sunny, sappy clichés, and break out in song. And almost restore my faith in humanity in general. And men, specifically. For a man of the world, and a billionaire at that, he was so refreshingly naïve. He reminded me of…
Well, that wasn't fair. To any of us. I pushed those intruding thoughts away. But, try as I might, I couldn't shove the ripple of sexual awareness aside. This past year my sexual desire had been slowly returning. Inconvenient. Especially given my profession and situation. To be completely honest, I wasn't sure whether I was courting Mr. Grayson for my clientele. Or myself. The moment he sat down next to me at the bar, he'd taken my breath away. And I still hadn't completely recovered.
Living in New York City these last years, where straight, ambitious, college-educated men were at a premium, and seeing the dating climate through my clients' eyes, my ego and self-esteem had taken a savage beating. For years, my dead heart and lack of desire had been my solace. With my awakening heart, loneliness was creeping in. And damning hope. Maybe there was another soul mate out there for me somewhere. Though I didn't like to admit it to myself, maybe that hope was as much to blame for this trip as my desperation on behalf of my female clients.
I'd worked with enough clients to know the intricacies of human nature and spot a fake quickly. Lazer really believed his fellow Seattleites in the bar were cheering for their hometown baseball team, not their hometown stud. That was so…so modest of him. And hot.
I liked a man who wasn't so full of himself he couldn't see past his own ego. It had been a long time since I'd been in the presence of such an animal. I would have thought I had a unicorn on my hands. If not for those other delightful men at the distillery.
In New York, the other men sneer at a guy pairing off so early in the evening, not waiting to see if something better came along. If even half of Seattle men were anything like Lazer, and I sensed they were, the rumors and data about Seattle were true.
My pulse raced at the thought of getting out of this slump and taking Harte Mates to the next level. My Sweethartes, as I lovingly referred to my clients, could use some fresh choices. I'd taken such a public beating lately. It wasn't my fault desirable men were in short supply. I was having trouble in both arenas—attracting new male Sweethartes and finding desirable men for my database of possible matches for my female Sweethartes.
Inconveniently, in Lazer's presence, my pulse raced atrociously. As we were seated at the prime table with the best view in the house at what was obviously a pricey and exclusive restaurant, I could have died of happiness. In my wildest dreams, I would never have pictured being the dinner guest of a billionaire. Particularly this billionaire. He was like my fantasy quarry. If I could get him on my roster and make him a match…
Or into bed—
Wait! What was I thinking? No. Either were too far out of the realm of possibility. Just enjoy the moment, I told myself. Showing up on the arm of Lazer Grayson, Seattle's hottest, most eligible bachelor? Dizzying.
In New York, it was fantasy enough to be one of the lucky few women picked to go home with a straight guy at the end of any given Friday evening. Period.
The waiter handed us menus.
"It smells delicious. What's the absolute best dish on the menu? What do you recommend?" I asked as I opened mine and pried my gaze away from him.
His chiseled good looks, combined with his personal charisma, made it impossible to focus on the menu and not sneak another peek at him. Looking at him was like eating potato chips—just one more, please.
You can tell a lot about a man by how he handles a social situation like dinner. Is he confident? Will he make a decision? Defer? Reflect the question back at his companion? Bully his date into his choice of selection?
"Everything." Lazer's grin was the perfect combination of hot and sweet. The sensual tone of his voice made my toes curl. It had just the right tenor and held the perfect amount of amusement and charm. Not to mention, it was deep and sexy without veering into radio announcer territory. "There's not a bad pick on the menu."
He had an attentive way of looking at me that made me feel like he was completely fascinated with me. Tuned into me in a way no other man had. I was sure it was a practiced art and he looked at every woman that way. When it suited him.
I tried not to make too much of it. My mind was already running with possible brides for him. Any of my ladies would be completely swept away by him. Despite the dire shortage of successful, college-educated men in New York, I was extremely selective about which men I set my female clients up with. But Lazer would have to tame his player's ways and want to settle down before I could make any matches for him. Still, I'd seen it happen many times. Once a man decided it was time for a wife, he could commit if he wanted to.
"We have a saying here in Seattle—what's for salmon tonight?" Lazer grinned. Even his grin was seductive. "They make it just about any way you want here. If you're not into salmon, or have had your fill, then the crab cakes, definitely."
The waiter had been waiting patiently while we chatted. "May I start you on some drinks?"
Lazer deferred to me. "How about a bottle of wine?"
I nodded. "That sounds lovely."
"Mind if I take the liberty?"
"Please do."
"Red or white?"
"Either," I said.
It was a test. Again. Ordering wine is an art. And again, shows true colors. Will a guy fake knowledge? Will he order confidently? Show off? Order the most expensive thing? Try to make the woman feel she owes him? Although, in New York, that's almost a moot point. Men know they have the advantage.
Lazer ordered a local wine, one of the house specialties, and handed the drink menu to the waiter, who hurried off to fill our order. It wasn't the most expensive wine. Clearly he wasn't showing off. Even though the cost of anything on the drink menu was chump change to him.
"A matchmaker," he said with one eyebrow raised. His gaze skimmed my left hand. "And yet no ring. You aren't married? Ever heard of practicing what you preach?"
He was teasing, obviously. He didn't mean to be cruel. People never did. And how could they know? I got this a lot from clients and well-meaning people. I hated to answer. I dreaded the look in their eyes when I told them. I tensed, bracing for the pity.
"I did my duty." I smiled as brightly as I could. "I saved one man from himself and made him very happy. Unfortunately, he didn't live long enough to enjoy the full benefits of a long married life together." I took a deep breath. "I'm a widow."
Lazer took my hand where it rested on the table and gave it a firm, reassuring squeeze that was practically as warm and comforting as a hug. It was a surprising, tender, caring, thoughtful gesture. Not something I expected from a man of his reputation.
"I'm sorry." His voice had a genuine ring of sympathy.
He certainly did know how to handle women.
"You couldn't know," I answered automatically, hoping we hadn't just killed the evening.
"Any children?"
I shook my head. "No."
He nodded, looking uncertain what to say as he released my hand. "How long?"
"Five years. But you never really get over it."
His eyes were sympathetic, but there was no pity that I could see. His smile deepened. "That's a long time for a gorgeous woman like you to remain single."
I laughed. "Do you ever stop flirting?"
He was incorrigible. I was thankful he didn't make too much of it or ask too many questions. It was awkward talking about another man at dinner when you were interested in the one you were with. Even if the other man was your late husband. I tell my clients never to talk about their exes on the first date or encounter.
He looked startled. "I wasn't aware that I was."
At that moment, I loved him for his sweetness. Nothing about his manner was slimy or disrespectful.
"So. Matchmaker?" He lifted an eyebrow, prompting me to continue. "There must be a story there somewhere. Are they offering degrees in matchmaking from the Ivy Leagues now? Or the Seven Sisters?"
"Haha. I went to a public university."
"Sorry. My mistake. Is your degree in matchmaking a BA or a BS?" There was a lot of double entendre implication in the way he said BS.
I rolled my eyes. "You're a regular card."
He waited for me to continue.
"FYI, I have a bachelor of arts in business with a finance emphasis. And a minor in psychology and family studies."
He didn't look particularly surprised, but I had his interest.
"I've always been good at setting people up on dates. Since junior high, at least. I set Kendra and Steve up for senior prom and they were married a year later." I nodded. "They're still together.
"My grandma was a matchmaker. She didn't charge for her services. But she could have. If you wanted a spouse, you went to Etta and she found you one. Simple as that. She used to brag that she had a one-hundred-percent success rate. She taught me everything she knew." I smiled at the memory of her.
"When I went to college, my talent became obvious. The six couples I fixed up my first semester dated all through college. Five of them got married."
I temporarily lost myself in the joyful memories of helping my friends find lasting love. "Out of college I worked at a big corporation in the finance department. But I was very social, always planning office get-togethers and parties. Always trying to match the office singles up. After my husband was killed in action…"
I rarely brought Ruck up to strangers. Talking about him made me too emotional.
I took a deep breath, veering back off that forbidden topic. "I got a nice settlement from the life insurance company. I hated my finance job. I was looking for something that gave my life meaning. And tired of crunching numbers. So I took a chance on myself, apprenticed at a big agency, and finally started my own business doing something that makes me happy.
"Finding people's soul mates"—I couldn't help smiling—"it's just…thrilling. To see two formerly lonely people happy and making a life together…"
I shook my head, snapping myself out of my blissful trance that thinking about the people I'd helped always put me in. "I'm good at it." I laughed softly. "Who am I kidding? I'm the best." I grinned. "Before I knew it, I had a thriving business."
"Your passion for what you do is obvious." He smiled at me with an approving look in his eyes.
Men, listen up—women love it when you smile at them! If I could convince my male clients to smile more, my job would only be half as hard.
I nodded and scrunched my mouth to the side as thoughts of my recent troubles intruded. "It's been a fantastic business. Until lately." I sighed. "Things have gotten simply out of hand. The gap between the number of available men and available women has become too great. It's pandemic nationwide. But in New York!" I threw my hands up. "There's a complete dearth of available, educated, straight men in New York City."
I tried not to let my frustrations get the best of me. I wanted to impress this man. Way more than I should have. And not just on professional terms. I had plenty of high-powered clients who didn't rattle me. But just being near Lazer was thrilling.
"And the few that there are aren't willing to commit. To just about anything. Even a second date. And why should they when inferior men can have almost any woman they want at the snap of their fingers? It's a matchmaker's nightmare."
I had his attention now.
"Really?"
Too interested? Was he too interested?
I nodded. "Too many women wanting husbands. Too few men, and fewer still that want to settle down."
The waiter appeared with our wine. After the ritual of opening it, the waiter handed the bottle to Lazer, who poured us each a glass and ordered appetizers before our server disappeared.
"That's surprising. We have a lot of men here." He frowned, puzzling it out. "Too many. As you saw in the bar. And not enough women." He paused and the light bulb went off. "Wait. That's why you're here? Looking for men for your clients?"
"Not exactly. Verifying the rumors," I said, flirtatiously. "And thinking of expanding my business and becoming bicoastal. The thought of a market with so many men is terribly enticing." I resisted the urge to sigh, and smiled more deeply instead.
"I've been trying to convince my more desperate female clients to move to where the men are. And I hate to correct you, but Seattle doesn't actually have more college-educated men than women. It actually has slightly fewer. It just has a better ratio—closer to parity than almost anyplace in the country."
"Try convincing my single buddies and guy employees of that!" He shook his head. "From a local guy's perspective, it sure doesn't feel like it. You saw the ratio at the taproom. You felt the desperation…"
As he studied me, he got a look of appreciation for my skill. "Damn. You really are good. You picked a perfect hunting ground."
"Mmmmmm." I nodded. "The disparity is worse in the city. If you figure in the suburbs, the ratio in the Greater Seattle Metro area is nearly fifty/fifty.
"It seems counterintuitive. You'd think the suburbs would be full of married people, retirees, and families. But that just isn't the case. Not here in Seattle where single college-educated men still out-earn single women because men dominate the high-paying high-tech jobs. Which are in the city. That drives up rents in the city and sends the available single women to the suburbs.
"You might try telling your friends that. If they want to find a woman, they should frequent the bars in the suburbs." I took a sip of my wine. It was very good. I was impressed, and not only with his wine-picking skills. I'd met with a lot of wealthy men. Lazer's relative humility was refreshing.
"I'll pass it along."
I smiled, dreamily. I was making a good impression on him. Clearly, the way to his heart was to show off my business skills and knowledge. He was interested in what I was saying, and that was key. Women loved men who were interested in them and listened.
I looked into his eyes and said what was on my mind. "You Seattle men are so handsome! It's been a feast for the eyes since I arrived. In New York, the men are…they don't care how they look."
Lazer puffed his chest out, exaggeratedly peacocking for effect. "Why thank you!" he said in a deep, funny voice, and laughed. "And may I return the compliment. You New York women are gorgeous. If only we had more of you!"
I bit my tongue. I was on the verge of blurting out how adorable he was.
His eyes danced with amusement. His tone was teasing. "I hate to point this out, but you were in the taproom. You saw the guys. Do you need your eyes checked?" He cocked his head. "They're not exactly Hemsworth brothers."
"Compared to New York men, they most certainly are!" I was surprised at my own vehemence. "The men at the distillery were real guys. Sweetly insecure, masculine men, for all their geekiness. Did you see them in their skinny jeans and tailored shirts? With their hip beards neatly trimmed?"
I sighed and went all matchmaker dreamy at the thought of delicious Seattle men. The most delectable of them sitting across from me.
"Hipster is big here. It's just conformity. Fitting in." He looked confused by my obvious enthusiasm.
"Their flat guts," I said, ignoring his interruption and skepticism. "Their toned biceps." I shivered with pleasure. "They're working out at the gym!"
"Probably more like biking or hiking. Maybe jogging. We like our outdoor sports—"
"The point is—they're fixing up!" I was enraptured by thoughts of all the happy marriages I could facilitate. "Geeks and gamers. Nerds or princes. One and all. It's a direct consequence of the imbalance.
"When women are in short supply, men have to stay in shape and make an effort to attract the opposite sex. Their employers love it. Men actually work harder to get ahead when women are scarce. There are studies that prove it. But did you notice the women?"
He rolled his eyes and shuddered, mocking horror. "Did I! I live here, remember?"
I laughed at his horrified expression. "Exactly. Seattle women are like New York men. They weren't even trying. No makeup. Or very little, at best. And the way they were dressed!"
"Their cold attitude," he added. "Don't forget that. Seattle girls have a reputation for being cold as ice. They're always waiting for someone good to come on to them. They'll shoot you down in a heartbeat if they think they can get someone better. And they usually do think that. If the guys here are insecure, can you blame them?"
"Those poor, lovely, lonely men. I sympathize with them. I really do. I love men! I can make them happy—"
"You mean you can find them wives. I'm not sure that's the same thing." His eyes sparkled. They were beautiful, big, and dark. Sexily hooded. With long lashes. Why did men always get the good lashes?
"Shut up." I laughed. "Women here can afford to be cold and selective. As long as they're in demand, they can toss aside anyone who doesn't immediately appeal to them because there are plenty more to choose from. There's no rush.
"New York men have that attitude in spades. They outnumber the women by so much that it's ridiculous.
"You could see what I'm talking about play out at the bar, which was a microcosm of the city as a whole. The women who were attached were definitely dating above their attractiveness grade. Not that looks are everything…"
"But they help," he said.
"And they're generally the commodity women trade in. Even successful women. Men trade on their wealth and earning power." I looked him in the eye as I spoke. Flattering him, was I? Or just telling the truth? I was getting lost in the fun of flirting.
"Fascinating. In New York, the women are all like you?" Something in his tone of voice was totally flattering.
I laughed. "In New York, I'm very average."
I thought his eyes were going to pop out of his head.
"No. I'll never believe that." His voice and gaze were full of warmth and sincerity.
Do you know how long it had been since a man had sincerely complimented me? It was a simple thing, but so effective. So heart stopping and beautiful, partly because it wasn't a come-on. And partly because I believed it could be. I blinked back tears.
"Thank you." I paused, momentarily choked up and at a loss for words as I studied him.
