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HE TUGGED HER HARTE STRINGS…
F our funny, sweet, lonely guys who want wives and one hot Jet City billionaire who definitely doesn't. What's a matchmaker to do?
Ashley Harte's partnership with sexy billionaire Lazer Grayson is barely off to a start and already he's trying to bend the rules of their agreement. And get her back into bed using every romantic trick in the book. How long can she resist him? Long enough to make a committed man out of him?
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CHAPTER 1
“It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.”—Jane Austen: Pride and Prejudice, 1813
“It is a truth universally accepted, that a single man in Manhattan in possession of a college degree and employment, must be in want of a hookup. And absolutely nothing more. Rarely even the commitment of a second date.”—Ashley Harte, modern matchmaker

Ashley Harte
If Jane Austen were alive today and living in Manhattan, she would give up her matchmaking ways immediately. Even writing about it would be too depressing. I knew how she felt. There were days when I wanted to give up, and I made matches for a living. It was either make beautiful matches or starve, so I soldiered on.
Poor Jane would have never written Emma, about a conniving upper-crust matchmaking gentlewoman. Who could have blamed her? In Manhattan today, women seeking mates have never had it so bad.
Straight, single, college-educated men in this city were outnumbered by college-educated women looking for husbands by nearly two to one. There were plenty of available blue-collar men. But as Jane herself might have said, “The educated women won’t have them!”
And there was no way I could convince them to take them.
I struggled against the new taboo marriage of the times—what some experts were calling “the mixed-collar marriage.” In layman’s terms, when a woman with a college degree married a man without one.
Women were attending college in much larger numbers than men. It was fast becoming a worldwide crisis as far as college-educated women seeking similarly educated mates were concerned. Since the early 1980s, in the US and across the world, women in college outnumbered men by a significant margin. Even in China, where men hugely outnumbered women in the general population. Great for women’s careers. Great for the business marketplace. Not so great for college-educated women seeking similarly educated mates.
There were a lot of theories floating around about why this might be. But no definitive answers. It wasn’t my concern, really. On the one hand—hooray for women! One the other hand, it had created a dangerously lopsided dating dynamic in the city that was threatening my matchmaking business, Harte Mates. Now that I took very seriously.
Here was the problem—when desirable men in the dating pool are significantly outnumbered by women, the men become exceptionally picky and commitment averse. A hookup culture thrives. Women become highly competitive for male attention, cutthroat even. Men are able to date up. Women get frustrated, desperate, depressed, and bitter. Which sends them running to me for help. Which should have been great for business, but—why was there always a “but?”—bitter women are hard to match under the best circumstances.
Without a large enough pool of available men to match them with, what was I supposed to do? I couldn’t take these women’s money like a con artist or snake oil salesman and offer them false hope. Unfortunately, I wasn’t in possession of a love potion.
The sad reality was that by the time the men decided to settle down at somewhere around forty, they wanted younger women, women under thirty. Maybe as old thirty-two or three, tops, but that was it, and rarely. I’d had to lower my maximum age for female clients. Which resulted in being mercilessly hammered in the court of public opinion as some kind of sexist. Me? Laughable. Or would have been if the accusation hadn’t been so damaging to my reputation and business.
I’d been a professional matchmaker in Manhattan for the past five years. I’d grown Harte Mates into a multimillion-dollar-a-year business. Besides myself, I employed two fulltime matchmakers, an assistant, and an assistant for my assistant. I’d put together hundreds of happy couples, 251 of whom had tied the knot. Most of whom still kept gratefully in touch. Which was touching and rewarding.
But now? I’d never seen it this bad.
When something threatens your livelihood, you have few options—lie down and let it die; do what you’ve always done and hope for the best; or innovate. Never one to go down without a fight, I’d chosen to throw my lot in with innovation. I was taking a huge risk with both my business and my heart. Manhattan had a shortage of men. But Seattle was desperate for women, the kind of women I could provide.
And so I had made a deal with an angel. The investor kind of angel. A handsome, charming, tempting billionaire angel from Seattle—Lazer Grayson. Seattle’s hottest bachelor. A committed commitmentphobe. Kind of ironic, in a way, that he wanted to invest in a matchmaking venture when it so clearly went against the grain of his personal vow to remain single. But where there was money to be made…
Sitting there in Seattle with his group of lonely single male friends, he’d noticed the shortage of women and observed how picky Seattle women were when it came to men. Of course they could be, since they were the ones in demand. The women set the rules and the men simply had to try harder and compete. Sad to say, but simple supply and demand economics affect even our love lives.