His answering smile was beautiful. He knew how to give a woman his full attention, which I found intoxicating. It was so different from New Yorkers, who simply flit their gaze over you and discarded you as not a supermodel.
"How long are you here?" he said, breaking the silence.
"This is the last stop in my West Coast tour and fishing expedition." I was suddenly nervous. "I fly home tomorrow. Now if only I could convince some of my most vocal, disgruntled would-be clients to relocate here, I'd be in heaven. I'm turning women clients away at an alarming rate. I just can't find them matches in New York."
I couldn't tell whether he was disappointed or excited by the fact I wouldn't be hanging around. He had a reputation for one-night stands. And I was beginning to think he was the perfect man to break my celibacy streak with.
"Where else have you been?" he said casually. "Who's our competition when you give your recommendation to go west, young woman? Or decide to open a West Coast office."
"I flew here from Man Jose two days ago," I said. "Based on all the stats and info I'd read, they were my first choice—"
"Man Jose?" He laughed at the nickname.
I nodded and met his smile with one of my own. "It's one of the few cities in the country that actually has a surplus of successful, employed, educated, high-earning men."
"High-tech." He nodded. "Makes sense."
I set my wine glass down.
His interest was piqued. He studied me thoughtfully. "You said there's a shortage nationwide?"
I nodded. "Actually, worldwide. Even in China, where the male birthrate far surpassed the female rate for decades."
His eyes went wide with surprise. "What happened to all the college-educated guys? Where have they gone?"
I laughed. "That sounds like a song or a poem—where have all the good men gone?" I sighed, thinking it was too true.
"They haven't gone anywhere. Men just aren't going to college in the same numbers as women. In fact, the ratio of women to men who graduate from college with a bachelor's degree is fifty-seven to forty-three. That's the statistic bureaucrats like to use. Because it doesn't sound nearly as bad as when you put it into percentages.
"Percentagewise, approximately one-third more women graduate from college than men nationwide. And the gap continues to grow. As it has since 1983, the first year graduating women outnumbered graduating men."
He seemed to take that in. "But there are plenty of men in general. At least if my investments in video games are any indication. At birth, there are slightly more men. If more women are going to college than men, that means that blue-collar guys are in the same situation—there aren't enough blue-collar women for them, since so many of them have gone off to college."
I nodded, impressed. He was paying attention to what I was saying. Really listening. And he was interested.
"Very astute. Fortunately, blue-collar men aren't my problem. There are plenty of blue-collar men in New York. If I could convince some of my female clients to accept them as potential mates, I would. There are some lovely men going wanting. And some wonderful women going lonely because they won't 'lower their standards.'"
I sighed. I'd been down this road too many times before. Tried to convince women that wonderful marriages could be made if they would broaden their requirements.
"My female clients have worked hard and have big aspirations. They want a man that has the same. The mixed-collar marriage, as some experts are calling it, is the new forbidden marriage."
When I spoke, it was as if he was hanging on my words. To say it was flattering would be an understatement.
I liked him. I really liked him. He was handsome and hot. And he listened. He caught on quickly. I'd always loved intelligent men. For all my brave words, I wasn't into a mixed-collar marriage, either. Which was part of my problem. In New York, at twenty-nine I was aging out of my own female client age range. Even I wouldn't accept me as a client. I was getting too old to be a Sweetharte.
Not that I was thinking of settling down. Where had that even come from? I wasn't ready for a commitment, but my pulse hadn't raced like this in years. Not since…
Maybe all the male attention during the last few weeks had gone to my head. Maybe I was giddy with it. Maybe I was impressed with his money and it was coloring my feelings toward him. All I knew was that I found him very attractive. My pulse quickened and my sexual desire roared. Good thing I had a vibrator back at the hotel.
Here I was hoping to make him a client. And at the same time wanting to sleep with him in the worst way possible. Wanting to reach out and stroke his firm jaw. Hold his strong hand. Unbutton his shirt and discover the body beneath…
"It sounds like I'll have to move to New York if I ever change my mind and decide I want to find a wife."
Why was even his stubborn resistance to what was good for him so sexy?
"Now you're just teasing," I said. "As a billionaire, you know good and well you won't have any trouble finding a wife." I leaned forward. "The bigger question is whether you'll find the right wife. For a man like you, with a fortune on the line, that's the important thing.
"I can help you with that. I can find you a soul mate. You should sign up as one of my clients. My rates are very reasonable."
He lifted a brow and I laughed.
"I'm the best matchmaker in Manhattan, if not the country."
"And humble." He laughed. "I was wondering when you were going to give me the sales pitch."
Our appetizers arrived.
He waited until I served myself before helping himself. "Well? You're not going to convince me to engage your services based on price. I can afford anything I want." His gaze held mine. "If you want me for a client, you're going to have to convince me I need a wife."
"You do." I nodded, completely serious.
My heart beat like a rabbit's, fast and shallow. I couldn't decide what was more important—hooking him for a client or getting him into bed. Of all the men in Seattle, I had to want the one who was as much in demand as a straight, single man in Manhattan. And yes, I was struck by the irony of that name every day. Man-hattan indeed. Man-less-hattan.
To date, I hadn't been into the hookup culture in New York. I wasn't that kind of girl. In fact, I hadn't dated at all since my widowhood. Mostly from lack of desire. But also, why bother in such a saturated market? But this man, this beautiful man, had awakened something wild and crazy in me.
Crazy for me, anyway. The thought of a hookup was all over my mind. Just one night. Some hot sex. No commitment. No prying eyes. No gossip. Then home to Manhattan, where I'd never see him again. No guilt that I was falling out of love with my late husband. Just sex. Sleeping with a billionaire—wouldn't that be a perfectly delicious experience to have?
"You really do need a wife. For your health and safety." I shifted my position and "accidentally" brushed his foot with mine. When he pressed his closer to mine in a definite show of interest, my pulse roared into action. I knew the rules of dating all too well.
This may have been Seattle, where women had the advantage over men. But the rules didn't apply to a billionaire like him. He may not have been aware, but while we dined, he was attracting the attention of several attractive single women around the restaurant and the nearby bar. If I wanted to secure a night with him, I would have to make it obvious that he'd have a better time with me. Or I'd end up alone in my hotel room sleeping with the television on.
But first, I had to pitch my matchmaking services to him one last time or I'd never forgive myself. "Number one—as I was saying in the taproom, happily married men live longer than single men. Singles are five times more likely to die of infectious disease and almost forty percent more likely to die of heart disease. They're even twice as likely to die accidentally. Some studies suggest the mortality is as much as two hundred and fifty percent higher among single men than it is among married men."
"Now I'm a thrill-seeker?" His foot caressed mine. "I like living dangerously. You know your statistics."
"Sorry! I'm a bit of a statistics geek." I shrugged. "I have a good memory for facts and figures. It comes in handy in the job."
"I believe the keyword here is the word 'happily,'" he said, returning to the original topic of conversation. "How much shorter are unhappily married men's life spans than their single counterparts?" He rested his hand on the table.
I placed my hand on the table next to his. "That's where I come in. I'll find you the right wife."
He shook his head. "Maybe I'm not concerned about living a long time, just living well. What else have you got?"
"Being married increases your earning power." I touched my knee to his beneath the table.
He laughed. "You think I need more billions? I beg to differ with your assertion. The wrong wife could take me for a pile of money. If things end badly."
"We're not talking about the wrong wife. I have sound methods of determining compatibility. But I take your point. In your case, you probably don't need more earning power."
"Probably?"
I arched one eyebrow. "This one should interest you—marriage preserves your bloodline."
"Now you're talking children?" He made a point of shuddering. "You're joking. I don't need to be married to have a kid. I don't even need a girlfriend. I have plenty of money. I can always hire a surrogate. I'm not like my friend Riggins, the Duke of Witham, who has to have a legitimate heir."
He was friends with a duke? Of course he was.
"Being married assures you won't die alone. Right now you're young and hot—"
"You think I'm hot?" He grinned and gave me such a flirty look I had to clamp my legs together to still the ache.
"Scorching." I grinned back as our dinner arrived.
Neither of us touched our food as we continued to spar.
"You're too hot for your own good. For now. But time has a funny way of slipping by too quickly. What about when you're sixty-five? Old. Fat. Hair growing out of your ears and nose."
"You paint such a flattering picture." He waved a hand over himself. "Behold my impeccable grooming. What makes you think I won't buy a nose trimmer or work out?"
"You'll still be old and losing your testosterone levels year by year," I countered. He was delightful.
"And I'll still be a billionaire." He snapped his fingers. "And able to attract the twenty-year-olds by the power of the almighty dollar."
I shrugged, trying not to laugh. He was incorrigible, really. "Maybe. But is that what you want? Is that how you see your future? One hollow sexual encounter after another with women who only want you for your cash. That's a shallow substitute for a long-term loving relationship with your soul mate."
"Maybe I like shallow."
If I really believed that, I would have given up right then. But I didn't.
"More sex." I slid my hand over his and caressed it. "Married men have more sex than single men do. Lots more. One study done by the Kinsey Institute suggests that twenty-three percent of unmarried men periodically go a year without sex, while only one percent of married men experience twelve-month dry spells."
"Thankfully, I'm part of the seventy-seven percent that doesn't have that problem." He pressed his knee against mine suggestively.
If he kept that up, and the flirting, he'd have sex in a matter of minutes. I believed him, but I wasn't giving up.
"Only nineteen percent of single men have sex two to three times a week. Compared to thirty-six percent of married men." I traced his hand with the tip of my thumbnail.
His eyes popped open. He shook his head. "Sixty-four percent of men have sex less than twice a week? That's horrific." He kept shaking his head, amazed. "You mean to tell me they're not even getting sex at rates twice that of single guys? If you're looking to impress me with that statistic, you picked the wrong one. Statistically speaking, odds are against me getting more sex than I get now as a single man able to play the field and choose his sex partners without restriction."
He paused and lowered his voice into even sultrier tones. "I can get it pretty much whenever I want it. Why give up my freedom?" He turned his palm up and clutched my fingers, issuing an invitation.
"Not as conveniently as if you were married," I countered, thinking he could pretty conveniently get it from me with a crook of his finger. "And, as I keep reminding you, I'm going to find you your soul mate. The woman who will give it to you any way you want it. As often as you want. And want it as badly as you do. If sex is important to you, it will be equally important in the right spouse for you.
"You may think the sex you're having now is good." Talking about sex and imagining it with him, my pulse was running wild. "But you ain't seen nothing yet. According to all the studies, married sex is better sex. Much, much better. More frequent. More inventive. More loving. More available. More convenient—"
"I wouldn't know. I've never been married. I'll have to take your word for it." As he leaned in toward me and squeezed my hand, I had to resist panting. "The sex I've had has been…mind-blowing." There was that sexy grin again. The one that lit his eyes with invitation and made me tremble.
Temptation. Temptation.
"Married sex is beyond measure." My breathing was shallow with excitement.
His eyes were dark as he studied me, waiting for my next move. As a potential client, I was losing him. As someone to go home with, I was so close.
"One-night stands can be exciting," I added.
"I agree completely. That's been my experience."
My breath caught. "People like the thrill of the chase."
"Exactly." His voice was so low and sexy.
"But in real life, once two strangers get naked together, awkwardness sets in all too easily. Fumbling. Out of sync with each other. Unable to anticipate each other's moves."
"Not in my experience."
"You would be the expert there," I said. "But believe me, married couples know each other. They know each other's bodies. What the other likes. What their spouse's fantasies are. What turns them on."
"I don't fumble. I don't need marriage to figure out what turns my sex partner on."
My breath caught. He was issuing a challenge. I could let it slide by. Or I could give in and do something I hadn't done in years and years. "You can satisfy a woman you don't know at all? Someone you've just met? Someone, say, that you picked up in a bar? An out-of-towner. A tourist?"
He nodded. "Absolutely."
"Without her telling you what she likes?"
He nodded again. "Throw anything at me. I like women. I know what they like."
"I'd like to see this superpower," I said in my sultriest voice.
"I'm more than happy to demonstrate it for you." He paused. "My penthouse is just a few blocks away. But first, eat your salmon. It's an aphrodisiac. Why do you think Seattle guys are so horny?"



        


CHAPTER 3
A shley
Lazer let us into his penthouse with a jangle of his keys. I'd almost expected him, tech guru that he was, to have electronic locks. But, no, he was just a regular guy when it came to locks, apparently. I didn't know why, but I found that reassuring. Calming in a strange way.
He stepped aside to let me by, but not far enough that I could make it past without brushing against him.
I smiled to myself. One point for him. That had been purely intentional. Part of the dance. And totally effective if he'd meant to make my pulse race.
I wasn't sure what to expect now. The awkwardness of being out of the dating scene for so many years put me at a definite disadvantage. Despite years as a happily sexed, happily married woman, I was the inexperienced one here. I was, and always had been, a monogamist. A serial monogamist before my late husband, Ruck. And there wasn't actually much serial to it. We met and married young. A monogamist with Ruck. And celibate since.
The dating studies were right about hookups and first times. Awkwardness. How did we get from here to the bedroom? I had a pang of missing Ruck and the easy way we read each other and fell into bed without thinking about it.
I glanced at Lazer, waiting for him to make a move. Eager to see how a true playboy operated.
Would he, could he, read me and give me the pleasure he'd promised? Should I have been pawing him and trying to rip his clothes off as soon as we stepped in the door?
He seemed in no hurry. As if we had the luxury of time along with the luxury of everything else. Good. I wanted to savor the moment.
Because he wasn't making an immediate move, I took my time and took in his surroundings, trying to learn as much about him as possible. I may have given up on playing matchmaker for him. But I wasn't immune to that budding sense of excitement of wanting to know everything about a new…conquest. Maybe that was the word.
I looked around Lazer's penthouse, taking in every little detail. I was fully aware this might be, probably would be, my only chance. Modern style. Clean, masculine lines. Lazer was six one or six two. Accordingly, his furniture was sized for a tall man.
The place was immaculate and smelled faintly and pleasantly of lemon, vinegar, and natural cleaning products. Not one thing out of place. Not one crumb on the gleaming kitchen counters. They were so sterile you could have performed surgery on them. Not one personal item sitting out. The only clues to what he liked were all of the state-of-the-art, top-end electronics.
"Well?" He turned to me, watching me with as much attention and intention as I was studying his penthouse.
My heart fluttered, totally under his spell. He knew how to flatter a woman with a look. Being the center of a man's focused attention was heady stuff, especially in the mood I was in.
"Are you sure you live here? It's beautiful, but…it feels more like a high-end hotel penthouse suite than a home."
He grinned and nodded. "Observant. And honest. I like that in a woman.
I keep the penthouse as a place to crash near the office when I'm too tired to head home. The cleaning service comes in on Fridays. They're thorough. They pick up and clean absolutely everything. They even change the sheets."
I arched an eyebrow, but I was relieved.
His eyes danced with amusement. "See? I read you right. You were almost hoping this was a hotel. You're the kind of woman who likes clean sheets."
I laughed and shook my head. "Who doesn't?"
"You'd be surprised." He took my hand and held it firmly, lacing his fingers intimately through mine.
My heart skipped a beat. This is it.
I glanced nervously across the room to the view of the city through glass patio doors and full-length windows opposite us.
He followed my line of sight. "Would you like to see the view from the terrace?"
I hesitated.
A grin spread slowly across his face. "What? Did you expect me to pounce on you first thing? Rip your clothes off as soon as we stepped in the door?"
"Well…" I shrugged. "Is that so bad?"
He laughed. "Don't tempt me. I'm trying to be polite. Build up to it. Seduce you, slowly. Offer you something to drink—"
"I'm fine, thank you. I've had plenty."
Why was I so nervous? Even my answering laugh gave me away. I paused again. "I don't know what I expected. You're an enigma."
"Enigma? I like that," he whispered in my ear. "Because I want to impress you with my wealth and the view I paid too much for?"
I laughed, this time not nervously at all. "I'm already impressed."
He stopped. "You're easy."
"We already knew that."
"Damn," he said. "Do you want to see this view or not?"
"I want to see everything you own," I whispered in his ear in a breathy voice as I stroked his shoulder. "But first, the view."
He grinned back at me and led me through the penthouse to a dark outdoor terrace. Night had fallen. A cool breeze blew off the sound. I shivered.
He ran his hand over my arm in a purely possessive way and pulled me close. "Cold?"
"Not now." I smiled up at him.
"Good." He stroked my arm again and started to pull off his suit coat.
"Really. I'm good." I put a hand out to stop him. I wanted to melt, just melt into him. It had been so long since a man had had me in his arms. I didn't want his coat. I wanted him.
Light from the penthouse streamed out through sliding glass doors, but didn't reach the edge of the terrace.
"I could turn on a light," Lazer said in a deep, low voice. "But it would ruin the view."
"We can't have that." I glanced at him and then out over the city lights to the dark waters of the sound and the lights of ferries as they crossed. "It's beautiful up here."
I felt him nod.
"I like to come out here to think," he said. "You can't see many stars because of the light pollution. But the city lights make a decent substitute."
"You must also come out here to barbecue, soak in a hot tub, and roast marshmallows over your fire pit." I gestured to the dark silhouettes of plush outdoor furniture and accouterments around us, including a large outdoor heater. Which I hoped he didn't turn on. He was doing a fine job of warming me all on his own. "You're well equipped."
But my first look at him had told me that.
"I hope you still think so in a few minutes."
I shivered with desire as much as cold as the breeze blew a stray strand of hair over my mouth.
Lazer took my arm and gently turned me toward him, using the excuse of the breeze to gently adjust my hair and sweep it out of my face. This was the classic move of a pro. Touch the hair and see whether the woman flinches away or moves in.
Entire promising relationships can be destroyed in this delicate moment.
Or indelibly forged.
More people remember their first kiss than their first sexual encounter. Kissing is that emotionally intimate. If this move was truly a prelude to a kiss, Lazer, with his talented, long fingers, and the deep look of desire in his eyes, was a maestro.
I looked up and held his gaze, leaning ever so slightly into him, encouraging him with my heart pounding as I grabbed the lapel of his suit coat. He had a good four inches on me, even in heels. Up close, he smelled delicious, like an expensive cologne I recognized.
"Arrogance." I sighed, happily, and let out an involuntary gasp, a little yum sort of sound I'd nearly forgotten I made. Only Ruck had ever drawn it out of me. I pushed thoughts of him away.
"That's a non sequitur." Lazer smiled, revealing straight, white, beautiful teeth, and a hint of fresh, minty breath.
Nice teeth. Fresh breath. Two scientifically proven kissing turn-ons. Oh, I was turned on.
"Your cologne—Arrogance. Is that a description of you?" I whispered. I'd slipped a mint in, too, on the way to the penthouse.
"I don't pick my colognes based on their name. I like the way it smells. Earthy. Elemental." He angled in for a kiss, moving closer with each word until his lips gently met mine.
He was reading me well so far. Coaxing me into this act with gentleness. Letting me set the pace. Maybe I should have wanted it fast and furious. Already hot and wet from the thought of what was ahead, I wasn't ready for release.
Tantalize me. Caress me. Seduce me. If he could have read my mind I was telling him what I wanted.
Neither of us moved the kiss forward. I stood with my fingers clutching his lapel and my lips pressed against his. It had been so long. So long.
His lips were surprisingly soft and enticingly warm. I almost sighed with the sheer joy of my lips meeting his.
I felt him restraining himself. Holding back. I realized he was waiting for me to make the next move.
I took his bottom lip into mine and gently sucked, running my tongue along it. Closing my eyes until all I did was feel. When was the last time I'd been this close to anyone?
I moved to his top lip and sucked, feeling him tense as he grabbed my hips. Giving me full rein to do as I would, bruise his lips if I wanted. I took both lips and gently bit them.
His restraint cracked. He grabbed my ass and pulled me into him, parting my lips and tantalizing me with his tongue with just the right balance of thrust and assertion to make me go weak at the knees.
I was desperate to taste him. I breathed in through my mouth as we kissed and sighed as we shared an intimate breath.
It took him by surprise. I felt his breath catch.
"Damn, you turn me on," he murmured in a guttural voice filled with heat.
"Likewise." To me, kissing had always been the most exacting foreplay. "I want to see you naked."
"Forceful." He blew a hot breath on my neck.
I arched my neck, ready for his kiss. And then his lips were on my neck. Hot and sucking as they travelled over the arch of my neck to the tops of my breasts. "Take me to the bedroom."
He grabbed my hand and led me to the master bedroom, turning the lights on to a soft, romantic setting. The room was sumptuous. The bed oversized. And turned down for the night.
I lifted an eyebrow. "Did you call ahead? Or are you pulling my leg and this really is a hotel?"
He grinned. "I'm always prepared."
"Optimist."
"Just realistic."
I kicked off my shoes, exaggerating the previous height difference between us. He slid his suit jacket off and tossed it over a chair. Kicked off his shoes.
When you live alone, dresses that zip up the back are highly impractical. As a consequence, I preferred side-zipping dresses. Lazer showed his expertise again by automatically sliding his hands up my sides and locating the zipper as he kissed my neck. I let him unzip me and slide my dress off, thanking fate that I'd decided against following my own advice of wearing granny panties out to avoid temptation. Sexy lingerie gave me confidence. I wore it as a matter of course.
I stood before him in an expensive, skimpy lace bra and thong panties as his gaze devoured me. Maybe I should have been embarrassed or self-conscious. I was surprisingly bold and confident. Something about the appreciation on his face encouraged me.
"My turn." I ran my hands over his shoulders. "So broad. So strong." I was almost talking to myself, marveling. So long. It had been so long since I'd caressed a man like this.
I moved to the front of his shirt. Unbuttoned it. One button. Then another. Slowly. Deliberately. Relishing the feeling of his hard chest beneath it. Skimming the backs of my fingers over his bare skin as his shirt fell open.
"You're so totally and perfectly jacked," I whispered into his neck, my breath becoming shallow and excited. "I bet even the men in the locker room stop and stare."
"With horror," he joked.
"Don't be modest." I traced his muscles with the tips of my fingers and ran them over his hardened nipples. "You know you look good."
He stood statue-still. But his breaths became shallow. I peeled his shirt off his shoulders and slid it off his arms. As it fell gently to the floor, I traced the planes of his abs to his belly button and below. I slid my fingers beneath the waistband of his pants until I felt the top of his pubic hair.
He didn't move as I unfastened his pants and slid them off, except to step out of them with a quiet rustle. His dick was straining at his briefs. That was a sight I had missed. I hadn't realized how much.
"Ace of spades, the stud card," I whispered in his ear, stroking the whimsical playing card design on his expensive briefs. "Soft."
"Are you insulting me?" He leaned that luscious, full stud card into my hand.
"Complimenting your taste in briefs." I slipped my finger beneath his waistband and ran it over the tip of him. "Sexy underwear for men is underrated. Now take it off."
He grinned and slipped out of them, revealing just how erect and ready he was. And how much restraint he'd been showing.
He had a fine V that ran from his hips to his groin. I stared at him. "You're beautiful." I whispered, unable to keep the awe out of my voice.
"I thought that was supposed to be my line." He took a step into me.
I put a hand to his chest to stop his advance. "Stay where you are. I'm not done looking."
He looked surprised, but he didn't move.
"You're an object of art." I fell to my knees and gently took the base of his dick in my hand. It pulsed beneath my grip. The ache between my legs grew.
He was large and well hung. If I was going to hook up, I supposed that mattered. But better yet, he respected my wishes. He let me touch him without rushing me. He made me laugh. He made me feel beautiful. He made me forget. And he made me remember.
I leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to the tip of his dick. Then another and another. I circled it gently with my tongue, savoring, tasting.
He rested a hand on my head and ran his fingers through my hair. I had him nearly in my mouth, but the way he stroked my hair made me want to purr like a cat.
I kissed the tip of him again, slowly trailing my kisses down the shaft almost reverently. If you've had a fantastic sex life with your soul mate, and lost him, and all your sex drive with him, you might appreciate the awe I felt at finally feeling desire again. And holding a pulsing dick in my bare hands. One that was so lovely and enticingly ready. With a man behind it who was holding on and not prematurely reacting. The joy that awakening brought was indescribably erotic.
I was getting more and more turned on just touching him. I cupped the twins beneath the shaft and moved my kisses over them, giving him a hand job as I kissed the delicate piece of skin that held his balls to his groin. He moaned softly with pleasure, but he remained standing and still as I moved back up, kissing and licking his balls. Licking his dick.
I reached behind me and unfastened my bra. Shrugged it off. I wanted to touch him forever and string out the slow build. As tightly wound with desire as I was, the instant he touched me, I'd be over the edge. After so many years of celibacy, I wanted this first climax, I needed this first climax, to rock my world. I needed it to be as good as with Ruck.
I didn't mean to tease Lazer, but I couldn't expect him to restrain himself all night. I pulled away from him and got fully to my feet. Took his hand and pulled him to the edge of the bed. "Stand there."
I slid out of my panties, lay on my back on the bed with my head at his crotch, my hair tumbling over the edge of the bed, and gazed up at him. You are so beautiful. The thought echoed through my mind.
I took him in my mouth again. And reached behind him, grabbing his firm, tight ass, pulling him into me while controlling the rhythm.
His eyes were wide and dark with desire as he looked down at me as I sucked him and simulated the motion of sex. My breasts bounced and budded in the cool air, high with desire. I closed my eyes and listened to his groans, hearing him and feeling him grow closer and closer to climax.
Do it. Do it. Let go.
He cupped my breasts and I gasped, losing my rhythm for just a second.
"Beautiful," he whispered and leaned his head back, twirling my nipples gently between his fingers. He sucked in a great gasp of air.
I braced myself, ready to congratulate myself on a blowjob well done.
At the last minute, he gently pulled my head away. "Not yet." He bent over me, parted my legs, and kissed my inner thigh. Licking. Sucking. Moving higher. And higher. Closer.
I spread my legs wider and moaned softly as he stroked me with his fingers. His mouth was just inches away.
I was too close. Too far gone. Had gone far too long without. The first one would be the earth-shatterer. Inside. He had to be inside for it.
I grabbed his head and brought it up to look at me. "Get a condom."
He reached into a nightstand drawer for one.
"Kiss me," I whispered as he slid into bed next to me. I angled my lips toward his.
There was time when lying naked entwined in a man's arms was something I thought I'd never do again. Certainly not with a stranger. So why was I so comfortable now?
Lazer kissed me gently, grazing my lips with his, as if he'd always known how I liked to be kissed. I kissed him back, darting my tongue in the part between his lips. Feeling the heat between us as his Arrogance filled the room.
I took the condom from him, slid it on him, pulled him on top of me, and positioned him. "It's only going to take a few thrusts," I whispered. "Fuck me like you mean it."
He grinned. "Any way you want it."
He slid in with such force it took my breath away. I grabbed a handful of sheet to hold my position.
He thrust again, perched above me. "Damn you're tight. Sure you're not a virgin?"
I laughed and wrapped my legs around his back, digging my heels into him. "You haven't seen anything yet." I squeezed him harder.
"Fuck."
"Exactly. Do your job, playboy." I took his face in my hands, and stared up at him, hoping he didn't see how grateful I was to him for awakening this desire with such force. He didn't realize what a beast he'd released.
I pressed my lips roughly to his and thrust up to meet him. Again. And again. The bed rocked. The headboard slammed against the wall. I sank into the plush mattress topper as he went deep into me again and again.
I closed my eyes and let the waves build. Rose up to meet them. Let myself bloom for him. Felt the crest coming and imagined myself riding it.
Then I was moaning into his mouth. And sighing. And cresting and cresting and cresting. And trying to call someone's name. Maybe it was his.



        


CHAPTER 4
L azer
Women typically wanted to please me in bed. It was just the way it was. I was under no illusions. Ninety-nine percent of them wanted to shag and then snag a billionaire. The snagging was a lost cause. I always made that clear up front. I rarely bothered texting afterward unless I was really interested. And when I was, I was only looking for a little additional fun.
But hope is such a damn persistent animal. And inconvenient for me when a woman wouldn't take the hint that fun was fun and nothing more. My commitment issues were genetic and not bound to change. Let the experience be something to check off their bucket list and move on. Stop hoping to win the marriage lottery with me.
As much fun as I'd had in bed, no woman had ever had the reverence for my body that Ashley had. No woman had ever been as conscious of my needs. I was blown away. It was hot as hell.
As I lay next to her in bed, enjoying the sight of her naked body, I pulled her into the crook of my arm. Tenderness and cuddling after sex was something I enjoyed. I couldn't stop myself from grinning at her. For some inexplicable reason, I felt as ecstatic as the very first time. The sex had been mind-blowing. "You can't tell me married sex gets any better than that? We didn't seem to have any problems moving together."
"Mmmmmm…no, our rhythm seemed pretty perfect." She smiled drowsily. It was a look I recognized as happily sated. "Beginner's luck."
"Who are you calling a beginner?"
She nudged me playfully with her shoulder and put a hand across her abdomen. "Don't be offended. You know what I mean. You and me—first-timers with each other."
She paused, looking thoughtful. "And yeah, that was pretty great. Imagine how good we could be together if we took the time to practice. That's what married sex is all about. Practice making perfect and bringing the pleasure to new, uncharted levels. It's a long game."
I leaned up on one elbow and studied her face. She had beautiful, expressive hooded eyes. "Is that a marriage proposal, matchmaker? You are bold."
She laughed. "You wish, bachelor. I'd never make a marriage proposal to an almost complete stranger after knowing him only a matter of hours. Certainly not before interviewing him first and assessing his wants, values, and needs. His preferences and aspirations. And seeing if they matched or, at least, complemented mine."
"You don't trust your own judgment? Your gut reaction? Your own taste in men? I thought that's what you're all about?" She surprised me.
"Trust and verify." She leaned up on her elbow, too, as her hair fell over her arm and hid one delectable breast. "It's not only about initial impressions. After only one 'date,' if you can call this that, I wouldn't even recommend going exclusive. Certainly not after a hookup."
She had beautiful, rich brown hair. Shiny. Thick. I couldn't stop looking at her. She was as distracting as her statement.
"You wouldn't? Even if a couple was falling madly in love?"
She shook her head and laughed. "No. Definitely not. Falling in love is a state of mind. It can be an illusion based on what you want the other person to be, not who they really are. And that's disastrous. Finding a soul mate is about much more."
"You really don't believe in love at first sight?"
"Absolutely not." Her beautiful eyes sparkled with amusement, but it was clear she was serious.
"Cynic!" I was having fun sparring with her. I wasn't usually the one who took the side of romance and romantics everywhere. "You're full of surprises. What about couples who swear they fell in love the moment they first locked eyes?"
She shrugged. "They're the lucky ones whose initial impressions proved correct. Their fantasy version and first impression matched the reality of who the other person really was upon further inspection. I'd counter with what about all the people who swore they fell in love at first sight and then had their hearts broken?"
I stared at her, liking her more and more. "I'll give you that."
"Marriage proposal!" She rolled her eyes. "You're too funny. Most people rush into exclusivity way too soon. The average American dating couple becomes exclusive within three to five dates. Way too early, in my opinion, and that of many dating experts.
"You need time to witness your dating partner's values in action. To see how they handle stress and adversity. To view and experience how much effort they're putting into the relationship. Effort is a key indicator of relationship success. If a person puts little to no effort in, they're not committed to the other person. All that takes time."
"I'm impressed. I like your philosophy."
"Don't get too excited. I do advise my clients to go exclusive eventually. Which, as you've admitted, is much too soon for you." She had a twinkle in her eye and a playful note in her voice.
"You're probably right. I'm still surprised you don't recommend exclusivity at first. Which means, I presume, that you can be dating several people at once."
She studied me, looking deep in thought a moment. "I'm almost afraid to encourage you. As if you need it." She grinned. "But, yes, seeing many people at once allows you to directly compare what you like in a partner against other suitable candidates and find what type of person and personality suits you best. It's an apples-to-apples kind of thing."
"You're saying my dating method is valid." I was teasing her.
"I'm not talking about men like you, commitmentphobes. I'm talking about people who are genuinely looking for a mate. You know that old Billy Joel song, 'The Stranger'?"
I nodded, remembering my mom playing it when I was young.
"It's like that. We all have many faces we put on around people. Roles we play. It's about finding the person that we feel comfortable dropping the mask and putting on our authentic face around. And seeing, and liking, theirs in return. Love comes down to finding the role we're most comfortable playing. When you find that person, you've found the one."
"That's a fascinating theory."
"It is, isn't it?" Her smile was dazzling. "I know my stuff. I'm a hell of a matchmaker."
"So you keep saying."
She laughed, sat up, and slid to the edge of the bed. "And for your information, I just violated one of my prime dating directives—never sleep with someone on the first date…encounter. Whatever."
"I bought you dinner. You can call it a date," I said.
"Are you giving me bragging rights? I dated a billionaire once. A story for my grandchildren?" She was obviously amused.
I liked her sense of fun and humor. "It's fine by me. As long as I get to add another notch to my bedpost."
"You're terrible!" She shook her head. "Back to sex—"
"Gladly." I reached for her, playfully, and made a look of exaggerated lechery and wolfishness.
She moved out of my reach. "Slow down there. I tell my clients to hold off as long as possible in the relationship. Sex complicates things."
"Not if you don't want it to."
"Not everyone's you," she said. "And you're a man. Men bond less over sex than the average woman does, even in the hookup culture."
"So why did you violate your policy?"
"It's more a guideline, really. I don't have many policies. My clients are grownups. They'll do what they do."
"You didn't answer my question. You found me simply irresistible, didn't you?"
She sighed, dramatically, mocking exasperation. "That's it exactly. I was drawn in by your powerful animal magnetism. Unable to resist the pull between us and the force of our attraction. I was crazy with lust for your body."
"Well, if that's all," I said.
"It's not all. When else would I have a chance to sleep with a billionaire? I wanted sex. That's all. Not a relationship, clearly. Or I would have held off. You and I aren't so different, really."
I stared at her. I was good at ferreting out lies. She seemed to be telling the truth.
She stood and began collecting her clothes.
"What are you doing?"
"Getting dressed. It's been fun. But I have an early flight in the morning. I need to get back to the hotel and pack. Write up my notes and thoughts about the trip." She slid her panties on and began fastening her bra.
"But the night's young." I was ready for round two.
"For some." She slipped her dress on.
I slid out of bed and into my briefs. I grabbed my pants. "I'll take you home."
"No need," she said, grabbing her shoes. "I'll get an Uber."
She headed for the living room.
"No. If you won't let me drive you I'll call the car service. They'll be here in minutes. I insist."
She shrugged, prettily, and grabbed her purse from the counter. "All right. I'd appreciate it, actually."
She dug into her purse and produced a business card. She held it out to me. "In case you have any single friends looking to find a wife. I always appreciate referrals. I'd love to match one of these delicious, hot Seattle men up with some of my single ladies. I'm even willing to give them a discount if they mention your name."
I took the card from her. "Is that your way of saying you had a good time tonight?"
She smiled. "You gave me exactly what I wanted. You were as good as your word." She paused. "I'm impressed. Thank you."
I walked her to the door.
"I'll walk myself down," she said.
On impulse, I kissed her. When I released her, we were both breathing hard.
She bit her lip and shook her head. "Goodbye, Lazer. It's been fun. And I mean it. My time here in Seattle has been better than I imagined it would be."
"Does this mean we beat out Man Jose?"
"Maybe." She brushed my cheek with the back of her hand. "Take care, Lazer."
Ashley
Have you ever felt guilt so strong you thought you'd throw up? Or had such chemistry with someone it scared you so badly you almost felt scarred from the occasion? And yet you were so deliriously happy that you could sing?
I can feel! I can feel again! I am a sexual creature. I haven't lost my womanhood or my sensuality. What a relief! What a guilt trip.
Sing. Scar. Throw up. Those were my apparent choices. Or maybe just my emotional reactions.
Somehow I managed to stay composed during the ride back to the hotel. But once in my hotel room, I collapsed on the bed, a complete, shaken-up mess. I'd run away from Lazer. Yes, I had. Early flight. Huh. Right. Totally an excuse. My flight wasn't until noon. I could sleep in and have a leisurely breakfast and still make it on time.
No, I was running. He'd shaken me to the center of who I was. Who was I? Ruck's wife. Ruck's loving, faithful wife. The girl who'd fallen in love with him our freshman year of college. The girl who waited at home when he went off to battle the enemy. The young wife who matched up his friends. And dreamed of him endlessly and prayed for his safety. And loved him beyond reason.
The woman who died inside when he died all the way around. The woman who was sure there would never be anyone else for her. And the woman who was now awakened and couldn't get another man out of her head.
That was the problem. I couldn't get a playboy, never-going-to-commit kind of man out of my head. And I'd only just met him. I'd broken all my own rules. I'd been unfaithful to Ruck's memory.
I was both elated and scared by the force of my climax with Lazer. That kind of sex was with-Ruck kind of sex. And yet I was ecstatic at the same time, because I'd missed the sex and love so much. And the intimacy of kissing. And laughing with a man. Flirting and feeling sexy.
I'd thought I'd sleep with Lazer. Have some fun getting sexual again. That it would be nice. Good. I hadn't expected it to be off the charts. And maybe it was only because it had been so long and I was long overdue. Or maybe it was the thrill of being with such a rich man. But no matter what I told myself, it all sounded like an excuse. A denial of what seemed to be clearly in front of me—Lazer and I had chemistry. Really special, very rare physical attraction well beyond the ordinary. And worse, much worse, we had an extraordinary attraction to each other.
Why was that worse? Because attraction went beyond the physical. It was being magnetically, irresistibly drawn to the other person. The way they made you laugh. The way they listened to you.
As a matchmaker I knew one thing for sure—without physical attraction, 99.9 percent of my clients wouldn't progress to date number two. Without attraction in general, a future relationship was dead on arrival.
And that was really the crux of my guilt. I felt both for Lazer Grayson. It was so totally unexpected. And so highly inconvenient. If I ever fell for someone again, I wanted him to be a man Ruck would approve of. A full-blown committed man who'd love me beyond reason. Better to nip this now. That was what I would have advised any of my clients. And I am the relationship expert. If you're searching for a mate, throw out any candidates that exhibit one of your deal breakers. Commitment issues? Definite deal breaker.
I heaved a heavy mental sigh. It was a lot easier to give advice than follow it.
Was I being a hypocrite? Did I really believe in love at first sight and was just denying it for convenience?
I certainly believed in lust at first sight. I believed love at first sight could bloom into real love given commitment and that everything else lined up. And the person you fell in love with was the real person, not a fake they presented to you.
Did I want to fall into unrequited love at first sight? Absolutely not. Fall in love with an unsuitable man? No way.
I would let myself love Seattle and the possibilities I saw here. I would cherish the feeling of being the one a man desired and chose to take home. But I was going to forget about Lazer. I was.
I slipped into the bathroom intent on taking a shower and washing Lazer Grayson right out of my hair and mind.



        


CHAPTER 5
A shley
Oxytocin. Ever heard of it? It's called the cuddle hormone. It could just as well be called the bonding hormone. When the hormone is present during pregnancy, the new mom will bond appropriately with her newborn. The more oxytocin in her system, the tighter she bonds. When she nurses her baby, more oxytocin, more bonding.
The same hormone is released after sex, giving rise to the theory that's why women bond with the men they sleep with. It's hormonally based. If this is true, it makes a certain sense that the more times you sleep with a man, the more you will bond with him. Especially if the sex is good. And explains why women stay with total douches they know are bad for them. Which is why many top matchmakers recommend holding off on sleeping with a prospective mate for as long as possible. Giving yourself time to get to know him and determine whether he exhibits any deal-breaking qualities. Why handicap yourself too early and set yourself up for more possible heartbreak than necessary?
So maybe the cuddle hormone was to blame for me having Lazer Grayson on the brain. Maybe during all those years of going without sex it had built up to an extreme level, just waiting to be released by the first man I slept with. Which didn't explain why I hadn't bonded all the much with my vibrator.
In any case, I'd left him my business card. Which had my cell number on it. And, yeah, I may have charged out like I didn't care. But that was a classic leave-the-door-open move. Text me, maybe. Guys don't call the next day. Lazer was savvy enough to know that.
But it was good manners to text after you slept with someone. Although there was that sticky bit from me about how this was just a hookup. Hookups didn't demand it.
And so I spent the flight home oddly optimistic that when I took my phone off airplane mode, I'd have a text from him. Something flirty and noncommittal. No such luck. Which should have been a relief. But wasn't. I was so horrible at following my own advice.
Instead, I had a desperate text from one of my Sweethartes, Miss Understanding, wanting advice about the date she'd had last night. I gave all of my Sweetharte's private code names. It helped me remember them better. At any given time, I personally handled around a hundred clients. And helped my two apprentice matchmakers with theirs. And screened new ones with my assistant's help. That was a lot of people to remember. And a lot of handholding to do. Many of my Sweethartes wanted complete confidentiality. They were embarrassed to be seeing a matchmaker, as if they'd failed at one of life's basics—finding a mate. The nicknames preserved their privacy in case we were ever overheard.
Miss Understanding was so understanding of her matches' flaws and problems that if I'd been less kind, I would have named her Miss Doormat. But that wasn't me. Anyway, I had to call her back and walk her through yet another post-date wrap-up and relationship therapy session. It was her third date with the same man. Uh-oh. What had gone wrong now? What had Mr. Date done that she would patiently bear?
I spent an hour on the phone with her before the other client calls started coming in. Weekends were busy times for matchmakers, and there was no such thing as a vacation. I was their priest, their bartender, their therapist, their confessor. Sometimes it was a terrible burden.
Monday morning I was running behind before I even got to the office. The media was all over me for turning away the over-thirty female crowd. Hey, if they wanted to take their chances, they were welcome to sign up for the database. But I wasn't taking their money and giving them false hope when there was none.
Summer was a bad time for bad press for matchmakers. It was a slow time of year in general. I still got new clients, but not in droves. The singles crowd is tan and in shape and full of optimism that they'll meet their future mate on the beach. How can the guys see them splashing around in the bikini bodies and not find them hot? They head to the Hamptons full of the fantasy that they'll just bump into Mr. Right and he'll fall madly in love.
When September hits, and the fantasy has been dashed for yet another year, business rolls in. I had to hang on through the slow months a little longer. And come up with a way to turn this black eye into a feather in my cap, pronto. Acting successful had worked for me before. Maybe it was time to spin this again as me being too successful and busy and having to find some way to eliminate potential clients. All true. But the stench of ageism wasn't sitting well with Manhattan women.
My assistant, Lottie, had a smile on her face when I walked into the reception area of our office suite. "Are the skies really the bluest blue in Seattle?"
I rolled my eyes. "I don't know about that, but the men may be the hottest men in Seattle."
"Better than San Jose?"
"Less techie, more outdoorsy."
"So? West Coast office?" she asked.
"Maybe. I'm still mulling it over."
"Seattle, then?"
Why did she singsong that question? What was up with her? It was like she was in on an inside joke and I was out on the outside.
I gave her a piercing, thin-eyed look. "What do you know that I should?"
"Nothing." Her answering laugh was tinged with nervousness and lies.
"Nothing, is it?" I headed toward my office.
Her gaze followed me.
I threw open the door. Sitting on my desk was the most enormous bouquet of flowers I had seen in a long time. Satisfied clients sometimes send me flowers as a thank you. I'd even had a few clients who had a crush on me and tried to show it with a floral delivery. This didn't feel like either.
Flowers can send powerful social messages. These weren't roses, the flower of romance. They were dahlias in pinks, whites, and purples, like those in Pike Place Market in Seattle. Foxglove and wild baby's breath. Northwest flowers of all kinds. Next to the flowers was a large basket full of fresh blackberries, exotic coffees, a bottle of the Northwest wine Lazer and I had had at dinner, some Northwest chocolate truffles, and a beautiful Chihuly glass bowl.
My eyes were wide and my heart was about to beat its way right out of my ribcage. I'd met some lovely men in Seattle. But only one had the kind of cash and style to send something like this.
Lottie came up behind me, watching as I crossed to the desk and opened the card. In case you didn't have time to visit the Market and pick up a few souvenirs.
If you're ever in Seattle again, look me up.
Lazer
And his number.
I was shaking so bad and smiling so large it was ridiculous. And bad, very, very bad. The last thing I needed was another hookup with him. My last dose of the cuddle hormone hadn't even worn off yet. Just walk away, Ashley.
But did I listen to my rational, experienced matchmaker self? My fingers shook as I pulled my phone out and texted him back, knowing full well I should have at least delayed a response and played hard to get. It never does any good to respond too soon to a man's overtures. But in this case, maybe a blunder was exactly what I needed. Maybe too much enthusiasm would send him running.
The flowers are beautiful. The basket delectable. So thoughtful of you. If you're ever in New York, you have my number.
Lottie arched a brow. "You just broke Rule 32."
It was an inside joke. We were always laughing about the rules. Rule 32 was a stand-in catchall for breaking any rule at all.
"Just being polite," I said. "Blame my mom. She taught me to always send a thank you as soon as possible after someone sends you a gift."
"Uh-huh," Lottie said in my ear in a tone that suggested she should have had her hands on her hips. "And the part about he has your number?"
"Were you reading over my shoulder?"
"Someone has to look out for you." She was clearly amused and happy to see me showing some interest in a man. Lottie had been pushing me to get back out in the dating world since the one-year anniversary of Ruck's death. "Don't ever let Miss Fastest Response in the East hear you broke her record." She laughed. "So. You have an admirer!"
"I have a potential client."
"That doesn't look like a potential-client-type gesture to me."
I'd hired Lottie for her powers of observation and keen knowledge of human nature as much as her office management skills. There were times, like this, that I regretted it.
Lazer
I couldn't get the matchmaker out of my mind. I kept telling myself she was a relationship expert. It was dangerous to fool around with a woman like that. That didn't stop me from looking her up. Studying her website and Google footprint. Cyberstalking to find out everything I could about her. And buying her damn book on matchmaking.
Her profile was fascinating. She coached clients on relationship dos and don'ts and how to date and play the mating game. Which meant she knew how to play the dating game as well as I did. The thought quickened my pulse. Damn. Just how much fun would it be to match wits with another pro?
Maybe I was so into her because I'd met my match. No, not the future mate and wife kind of match. The match of my skill.
Ladies, there are no absolutes. But most guys like the thrill of the chase. When in doubt, give them that thrill. Caveman days might be over, but guys still like to do the hunting and feel in control of the relationship. Except in rare cases, let us lead the charge. And when you do lead, make us think it was our idea all along.
Ashley, with her knowledge of the hunt, presented the ultimate challenge for me. It was as exciting as hell. And stupidly dangerous. I shouldn't have sent her flowers. Long-distance relationships were crap. I didn't know her well enough to attempt one. But she was like the big cat in the safari of dating. And I had her in my sights. With the chemistry and mind-blowing sex between us, I'd be a fool not to.
I admired the way she played the game. Despite her quick response to the flowers, she wasn't falling all over herself to be my girl. In fact, one could say she was only being polite and thanking me for a thoughtful gesture. What kind of douche guy doesn't make some kind of gesture after having such hot sex with a woman? For our effort of going the extra mile, guys like to be thanked for their thoughtfulness. Believe it or not, we like to feel appreciated, too.
One flirty thank-you text from her and we mutually let it drop. But I had the feeling we were each playing chicken, waiting to see who would blink first and make the next contact. I could jump on a private plane and fly to Manhattan for dinner or brunch any day I wanted. Did I want?
It had been a long week of holding back. My fingers itched to text her. Maybe surprise her. I had plans for the weekend with my buddies at Lazer Lodge, my place in the Cascade Mountains. My weekend escape. It was remote. Part of the year it was only accessible only by helicopter. One crazy small private road was clear enough during the summer to provide access by car. If you were a bit of a thrill-seeker. Once the snow fell, the road was out.
Lazer Lodge was the size of a respectable resort lodge, with all the amenities. It was in the fifteen- to twenty-thousand-square-feet range and fashioned like a hunting lodge right out of the Depression era, when the government hired out-of-work men to build lodges that didn't need to be built. It was constructed from logs and river rock, with a contemporary twist. I'd worked long and hard with the architecture firm who designed it for me to get just the right look and feel. I wanted it to blend in with the surroundings and be completely in the Northwest style. It was built from the finest materials, most of them locally sourced.
The lodge had all the modern conveniences, including a pool on a cantilevered deck. A view to kill for. Plenty of bedrooms. Some of them with fireplaces and bearskin rugs. Fake bearskin, of course. But very soft, good imitations. A media room I used when I held meetings at my place. An office. A state-of-the-art kitchen large enough to accommodate the most discriminating five-star chefs.
The ceilings in the bedrooms and other enclosed rooms were twelve feet high to add to the feeling of spaciousness. The central feature was a large, open great room several stories high, with windows along the back so large and clear it was made to look as if it was open air. I had gone for a tree house effect. A house nestled in the evergreens. A row of sliding doors opened to the cantilevered patio deck, where the view was best and the pool was designed to vanish into the horizon. The lodge faced west to take full advantage of the magnificent sunsets.
My friend Kayla, the wife of my mentee Justin Green, had jokingly described her first impression of it to me this way, "There's a Washington State Lottery commercial on TV where a guy lives on top of a mountain and parasails down into town for a coffee. Then zip-lines back up. You remember it, Lazer?
"When I first stepped into the lodge—in complete awe, I might add—I wondered whether the lottery commission had patterned the house in the commercial as a modest version of Lazer Lodge. Or if you had been the one to take that fantasy one step farther."
Her description was apt. I loved Kayla. It was too bad Jus had snatched her up first. I only met her after they suddenly eloped in Reno. Maybe it was her immediate inaccessibility that made her so enticing. I've always loved a chase. I was sure she'd been coming on to me at first. Now she was madly in love with Jus.
My favorite room, besides the master suite, was my red room of game, my gaming room. The logs of the walls had a reddish hue, and there were red accents here and there. Red pillows with outdoorsy designs. Prints with red themes. Nothing too garish. It was all the gaming equipment, both modern and retro, that made the room.
I liked to escape the heat of August and the city by heading to my mountain lodge. And get away to think. Right now I wanted to get away from my own mind. I hadn't been able to shake a certain matchmaking woman from it. That wasn't like me at all. I'd even come close to texting her once or twice. That way lay disaster.
I often entertained at the lodge. This weekend was a special event. I had a group of my closest college buddies out. The gang of five, we called ourselves—Cam, Jeremy, Austin, and Dylan.
My buds were computer science guys. Engineers. Coders. Gamers. Geeks. None of them were billionaires like me. Or anything close. But they'd done well for themselves. Made six figures a year. Worked for the tech companies in the area or ran their own small companies and firms.
We were belatedly celebrating Jeremy's milestone birthday, the big three-oh. He was the first of us to hit it. I was only twenty-nine and the youngest of the bunch.
We sat on the deck drinking craft beers and shooting the breeze, taking a break from video gaming.
"Thirty. Shit, old man." Cam slapped Jeremy on the back and took a pull of his beer. He looked out over the view. "Where are all the ladies? Why the hell are we all still single?"
"Because we're geeks who just spent most of Friday night playing video games?" Austin was always the voice of reason.
"You want a girlfriend?" I asked Jeremy for clarification. Wanting a girlfriend was understandable enough.
"Or a wife," Jeremy said, completely seriously.
Damn. I stared at him, trying not to let my jaw hit the deck. "Why?"
He shrugged, looking embarrassed and defensive at the same time. "Dude, you know my grandma passed a few months ago." His Adam's apple bobbed. "She and I were tight. I was closer to her than I am to my mom. She wanted a great-grandchild." He looked morose. As if he'd failed her. "She wanted to see my kids before she went." He took a deep breath. "Her death made me think about my life. Like, other than my parents, and maybe my sister, who would give a shit if I died?"
"Us!" I said, with the other guys echoing me.
"You guys don't count." Jeremy shook his head. "There would be nothing of me left after you guys and my parents are gone." He paused again.
The rest of the guys had gone eerily silent.
"I make plenty of money," Jeremy said. "Have a good job. I want kids. I've always wanted kids. I want them soon enough so I can see my grandkids. I'd like a family. I'd like to meet that girl and settle down. It's so damn frustrating in this town. It's hard to meet women who want the same. Too many girls just want to party. The women here are always looking for something better."
I expected the other guys to rib him mercilessly. Nope. They all chimed in. Enthusiastically.
"Exactly! There aren't enough women in Seattle. That's the problem." Dylan, my big bear of a guy friend with a wild beard, shook his head. He was one of those guys that could grow a full beard overnight. This large, bushy one made him look like a mountain man. But he wasn't inclined to shave it, no matter how much I ribbed him about it. "Not enough women, man."
"And those that we have are cold, cold bitches." Jeremy sighed. "Too picky. The good ones all have boyfriends. Possessive bastards. A woman comes on the market, she's snatched up immediately. If you blink, you miss your opportunity."
"The ladies don't want geeks. Not even geeks with good incomes who are willing to drop it on impressing them." Cam glanced in my direction and grinned. "They only want billionaires. Lazer was just a fucking geek like the rest of us until his ship came in. Now look at him. Why didn't you bring us some women for the weekend, Laze?"
"You wouldn't know what to do with a woman if she threw herself in your arms naked and handed you a condom." I set my beer bottle down on the table in front of me. Why did every conversation remind me of Ashley? How had this topic reared its ugly head again so soon?
"A friend of mine"—Friend? Really? That was how I was referring to Ashley now?—"who's a relationship/dating expert and I recently had a discussion about this. Seattle is one of the tougher places in the nation for college-educated men to find similar women."
The guys nodded.
"But there are still slightly more available women than men."
"Bullshit!" Austin said. "That can't be right. Since when did you become an expert on census data?"
"Not me. This woman I know."
The guys gave each other looks that were the equivalent of winks, nods, and elbows to the ribs. They knew how I knew most of my women.
I ignored them and grinned, egging them on. "Check my facts."
Austin pulled out his phone. "You're on."
"You guys aren't going far enough afield. You need to get out of the city limits." I launched into the spiel Ashley had given me, complete with stats. I'd been thinking about her all week. And wondering more and more if there was a way to hook up with her again. Sex was plentiful. But sex that great was hard to find. As were intelligent, beautiful women with a sense of humor that matched mine. Since a week ago, thoughts of sex were hitting my brain at more than roughly once an hour. Much more.
The guys listened attentively, if somewhat skeptically.
"I'd go out to the suburbs, if I knew for sure I'd run into the babes," Jeremy said. "But there's no point in wasting a trip for nothing. At least we know where the women hang out in Seattle."
"You know the definition of insanity." My mind was whirling with an idea. I'd been toying with it all week. "Doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result."
"Better to be skunked in the suburbs than rejected in the city, is that what you're saying?" Austin was at least listening, even though there was a sarcastic sneer in his tone.
I nodded. "It's either that or head to New York."
"Bicoastal relationships never work." Cam shook his head. "I'm not moving to New York on the slim chance I'll meet my future wife. I can't risk my career on a gamble. I have too much too lose."
His thoughts echoed mine. What point was there in pursuing a woman who lived across the country? My mind was still whirring.
"What if there was a way to pinpoint where the women are here? The ones in the suburbs. The ones in the city." I blurted out my thoughts. "On Friday night, you stroll out of work, check your phone, see that there's a preponderance of eligible women looking to meet their soul mate at Bar XYZ, so you head there and take your pick."
The guys stared at me like I was holding out a bag of candy I was about to snatch back.
"An app?" Dylan said. "You're talking about designing an app based on census data and statistical analysis? Is that what I'm hearing?"
I nodded. "I am. With a voluntary location indicator, completely anonymous. Here are my thoughts—a guy walks into a bar. The app on his phone adds another single college-educated guy to the tally of available men there. No other identifying data. He's picked the bar because his app has told him there's a good number of single, college-educated women hanging there. Female app users who've enabled their anonymous location finder so the men can find them.
"The ladies who have the app see that another eligible man has just entered their territory." I could read my friends' faces pretty well. The gears were turning.
"Look. Falling in love is a matter of location and opportunity. Before the Internet age, people met and married someone from within a small radius of where they lived. Why should human nature be different now?" I looked around at the guys. They nodded.
"Even Internet dating hasn't changed it that much. Eventually, you want to meet the girl and check out the goods for real," Dylan said.
"Yeah. Dating sites." Cam shook his head. "Inflated bios that read like beefed-up résumés." He pitched his voice falsetto. "'I like lemon drops and slow walks in the rain along Alki. If you like these things, too, let's meet!'"
The guys all laughed.
"Headshots!" Austin shook his head. "Ever notice how the heavy girls only give you headshots? Like they're hiding something."
Dylan nodded. "Yeah. Show me what I'm getting. Trust me, that I'm not that shallow. I like curvy girls. I don't like being surprised when I show up expecting a thin chick and look like a douche looking around for one."
"The best way to find a spouse is meeting lots and lots of members of the sex you're attracted to and getting to know them," I said. "No phony online dating."
The guys kept nodding.
I caught myself. "I can't believe we're talking about trying to find you guys wives."
Dylan ignored me. His eyes were bright with excitement. "So we make an app? Like a fish finder for girls?"
I nodded.
"All right," Austin said. "I hate to play devil's advocate, but someone has to. If the girls are in demand—and we know they are—what's in it for them to sign up? They don't need it. They might not even like it. Why create competition for themselves and draw attention to where they are? Why key those girls in the suburbs in to where the guys are?"
"Kill-joy." Jeremy gave him a narrowed-eye look.
Austin held his hands up. "Someone has to try to poke holes in the idea. It's like testing a video game. We don't want to waste our time and fail right out of the gate creating a solution for a problem that either doesn't really exist or that no one wants solved."
"Austin is right," I said. "I've thought of that myself. That's why we use statistical data we pull from public records and publically available data sources to predict where the quantities of one sex or the other, gay or straight, hang out. And it's nation, maybe world, wide.
"Say a woman from New York decides to visit Seattle. And she wants to meet a guy while she's here. What does she do?
"She checks the app. And turns on her locator. She wants the guys to find her and doesn't give a crap about the local girls. You shift the dynamics and power source by shifting the paradigm using the transient business and tourist population in your favor."
Dylan was squinting like he was thinking. "I like it. I think we could do it. If we had some venture capital backing us." He looked pointedly at me. Venture capital and investments were my business. "Are you willing to put your money where your mouth is?"
"If you're willing to work your ass off and invent something that could put you in my pay grade." I stared back at him, thinking I'd do anything for these crazy guys. Make them rich. Find them wives. Why did they want wives?
"I'll toss some capital in. Why not? I could probably convince some others to come in, too. But we'd be diluting our equity if I brought others in."
"I think it would be easier if Lazer just brought us some girls." Austin slapped me on the back. "Imported some from New York to Seattle. Solve their problem and ours. I like women who wear black. Don't most New York women wear black?"
"You want me to bring you some women?" I said, thinking ahead to the experiment that had been running through my mind. "Import women to Seattle. Find brides for all of you dickheads."
I shook my head. "I could do it. Bring some women over. Enough for my friends. But it would be a drop in the bucket as far as solving the larger problem for all the guys of Seattle."
"Who cares about them as long as I get my beautiful drop before she hits the bucket?" Austin winked.
"We'd need beta testers," Cam said. "Preferably beautiful ones. Ones that stand out and cause a stir. New York girls would do it for us."
"Let's do it!" Dylan nodded.
"Show of hands," I said. "Who's in?"
Dylan, Jeremy, Austin, Cam. Me.
"It's unanimous!" I raised my beer bottle for a toast. This was probably crazy. We were probably drunk. "To getting hot, eager women for my buddies, and solving the dire women shortage crisis in Seattle and everywhere."
Dylan clinked his bottle to mine. "To happy matches."



        


CHAPTER 6
A shley
Damn it! I knew turning down Danika King's money would mean trouble. She had the ear of the press and wasn't afraid to use it. She was a New York executive editor with plenty of discretionary income, high aspirations, and a lonely heart that was turning bitterer by the day. She was also thirty-three years old.
You're too old for me to be to find you a husband in this town, baby. Just too old.
I sighed heavily. Her anger and signature writing style were all over the papers and online media buzz.
Age Discrimination and New York's Most Popular Matchmaker
What does a woman have to do to get a husband in Manhattan? Looks. Money. Willingness. That and four dollars will get you a cup of coffee. But no amount of money will get Ashley Harte and her company Harte Mates to take you on as a client if you're a woman who's over thirty. And I mean days over thirty. Hit that milestone birthday and you're out.
Haven't women faced enough obstacles in the years since we've fought for equal rights and equal pay? Should we have to fight our own gender to get equal treatment to men in the dating pool?
Ms. Harte has no age restrictions on the male clients she'll take on. Men aged eighteen until death are welcome, gay or straight.
I never thought I'd see the day when women have to fight to get back into the kitchen. But that's exactly what educated, marriage-minded single women in this city face—
I glanced away from the article before my blood boiled over. What did Danika want me to do? Take her money just because I could? When the chances of me finding her a husband were about as good as winning the lottery? I was no charlatan and pretty much damned if I did and damned if I didn't.
Yes, I'd just lowered the age limit I was placing on taking on new female Sweethartes. But it wasn't out of meanness or spite. It was purely market forces. I didn't have enough educated men in my pool who wanted women over thirty to justify taking their money.
I took a deep breath and did my internal monologue about keeping calm. The view from my Manhattan office usually had a positive, soothing effect on my mood. Today I scowled at all the single men below who either weren't ready to commit or who hadn't gone to college, thereby rendering them useless to me.
Danika was being blatantly biased and unfair in her coverage of our conversation. I had offered to take her on if she was willing to settle—I hated that word. It didn't accurately convey what I meant. But I wasn't sure what did—if she was willing to accept a blue-collar mate. There were many lovely, lonely, commitment-minded blue-collar men in this city. But the women who came to me for my services didn't want them. Danika had basically told me where I could go. And now she was intent on ruining me.
I brooded as I waited for my three o'clock appointment to arrive. Mr. Three O'Clock was being mysterious. He'd bypassed the online form I required most potential Sweethartes to fill out.
When I first opened my business, I used to do phone consultations and screenings with each potential client. Until I realized I was wasting precious time with people who were either pumping me for free information, were not the kind of clients I wanted to take on, or who were merely looky-loos with no intention of signing up. And so the online screening form was born.
This potential client, however, had called Lottie directly and asked to bypass the form and go right to a private consultation. He said it would be worth my while and then he pointedly refused to leave his name, saying he was afraid of his identity getting out.
This wasn't uncommon in my business. Many men, especially, don't want it known they were working with a matchmaker. I used to take all my client meetings at various restaurants around town. I finally had to get an office to accommodate a growing number of clients who were obsessive about confidentiality.
He'd piqued Lottie's interest with his mysterious bent. And the deposit he offered upfront. She said he had a good voice and she had a gut feeling this was the thing for me, that I should see him. So she booked the appointment.
I wasn't sure I was in the mood for more games and a skittish guy who thought he was dating for the CIA. But I was desperate for men for my match pool. Over a barrel.
There was a knock on my office door. Lottie poked her head in. "Your three o'clock is here."
I spun my chair around to face the doorway where she stood.
She looked flustered. Lottie was never flustered. She also looked inordinately pleased with herself. She raised her eyebrows and wiggled them.
I shook my head at her ridiculousness. "If he's single and has a college degree, send him in."
I didn't care if he weighed five hundred pounds and had bad breath. Halitosis could be treated and weight could be lost. I was desperate.
Lottie grinned. We'd been a team since the beginning. I guessed she'd read my mind.
She lowered her voice. "I think you'll be pleased with him."
She opened the door wide and stepped out into the reception area while I smoothed my skirt and crossed my fingers, hoping for an eligible bachelor as I prepared to rise to greet him.
"Ms. Harte will see you now, Mr. Grayson." Lottie stepped aside.
My heart stopped.
Lazer Grayson glided into my office looking just as hot as he had in Seattle. Exactly as sexy and toe-curlingly delightful as he was in my fantasies. And memories.
No texts for a week and a half. No contact at all. And still I had that damn cuddle hormone coursing through me. Great sex can sometimes be a colossal curse. I'd been trying to forget him all this time. Finally the flowers he'd sent, a constant reminder of him, had died. And with it my hopes of seeing or hearing from him again.
Lottie had thrown the bouquet out for me when there were more petals on my desk than on the flowers and the flowers were more depressing than smile-inducing.
Sending flowers was the devil's own invention as a way for men to torment women with a beautiful reminder of them. I couldn't throw away such gorgeous, expensive flowers that reminded me of such an equally gorgeous man. That was too cruel. And wasteful.
Just when the flowers had finally been carted away, out of sight, out of mind, and Lottie had put the Chihuly bowl were I couldn't see it without specifically looking for it, in strolled their sender. And out went every rational thought I had.
I rose to greet him with as much dignity as I could manage, trying not to salivate. Jump for joy. Or squeal like an infatuated preteen. "You don't believe in texting, but cross-country traveling isn't against your credo?"
We'd been playing a game of relationship chicken in the form of who would blink and text again first. And though we might try to deny it, we both knew it. As the woman, I was being mysterious and waiting for him to make the next move. Some people would cry foul and call that playing games. I called it playing by the rules of love. Like it or not, that was the way the game was played. Cupid's rules, not mine.
He laughed as he set down the bag he was carrying and hugged me, still smelling damningly of Arrogance. Which, since that night, would forever remind me of sex and heat. And him.
"I'm here on business." His smile was confident to the point of cocky.
"I see. That still doesn't explain what you're doing in my office."
Lottie was lingering in the doorway, looking both surprised and too interested. I waved her away with a dismissive flick of my hand. She mouthed that she wanted all the details later, shook her head with a devilish smile on her face, and closed the door quietly behind her as she left.
Lazer released me. "It does if I'm here on business to see you."
"You've changed your mind?" I couldn't hide my surprise. And maybe I should have been delighted. After all, I was willing to take on a sumo-wrestling-sized client with bad breath just a few minutes ago. Having Lazer Grayson in my fold would certainly help bolster my damaged reputation. Visions of being the Billionaire Matchmaker danced through my mind.
He shook his head and laughed. "Hardly. I have a business proposition for you."
I arched an eyebrow, heart racing. "You could have left your name when you made an appointment."
"I could have. But where's the fun in that?" His grin was infectious. "What I have in mind is strictly confidential."
"You really are arrogant."
"I won't deny that."
"Have a seat." My office had a small, round conference table with chairs around it. I was trying hard not to give away how much he rattled me as I offered him a seat at the table. It was like I was having my first schoolgirl crush on him.
"Business is down?" he said, grabbing the leather laptop bag he'd brought with him as I headed to my side of the conference table.
I froze. "What makes you say that?"
He shook his head. "I do my research before making business propositions. And I read the news. You've made an enemy."
"You mean Danika?"
He nodded.
"She'll cool off. Eventually," I said. "Can I get you something? Coffee? Water?"
"I'm fine. Thank you."
Yes, I really was flustered. And flattered. And relieved, in a way, that I wouldn't have to tame my jealousy as I set him up with other women. As a single matchmaker, I'd been lucky so far that my heart had been in winter, frozen so that it didn't long for love. I had never been attracted to any of my male Sweethartes and been confronted by the moral dilemma of wanting to keep one for myself.
"So? Business?" I said. "I'm intrigued." I was nearly fatally curious.
"I hoped you would be."
The way his eyes lit up was totally hot. He'd looked at me like that once. And I was beginning to believe once was never enough. My mouth was dry.
He opened his laptop bag and pulled out a sheaf of paperwork and a pen, laying them on the conference table in front of me.
"What's this?" I tapped the top page.
"First things first. A non-disclosure." His eyes met mine.
"Before we can even talk generalities?"
He nodded. "In my business, it's procedure. Technology and intellectual property is valuable and easily stolen. Take your time. Read it over. You're agreeing not to mention anything we discuss outside this office or to any third party."
Now I was really intrigued. I grabbed the paperwork and skimmed it. I had enough business training to recognize a standard non-disclosure when I saw one. I picked up the pen, signed, and slid the paperwork back to him. "So? Talk. What is this top-secret business you want to do with a matchmaker?"
He hesitated. "It's complicated and many-pronged. But it boils down to this—I need adventurous single women. Educated women looking to settle down and get married. Fifteen should be enough to begin with. But if the initial phase works, maybe more."
I laughed. "The only problem will be narrowing the field to fifteen."
"There's a catch."
Why was there always a catch?
"They need to be willing to relocate to Seattle. At least temporarily." He paused and looked me in the eye. "And I need you to come with them."
My eyes flew wide open and my heart stopped. "What? Why?"
He laughed. "Don't look so shocked. I don't want to lose you and your matchmaking skills to Man Jose. I'm offering to be your angel and fund the expansion of your matchmaking business to Seattle."
Angel? He was a dark angel, if anything. But my traitorous heart pounded with excitement at the idea.
"Seattle has some excellent matchmakers already." I studied him. "A city with as many billionaires per capita attracts them."
He didn't look surprised. He nodded. "I know. But they don't bring their own women with them. Their model and styles don't match with what I have in mind. I have a much grander overall scheme. A matchmaking app, maybe even a franchise, you could be a part of."
"What I do is very personalized." My pulse raced from being so near him. He looked delectable as he discussed his business ideas. I leaned back in my chair, trying to remain cool as I studied him. "It can't be cookie-cuttered."
"I didn't mean to imply it could. But a new model of matchmaking could be established."
I was excited on too many fronts, both personal and professional. I was trying to be professional, but my mind kept wandering back to his bed and my body was crying out for another shot of cuddle hormone. His strong, square hands were right in front of me. I'd never believed in a lot of touching too soon in a relationship. And this certainly wasn't a relationship. But I wanted him to hold my hand. My fingers itched to intertwine with his. Crazy.
"Let's step back a second. While you were in Seattle, did you take any of the historical tours or visit any of the museums to learn about Seattle history?"
I shook my head, amused. I wasn't a history buff. "That's not my particular field. I don't generally find mates for my clients in local museums, unless it's at a special event."
"That's too bad," he said. "If you had, you would see where I'm headed. My office is on Mercer Street. I have quite a few friends who live on Mercer Island. Both the street and the island are named after one of Seattle's founding fathers, Asa Mercer.
"In the mid-1800s, Seattle was a frontier seaport and logging town. The population was overwhelmingly male. This was just after the Civil War. The South and East had lost an entire generation of men, but were full of young widows and women, who now had little prospect of marrying.
"Asa got the bright idea to import women to Seattle from the East. He got enough venture capital from desperate single men in Seattle to bring back four hundred and fifty potential brides. Due to some bad PR he got in the East just before he departed—it was a long sail around the horn in those days before the Panama Canal—he left for Seattle with only around forty.
"It was a failed plan. Even four hundred and fifty brides would have been a drop in the marriage mart bucket. But it was only supposed to be the first trip." He grinned. "The men understandably lost faith. No brides and their money gone. He couldn't raise enough for a second trip. He did, rather selfishly, secure a bride for himself. Another strike against him getting more money. The poor bastard looked too self-serving. There was some understandable discontent over that.
"In my case, that shouldn't be a problem. I'm not looking for a wife, as you know." He held my gaze.
Was he still flirting with me?
"You want to be the modern-day Asa Mercer? Get a street named after you. Maybe an island. Let the city throw a parade for you by bringing fifteen potential brides to Seattle in modern day? That's not a drop. That's a microscopic speck."
He was so cute with his little plan. If I had been a more egotistical woman, I would have thought this was a lame excuse to get closer to me.
"Yes. Like old Asa, I want to solve Seattle's gender imbalance. But with a modern solution. I need the women to be beta testers." He pulled his phone from his pocket and put it on the desk between us. "This is why you signed the non-disclosure. My team has been developing this app."
As I took the phone from him, he slid his chair closer to mine until our arms practically brushed. He leaned close and walked me through the app as he explained its functions. How it was a way for singles to find current pools of available members of the opposite sex at any given time. How they could go directly to where desirable people were hanging out and avoid the dead spots.
Thinking of going to XYZ club? Bring it up on your app. You're a guy looking for a girl. Oops. No good. Only twenty eligible girls and sixty guys in the place. But over at ABC Bar there are two eligible girls for every guy. Better to head there.
The app was impressive and slick. Totally top rate and classy. If I hadn't been distracted by the sensual smell of Lazer and the heat radiating off him, I might even have salivated a little. Was there a way I could use an app like this in my business?
Over the last half-century, matchmakers had incorporated online dating and adapted their services because of it. Technology was going to keep evolving. And businesses, even those in the business of love, like mine, were going to have to keep adapting or die.
Although I loved the app and the idea behind it, I was skeptical. "The app is beautiful. But…I don't see how I fit into your plans for it. I'm all for helping my Sweethartes—"
"Your sweethearts?"
"Sorry." I laughed a little nervously. I usually didn't use the term with anyone outside the office. It was too easy to forget myself with him.
"That's what I privately call my clients." I spelled it out for him. "Anyway, I'm all for helping my Sweethartes meet their future spouses any way they can. I encourage them even to try online dating if they want. I offer coaching sessions and dating profile consultations to help them build the best profiles they can.
"But I don't see how I fit into the app launch. I mean, I can certainly offer certain services. Getting clients past their broken relationships and bad dating habits, what I call Dating Declutter. I can make them over so they present their best-looking selves. Coach clients about how to make themselves approachable once they find a target-rich environment. Which is where I might fit in."
He smiled at my terminology.
"And give them relationship advice. But my main forte is doing all that screening for clients. My clients are very busy, successful people. They don't want to waste time finding dates on their own. They don't have time to fool around with unsuitable matches. People pretending to be other than what they are. Gold diggers. That kind of thing.
"They want me using my expertise and connections to do the hard legwork for them. I'm sort of the dating game equivalent of a real estate agent.
"The clients want me to act as their go-between. Set up dates when they don't have the time or are too shy or insecure or afraid of rejection. Shield them from rejection. Coach them on how to date better. They don't want to do it on their own. They want me to be their relationship therapist. Confessor. Personal event planner. That's why they hire me." I paused for a breath. "I'm not sure an app fits into my business model."
He heard me out without interrupting. Once again, I felt that I had his complete and rapt attention. Who doesn't love to be listened to? It's totally sexy. And his expression? Completely flattering, as if he was impressed with everything I said.
He nodded. "I've done my homework. I know what you do. I've even read your book."
"Oh, that." I blushed. Dating Game, Set, Match had come out two years ago and skimmed the bottom of the New York Times list for a few weeks before slowly sliding into relative obscurity. I was immensely proud of it. And a little embarrassed by it. I'd gained a lot more matchmaking experience since then. It was probably time for a second edition. "So you know all my tricks? Or you think you do." I raised an eyebrow.
"Never publish your trade secrets."
I shrugged. "Who says I did?"
He laughed. "Your record is impressive. Two hundred and fifty marriages in five years of business?"
I nodded, flattered, again, that he'd taken the time to find the most up-to-date stats. Impressed he realized the magnitude of my accomplishment. The business of love is a tricky business.
"You're an expert. I wanted to hear your opinion on our app."
I hesitated and wondered who "our" referred to.
"There's another thing," I said. "Your app sounds marvelous. In theory. Once it's caught on, it would be a huge success. But that's the catch. How do you get it to catch on?
"You need a lot of people using it for it to be effective. Otherwise, if no one is using it, or very few people, what's the point? No man is going to want to cruise around Seattle looking for the one girl who has her app turned on. Or erroneously rejecting bar after bar as having no available women simply because nobody else is using the app. You have to somehow launch with a big pool of users."
He lifted one eyebrow. His eyes were bright with excitement.
"You've thought of that," I said, realizing just how sharp he was.
"And now you know why I want to be the modern-day Asa Mercer. We need a publicity stunt. A big splash. A beautiful New York matchmaker breezes into town with a cache of gorgeous, eager-to-settle-down New York women and connections to more.
"The girls have the app. My Seattle guys have the motivation. You have the relationship savvy. We show how well the app works by having success right out of the box. Lots of happy relationships formed."
"If we get lucky," I said, "that's still leaving a lot to chance. Even if I coach the men and women, there's still too much trial and error in dating to guarantee quick early success."
He smiled into my eyes again. "Exactly. Which is why we have to rig things in our favor. Those fifteen or so women I want you to bring? I have four close, lonely college buds who are suddenly looking to settle down. I want the women you bring to be good candidates for them."
I stared at him. "Are you trying to hire me to play matchmaker for your friends?"
He nodded. "I am. And I'm willing to pay your regular fees for each of the four. And a bonus for each that ends in marriage."
I whistled. "You are certainly something."
"I am, indeed." He made even a boast sexy.
"How much of a bonus?" Look, I might be infatuated with Lazer, but I hadn't completely abandoned my business side. I'd learned early on that potential clients, particularly men, often offered bonuses as a way of getting even better, more personal, higher-priority service. They offered the bonuses out of the blue. As a matter of pride. And to show off their wealth and power. To impress me. And almost always at amounts in excess of anything I'd think of asking or charging. It was always better to let them lead with the amount.
"Fifty thousand."
We locked gazes.
I hesitated, using a classic negotiating technique. If he was as shrew as I believed he was, he'd lowballed me on the first offer. He could go higher. I might lust for him, but there was no way he was getting the better of me in business. We were on my turf now. He may have been a billionaire, but I ran a multimillion-a-year business. If the answering look of challenge in his eyes was any indication, he expected me to negotiate. As I said, I'm good at reading people. Transacting business turned Lazer on. He admired people, women, who met his challenge.
"Taking on four clients at once is a major amount of upfront work. And blind, without meeting them…I'll have to take your word that they're suitable for my clientele. That they're actually marriageable and not some kind of sociopaths."
He didn't blink. "Sixty thousand and not a penny more."
I narrowed my eyes. From the look on his face, it looked like it was time to fold and take the deal.
I shrugged. "You're sure your friends are ready to settle down?"
No matter how much money he offered, I wasn't going to set myself up for immediate failure. I had a reputation and success rate to uphold. Clients didn't flock to matchmakers who didn't have a good track record of making great matches.
He made a rueful expression and nodded. "It appears so. Two of my best billionaire buddies took the plunge in the last year. I never would have expected it of Riggins." His frown was delightfully comical.
"Now my college buds want to follow suit. Unfortunately. They're always ribbing me about money and what it can and can't buy. They don't believe money can buy them love. I'm out to prove them wrong." He laughed devilishly. "It's about time again for me to play best man for someone."
I loved the way he laughed at himself. But I probed further. There had to be more to the story. Experience had taught me that men didn't usually suddenly decide to settle down for no reason.
"Why now? Was there a precipitating event? There usually is when a man suddenly decides he's ready to get serious with someone. Someone you know die suddenly? Everyone else is getting married?"
"The oldest of us just turned thirty. And his grandma, who was more like a mother to him than his mom, just passed away a few months ago. Before he'd produced a great-grandchild for her." Lazer paused, looking as impressed and spooked as if I was a mind reader. "And, yeah, just a few weeks ago a couple of our college classmates died. Hiking accident. They died when an ice cave collapsed. They weren't part of my gang, specifically. But…" He tossed his hands up. "It makes you think. How did you know?"
I shrugged and murmured my sympathy, weighing the pros and cons of his proposal. "I'm tempted," I said, slowly.
I really was. I liked challenges. Challenges that could be met head-on and I had some kind of control in meeting them, however slight. "But what will my women do in Seattle? They're talented women with successful careers. They won't quit, pack up and move without a better, or at least equal, opportunity in hand. And why should they?"
"No one expects them to. Part of your new agency will be a headhunting branch that uses my connections to find them career advancement opportunities. If they decide to stay.
"Initially, I'll put them up in condos downtown for a few weeks or months while they decide whether Seattle is going to work for them or not."
My mind was racing. His plan was just audacious enough to be tantalizing.
"My app and your matchmaking services work in tandem. Success for both of us. We could make beautiful business together, you and I."
Why was he so damn seductive?
"Come on. You want to expand. I know you're tempted. Let me take you to dinner and we can discuss details."
I was tempted. In so many ways. Too many ways. But if I went out to dinner with him, I'd end up in his bed. I had no doubt of that. And while that was incredibly tempting, it would definitely cloud my better business judgment. And besides, I had a rule: never be too available for a man.
"What a lovely offer. I wish I could. But I'm busy tonight." I rested my hand on his arm.
He nodded, any disappointment masked. He might even have been impressed. "I fly home tomorrow at one. Take the night to think over my offer. I'll need your answer before I leave." He slid a folder in front of me. "The details and contracts are in here."
He was good at the business game, too. A limited-time offer put just the right amount of pressure on. Never leave an open-ended timeframe. Sometimes, I even recommend that my clients give their matches a timeline for committing. You don't want to go into a partnership, business or otherwise, with a person who can't make up their mind that they want you in a decent amount of time.
"You have my number," he said in that cool, hot, seductive voice. He grabbed a scrap of paper, jotted something down, and slid it over to me. "Here's where I'm staying. In case you want to deliver your answer in person."



        


CHAPTER 7
L azer
Playing the dating/mating/whatever game this was with a professional matchmaker was more challenging and fun than I'd imagined. I'd read the rest of her book on the plane on the way to New York.
Rule number 55—Never be too available when a man asks you out. Especially at the last minute. No matter how eager or tempted you are to see him, make him wait. Make him work for it. You're a busy woman with many social engagements. Even if one of them is simply staying home with a bowl of ice cream and Netflix.—Dating Game, Set, Match
So what are you doing tonight, Ashley? Washing your hair?
Apparently booty calls were out, too. I was frustrated as hell. She'd been all I could think of this past week and a half since we'd met. Why do you think I flew all the way to New York to see her in person? I could have called or Skyped.
Why had I decided to involve her in matchmaking my college buds? As she'd pointed out, we had matchmakers in Seattle. There were certainly plenty of others in New York I could have gone to with my scheme. But this intrigued me more. She intrigued me more.
As far as matchmaking, call me either a skeptic or a romantic, but in the distant future, when I finally decided to settle down, I wanted the whole romantic comedy meet cute. Not a setup. Not date and relationship coaching at every turn.
I was one of those guys who thought he would eventually just stumble into Miss Right. Walk into a bar and see her sitting there surrounded by heavenly light, looking like an angel while Cupid's arrow pierced my heart.
My buds, however, were less romantic, more logical, and practical. And they were getting desperate. It had taken no arguing at all to convince them to let me hire a matchmaker for them and stack the dating deck in their favor.
They were even excited that I was bringing in a renowned dating and relationship expert matchmaker to set them up and coach them on how to catch the girl.
I couldn't get Ashley out of my mind. If she were my matchmaker, what kind of a woman would she choose for me? The thought amused me. Would she find a woman with as much sexual chemistry as we had together? As much in common? Could she put that all aside to make me a match?
It was an interesting question. And not one I was likely to find the answer to. I had no intention of testing it. The thought of working with her and being close to her got a rise out of me and made my heart race. I liked her competitive spirit and business sense. I had been serious when I'd said we could do good business together.
Times Square was always hopping, night and day. My hotel was in the center of it. I could have gone out on the town. Found myself another girl for the night. I didn't have any trouble picking up women. Manhattan, according to Ashley, was one of the hookup capitals of the country. If a guy wanted sex and didn't care about getting a woman's hopes up…
I was too high profile and the pickings here too easy. Strangely, I wasn't in the mood for easy game. I'd had enough mental stimulation sparring with Ashley. According to her, Manhattan was crawling with intelligent, witty women. Which should have been exciting and enticing. But if they were all looking for a husband…
I wasn't that guy. It seemed cruel to take advantage and get their hopes up.
I thought back to my meeting with Ashley, trying to guess what she'd decide. My money was on her coming on board with me. I'd seen the hunger for a new business venture shining in her eyes. The excitement of a new challenge.
By the way, if she'd pushed a little harder, I would have gone higher with that marriage bonus. There were things I could teach her about business. If I got the chance.
I sighed. I had work to do. There was always work to be done.
Ashley
I spent the night eating chocolate hazelnut ice cream and going through my database of clients and potential matches. It was madness, but I was seriously considering Lazer's offer. The power of lust. I was lusting after quite a few things he could offer, and they didn't all have to do with business.
Lazer had called it right. I was itching for a new challenge. I wanted that West Coast branch so badly I could almost taste the sweet thought of it. I'd been dreaming of expanding for over a year now.
As for logistics, I'd been subtly building toward branching out for months now. I had two very capable matchmakers working for me. I'd personally picked them for their innate talent and trained them myself. I had full confidence they could handle the Manhattan office while I went to Seattle to set things up. In addition, Lottie was training a second assistant who was proving to be very competent, efficient, and good with the clients.
I could take Lottie with me and still feel the office was in good, capable, well-trained hands.
I read and reread Lazer's terms—a fifty/fifty split in the Seattle matchmaking branch in exchange for startup capital. A small royalty from app sales in exchange for providing betas and promo. My usual fees to match his friends. A nice bonus, as we discussed in my office, if one of them married one of my matches. And a trial period in Seattle, all expenses paid, while we tried to establish an office.
It seemed I couldn't go wrong. I wondered what was in it for Lazer. Besides a bunch of potential best-man gigs. And happy friends.
I took another bite of ice cream and returned to scanning my list of clients and matches, looking for women who were good candidates to move to Seattle. I had to be analytical about this. I wouldn't jump into certain failure. If I didn't feel I could produce enough women, I wouldn't bite. Not everyone in my database was a dyed-in-the-wool New Yorker. There were many transplants here who might be willing to uproot and head to Seattle.
So many women came to the city thinking that there had to be more potential mates for them here than in the small towns they came from. Seattle was booming. Lots of career opportunities there if a woman was in the right fields. Okay, so they didn't have Wall Street or Broadway. But Seattle had banks and law firms. Hospitals and universities. Plays and musicals. Lots of tech companies. A major airframe manufacturer. The world's biggest online store and several competitors. And an amazing array of outdoor activities just minutes outside the city. A little something for everyone.
It was also fast outpacing New York in terms of being the heart of the publishing industry. Which gave me a devious idea—if I took Lazer's offer, would Danika King put her money where her mouth was and come to Seattle with me? That would be interesting to watch.
The idea of starting a new business was exciting. Of being in on the ground floor of something that could revolutionize the industry I loved. The only drawback was Lazer and my dizzying attraction to him. Under different circumstances, that would be an enticement. In this one I was in danger of the female equivalent of thinking with my dick. The way he made my pulse race…
Was it wise to go into business with someone you'd slept with only hours after meeting? Could I keep my heart and my hands to myself? Was it ever wise to mix business with pleasure in quite that way?
My late grandmother's advice came to mind. I could almost hear her saying it: "If you don't jump at new opportunities, you'll never know what you missed. Maybe you missed something bad. But maybe you missed the opportunity of a lifetime. You can always learn from bad. But you can't recapture a missed chance.
"Grab for the brass ring, Ashley. Always lean way out for it so you don't miss it."
All night long, all night long I mulled over the pros and cons, barely sleeping. In the morning, I knew my mind. I got up early, showered, and dressed with a purpose. I knew exactly what I was grabbing for.
Lazer
I shouldn't have been up so early. Six a.m. in Manhattan was three a.m. in Seattle. Nevertheless, I rolled out of bed, eager as a kid on Christmas morning, and strolled into the shower. The hot steam woke me up and gave me clarity. I placed a bet with myself that Ashley was going to take me up on my offer. I had to look good when she arrived.
Why wouldn't she jump at the chance? A sweet deal like this only came along once in a lifetime. I was like Midas, offering her my unlimited gold and moneymaking touch.
Yeah, I had the touch. My grandpa used to say that some people had the knack for making money while other equally intelligent, hardworking people would never get ahead. Grandpa was a character. But right about many things. My college buds had much more technical IQ than I could ever hope to have. When they talked shop, I didn't understand half of what they said. They knew their stuff. Their combined net worth? An infinitesimal fraction of mine.
Making money was a talent like any other and a skill that must be practiced. Some people made music. Some made money. Grandpa always told me not to let my talent go to my head. You had to be a risk taker and overconfident to succeed as an entrepreneur. I'd been that way since birth.
Sooner or later I'd trip up and bet on the wrong thing making it big and lose my shirt. Probably several times. He was willing to lay money on it. If I learned from my mistakes, he'd said, I'd be even better off in the end.
That hadn't happened yet and wasn't likely to. These days I protected a large chunk of my capital. But I had enough to play and have fun with. Practice makes perfect. I was constantly practicing the game of making money. Grandpa had been the one that taught me not to think that talent didn't also need hard work to flourish.
The fun I was having with the new app wasn't enough for me to invest heavily in it with both my time and dollars. I was betting this app and matchmaking business would be big enough to earn me a decent return on investment. It wasn't going to be as big as some of my other investments. But the risk was much less. The capital investment small compared to other ventures I'd started. And it intrigued me. But only if Ashley would play. She was my catnip in this experiment.
I toweled off and began getting dressed. I zipped my pants and was buttoning my shirt when there was a knock on the door of my suite. I ran my fingers through my hair and smiled to myself. Ashley? My heart raced with anticipation. "Coming!"
I tucked my shirt in and opened the door in my stocking feet.
Ashley stood in the doorway. A woman doesn't usually show up to turn down an offer. Rejection is much easier to do from a distance. The sense of victory alone would have made her look good to me. I was going to get my matchmaker. I cleared my face of a gloat and a damn happy smile that kept threatening to pop up.
But more than that, she looked perfectly beautiful in a refreshingly stylish way that made my heart race. Very few women had the effect she had on me. She was not too beauty-queen perfect. Hair loose and flowing over her shoulders. Her makeup was fresh and natural. Her smile mysterious and playful.
She wore a three-quarter-sleeve ballet-style wrap dress in a white and black gingham print with enough spandex to hug her body like a leotard.
Her dress was so damn hot I would have dressed in a leotard myself if it meant I got to dance with her.
The dress tied at the waist with a black belt and had a luscious, deep V-neck that showed just enough cleavage to be seductive. The skirt of the dress was the same material, but sheer, tantalizing the eye by making you think you'd get a glimpse of something.
She wore a pair of black and white high-heeled sandals that wrapped around her ankles. A purse shaped like an enormous bumblebee was slung over her shoulder. It gave the outfit an air of whimsy. I had to love a woman with a sense of fantasy and fun.
She carried a plain paper bag, a drink carrier with two steaming to-go cups, and the folder I'd given her yesterday.
Her gaze travelled down my body. She smiled slowly, as if she approved of what she saw. The way she did it was positively tantalizing. And sexily flirty.
"I was going to say I hope I didn't wake you," she said in sultry voice filled with amusement. "Clearly I didn't. No jetlag? Shouldn't it feel like the dead of night to you?"
I laughed. "Cruel woman. Rule of the road—once I leave my home time zone, I forget what time it is back there. Come in." I stood aside to let her in. "What are you doing out and about so early? Didn't you have big plans last night?"
Ashley
A night away from him resisting temptation hadn't dampened the chemistry and attraction that crackled between us. Or the fun with verbally sparring. He didn't disappoint. My pulse felt like it beat just for him. Wildly, at that. If an ounce of sanity had prevailed, I would have backed out the door and run.
Instead all I could think was, Touché! You bad boy.
How gutsy of you to ungallantly bring that up in a way that made me feel I should be flattered he'd remembered.
He wore a wry, flirty smirk, as if he was catching me out in a lie and enjoying it. He didn't know whom he was dealing with.
The reason I was out so early was purely strategic and selfish. But wasn't business always selfish? I wanted to catch him off guard. I was hoping to wake him and negotiate for what I wanted before he had time to grab a cup of coffee and wake up fully. Didn't all Seattleites drink coffee by the gallon? I was counting on the element of surprise.
"Oh! That. Just a client," I said mysteriously. "They keep me up and out at all hours. I'm used to it." I shrugged and held his gaze steadily, which was the key for selling lie and tiny fib alike. "One thing you'll learn about me is that I'm always available for my clients." I paused to let that sink in. "And their dating emergencies. I run on very little sleep.
"But to be honest, your proposal kept me up last night. I couldn't stop thinking about it." Or him.
"Did it? Good. That was my intention." He looked pleased with himself. And amused. He leaned into me and whispered in my ear, "You smell delicious."
Damn I wanted to run my fingers through his damp hair. Worse, I wanted to get to know him better. See if there were any more deal breakers about him. As if a total lack of commitment wasn't deal breaker enough to send me running. "I smell like bacon."
"That's what I said—delicious."
"Don't tell me you're the kind of guy who flirts with delivery girls and waitresses?"
"Only if they're wearing essence of bacon. Paris perfumeries should learn how to bottle it."
Crap, I liked the way he bantered with me. Some men were so deathly dull. Even among my clients. It was so rare to find one who knew how to flirt so well and had a sense of humor that matched mine.
I grinned at him and rattled the bag I'd brought. "I'm guessing you haven't had breakfast yet?"
"You're a mind reader. I just got out of the shower."
I saw that only too well. His hair was still damp and sexily finger-combed. He smelled like hotel soap and expensive aftershave. His skin had that soft, freshly scrubbed glow that made me want to run my fingers over him and simply delight in it.
"I get that a lot. I'm good at anticipating needs."
Where had this flirty Ashley come from? It was as if she'd sprung up from a long, dark sleep and now couldn't be restrained. At least not in his presence. With heart pounding and fingers dying to touch him. An inner voice was trying to get my attention. Just walk away, Ashley. He'll only break your heart.
I ignored it.
"I come bearing the best bagel breakfast sandwiches in the city and, better yet, fresh New York coffee. It's always best to negotiate on a full stomach. I find people are so much more agreeable after they've eaten."
The coffee was decaf, but he didn't need to know that. You didn't think I was going to give away my advantage, did you?
"Negotiate?" He arched an eyebrow and nodded toward the folder I carried.
"You're too savvy a businessman to lead with your best and final offer. Which is why I'm warming you up with bacon." I winked at him.
His grin was infectious as he took the coffee tray and bag from me. His hotel room was a suite with a sitting room, bar, and conference table, and separate bedroom. I ignored the rumpled bed as we walked past the open bedroom door to the table. But I couldn't keep my pulse from racing.
He set the food on a round conference table near the windows and a spectacular view of the Empire State Building in one direction and Times Square in the other. "Negotiating on a full stomach makes your opposition more agreeable. Huh. That explains business dinners, is that your theory?"
I smiled. "Business dinners are all about impressing the other party, bribery with food, and establishing social capital. Kind of like dating. In the end, rather than expecting sex as payment, the other party expects your business."
"Interesting theory. What are you expecting to get from me?"
"A fantastic deal."
He took a seat next to me, close enough that I was too aware of him and we could each admire the view. Though I found the view of him more thrilling than that of the city. I had a moment of doubt. What was I doing? Was this good business or simply madness? I almost chickened out, not trusting my motives. Business hardly seemed part of what I was about to do.
I handed him a cup of coffee, a bagel, and a napkin, and took one each for myself, watching as he unwrapped his sandwich and grinned adorably.
"It's still hot," he said.
"Would I bring you a cold sandwich?" I grinned back at him. "That's just bad business. Taste it. It's even better than it smells." I unwrapped mine, watching as he took a bite.
His eyes rolled back. He sighed. "You're right. We don't have bagels like this in Seattle."
"Watch what you say if you don't want to scare me away!" I laughed. "How will I live without my morning bagel?"
We made small talk while we ate, saying nothing at all, really. But everything. It was a rare thing to be able to make small talk comfortably with someone you barely knew.
When he was finished with his sandwich, he balled the wrapper and tossed it in the bag I'd brought it in. To be perfectly honest, I was having a hard time eating. I was simply too nervous about what I was about to do.
I set my half-eaten bagel down, and spread the file I'd brought open before us with considerable care.
"Right down to business?" His eyes met mine.
I admired his prowess. He managed to imbue a simple question with a promise of something much more tantalizing.
"Didn't I tell you? This is a working breakfast." I reached for my purse on the table—my bumblebee always gave me confidence—and pulled a pen out. The very same pen I'd used to sign my first client. So, okay, maybe I was a bit superstitious. Or maybe I just liked things with happy memories and success attached to them and hoped they'd bring more good karma with them.
I pulled a stack of my standard client contracts from the folder. I set them before him, twirled the pen in my fingers, and laid it before him with a flourish. "Before we discuss further details of your offer, I require a written contract with each of my clients."
I tapped the set of documents. "It's pretty standard, laying out the number of matches I've agreed to for the price. In this case, unlimited matches for a period of one year, at which time the contract can be renewed. It lists the price we've agreed upon. It's spelled out there." I pointed to a line in the contract that was on top.
"I have few other rules. But I need to be up-front about them. Number one, I'm not a madam or a pimp. Clients who sexually harass or force themselves on a match will be let go immediately. All fees forfeited. And the proper authorities notified.
"To be perfectly clear, I'm the opposite of a madam. I'm not slaking lust. I'm finding true love for my clients. I strongly encourage all my clients to abstain from sexual relations until a minimum of five dates. Better yet, as long as possible and until they are exclusive with each other."
He watched me carefully and took the pen from me. "Shouldn't be a problem for my guys. They're good guys."
"Good," I said.
"Anything else?"
"No two-timing me." I'd been burned by this before.
"What?"
"Call me a jealous bitch. But what's mine is mine. My men. And my clients. No working with another matchmaker while you're working with me. You'd think that would be obvious, but I've had clients try it. Again, if I find out about it, you again forfeit all fees. I don't take kindly to being cheated on."
Our gazes met and held.
"Seems fair enough." He glanced at the contract on top.
"If you find a match you'd like to pursue exclusively or start seeing someone I haven't set you up with, I'm happy to put the contract on hold while you see if you can make a go of the relationship."
He nodded. "Anything else?"
"Usually clients sign for themselves. In this case, the general contract is between you and me. Since I didn't know the legal names of the men I'll be matchmaking for, I've laid out in the contract that I will provide matchmaking services for four men to be named by you, and that you agree to vouch for them. Each of the men will be informed of my terms of conduct and expected to sign them at a later date."
"Sounds reasonable." He skimmed through the top contract.
"Read over it at your leisure," I said, repeating his words to me. "Have your lawyer look it over, if you like."
He was absorbed in reading the contract, but he looked up and grinned. "That won't be necessary. This looks pretty straightforward."
He flipped through the remaining few pages of the contract and looked up at me in confusion when he came to a second, paper-clipped contract beneath it. His brow furrowed. He looked up at me. "What the hell is this?"
"Negotiation. My one condition for working with you. I want you to be the new venture's first, and highest-profile, client." My heart was pounding so loudly I was almost certain they could hear it in New Jersey. But somehow I kept the nervous tremble out of my voice. This was my deal breaker. The one thing I wouldn't budge on.
His face clouded. "You're fucking kidding, right? You want me to sign up for your matchmaking services?"



        


CHAPTER 8
A shley
I steeled my nerves and shook my head, trying not to let him see how much I wanted this deal. I had to clasp my hands together so he couldn't see how badly I was trembling. It would have been so easy to cave. Just give up this one crazy demand. And lose his business respect, and one chance with him, forever. Maybe that would have been better. But I was stubborn.
"I am," I said, relieved that my voice didn't tremble with either excitement or fear. I certainly felt both in damning measures. I was on the precipice of getting everything I wanted. And everything I feared. Or nothing at all, which was equally frightening.
I smiled as sweetly and seductively as possible. Smile. Always smile. Men find it so hard to resist.
"At absolutely no charge." I practically cooed the words. I lowered my voice to a whisper. "And if you ever tell anyone I gave you a freebie, I will make your dating life hell from now to eternity.
"I have a premium brand reputation to maintain. People pay highly for my services. It's a steal, Lazer. A limited-time, one-time offer you'd be crazy to refuse."
His eyes narrowed, but at the same time danced with the excitement of the game. For a second before he masked his expression, it looked like he was about to shove the paperwork back at me.
I stared silently into his eyes, wondering how to play this. What kind of a man was he? I knew how to handle many different personalities. We sat staring at each other to see who'd blink first. Finally, I gave in, strategically. "What's your hesitation? You must see that what I'm proposing is absolutely sound business practice."
He looked at me quizzically.
I took a deep breath. "If we're going to launch the Seattle office successfully, and push this new model for matchmaking, we're going to need a carrot. Something to get women to sign up in droves. Women in a city where they feel they have the upper hand and would ordinarily laugh in our faces for suggesting such a crazy service to them. If we don't give them a damn enticing carrot and dangle it in front of them on a beautiful stick, why would they sign up?"
I leaned into him and lowered my voice to a near whisper. "Without a pool of women, we're sunk. We'll have no paying male customers. The men have to have confidence that we have a big enough match pool to draw from and the money they're spending will be well worth it. We're not charging pennies here. The app is for those who can't afford our full range of services."
I smiled into his eyes, trying to read his thoughts. I covered his hand with mine, squeezing reassuringly as I began gently stroking his ego. "Seattle's Hottest Bachelor. Twice. Voted consistently as one of Seattle's most beautiful people. A billionaire. With you in the pool, how can the women resist signing up?" I practically blew in his ear.
He set his jaw. The air between us grew thick with tension.
I read his face—it was now or never if I wanted to win him over. Convince him or lose the deal.
"It's just a publicity stunt, Lazer. You don't have to really look for a wife. You go out on a few public dates with women I've matched you with. Beautiful, fun, intelligent women carefully hand-selected for you. You date just as often or little as you want. But a minimum of enough to show the women of Seattle that it's a possibility they'll win the dating lotto and get to go out. Every woman dreams of being the match for a billionaire. You know the old saying, 'It's just as easy to fall in love with a rich man as a poor one.'
"Think of it!" I couldn't hide my excitement now. "We'll have women tripping over themselves to sign up."
"Will we?" His voice was deep, but neutral.
I kept smiling. "We will, I assure you. And I give you my word that you'll always have an out.
"If dating gets too tedious for you, you get 'too busy' to go out on matches. You hang with the agency for just long enough for us to get enough successful matches under our belts that we can tout our legitimate successes and ride on them. When we don't need your celebrity anymore, you quietly bow out. If that's what you want. There's really no commitment from you other than a small amount of time."
The corners of his mouth curled up slowly. He inched his face even closer to mine. We were right up in each other's faces. Just a hairsbreadth away from each other.
"You have a beautiful mind," he said in a deep, lovely voice. "You're just as devious and ambitious as I am."
I matched his grin. "Is that a compliment?"
"The highest."
"Then thank you." I nodded toward the paperwork again, nudging him to sign.
"What else do you want? Is this all you're asking for?" He scrutinized me. I couldn't tell if he was surprised or egging me on. "No other demands? More money? A different profit split? More ownership of the company?"
I held his gaze. "I led with my sticking point. Sign this contract and we have a deal. Any other little detail we disagree on can easily be worked out." I held my breath, my pulse quickening with excitement.
For an instant I thought he was going to close the gap between our lips and kiss me. I almost closed my eyes in anticipation of it.
He abruptly pushed back and crossed the room to grab a hotel pen from next to the phone. When he returned to the table, he quickly leafed through the paperwork in the folder until he found the contract he'd given me yesterday. He pushed it in front of me and held the cheap pen out to me. "Let's sign together, partner."
I grabbed the pen. "My pleasure."
We each signed our respective contracts with half an eye on the other. I was trying not to smile or whoop with victory. Maybe I should have been more cautious. I'd either just gotten what I'd always wanted. Or signed up for utter destruction and heartbreak.
We swapped contracts and repeated the process. When we were finished, we stared into each other's eyes with startling intimacy.
He took my hand in his and leaned forward to whisper to me. "Now that we've finished our business…" He lifted the hair from my neck, cupped my head, and leaned in to kiss me.
It took every ounce of willpower I had to say the words I'd rehearsed in my mind since I'd gotten the insane idea to accept this deal. "I'm sorry, Lazer. I don't sleep with clients. It's just bad business. It's in the contract you just signed."
He leaned back and studied me intently, slowly grinning. "Business makes strange bedfellows."
"But not in the literal sense. Not in this case." I smiled seductively back at him.
"We'll see about that in Seattle, Ashley Harte, matchmaker. When I want a woman, it's almost impossible to keep her out of my bed."
My smile didn't slip and I didn't move. But only by the greatest effort. "That's very flattering, but—"
"Don't play coy with me." His voice was deep with want and filled with seduction. "The game has just begun. With the sex between us as fantastic as it was the first time, there shouldn't be any doubt what I want. You want it, too. It won't be long before you're begging me to amend our contract so that we can sleep together."
I shook my head. "Your cologne is going to your head. Arrogance is just another thing to go before a fall."
He leaned forward and slid his fingers into my hair, cupping my head and looking deeply into my eyes. "I'll see you in Seattle, matchmaker. We'll see who will be begging who for what then."

Thank You!
Thanks for reading Lazer Focused. I hope you enjoyed it!
You’ll want to pick up Harte Strings, the second episode of the series, now! Grab your copy today!


  
Want to know when my next book will be out? Sign up for my VIP New Release List at ginarobinson.com If you’re on the list, you’ll always be the first to know about new releases, including when the next Jet City Billionaire romance will be available. And you’ll get the Gina Robinson Starter Library FREE just for signing up!
Liked it? Shout about it!
If you enjoyed Lazer Focused please review it. Your reviews help others find this book and others in the series. Every review is very much appreciated!
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