Lazer, being Lazer and highly entrepreneurial, and his friends weren’t about to roll over and accept the status quo. Like their famous Seattle pioneer forefathers, particularly Asa Mercer, they were going to even the odds. And if necessary, bring more women to Seattle. I’d told Lazer that there were more available women in the suburbs. If the men would only venture outside the city…
But where were those suburban women hanging out? The men came up with an idea for an app that would solve their problem. The app would tell the single men where the women were and the women where the men were at any given time. The idea was simple. Say on a Saturday night a single man wanted to go out to a place where he had a better chance of meeting single women, he could check the app and see which bar, movie, etc. they were hanging out at. It would also have a feature that would show the cities with the best ratio of single women to single men. That kind of thing.
My deal with Lazer was simple. In theory. He wanted me to bring fifteen to twenty single Manhattan women to Seattle to beta-test his man/woman-finding app. At the same time, I was going to set up an innovative new matchmaking service that not only matched people with mates, but also matched them with jobs. So women from female-saturated dating markets like Manhattan could move to markets with more available men, like Seattle and San Jose. And still be gainfully employed. And men could move to markets with more women. And they could do it all with a one-stop matching service for mates and jobs.
My very first clients were four of Lazer’s good friends, whom I had yet to meet. He was paying me to make them matches in Seattle. With luck, early wins for us. Always stack the deck in your favor if you possibly can.
As part of our business agreement, I’d insisted Lazer be a client of the new matchmaking service, too. A high-profile client. But he was just a shill. Bait to draw Seattle women into our client pool. Or so he thought. I had other intentions. Can you imagine what it would mean for me and my business if I matched a billionaire?
I let my fantasies run wild. Me, the billionaire matchmaker! The fame. The street cred. The joy. The wealthy clients rolling in. I pictured so much press attention I’d have to hire a press secretary of my own. Interviews on all the talk shows. A multimillion-dollar book deal. More franchises…
Dreaming and reaching for the moon was fun but, of course, life wasn’t all upsides. Against my will, against my better judgment, against all common sense, I was already losing my heart to Lazer. Now I was in the proverbial spot between a rock and the rock-hard arms I longed to be in. Successfully matching Lazer could launch my career into the stratosphere and give me matchmaking fame beyond imagination. But it could also very well devastate my newly awakening heart.
For that reason alone, he was the last man I should have wanted. But that old saying that the heart wants what it wants was true for a reason. Damn rogue hearts.
Deciding whether what my heart thought it wanted was the real Lazer, or simply a fairytale version my mind had created, was part of what this business partnership was about for me. I wanted to get to know Lazer better. I absolutely had to. It was either that or risk what-ifs for the rest of my life. I had to see for myself whether he was meant to be mine, someone else’s, or to simply to play the field for the rest of his life.
That was how I found myself with my highly efficient, no-nonsense assistant, Lottie, on Lazer’s private jet bound for Seattle, holding the first meeting of our new, as yet unnamed, joint venture. A corporate retreat to get this party started and the startup off the ground.
Lottie, usually boisterous and outspoken, and I had been riding in hushed opulence since boarding and being given the tour of the plane. Trying to play it cool, like it was no big deal to be riding in a private jet with a flight attendant to wait on just the two of us. Even though I had no real idea how to act in such a situation. Class and politeness were always in style.
It wasn’t as if I didn’t make good money or didn’t mingle with wealthy people on an almost daily basis. I had many clients who were multimillionaires. You had to have a certain amount of money to afford my services. But this was a whole new level of wealth. A fantasy level.
The interior of the jet was as plush, comfortable, and elegantly decorated as any expensive living room in Manhattan. Lottie and I each had a cream-colored overstuffed pod seat that reclined into a sleeper. Where, during most of the five-hour flight, we studiously sat working on our laptops while being waited on hand and foot.
In addition to the pod seats, there was a small sofa in cream leather. A desk and fully stocked bar in dark cherry wood. A mounted large-screen TV and a round dining table and chairs where we’d been served a champagne lunch that was as delicious and delicate as any I’ve had prepared by a five-star chef. And did I mention the private lav, as the pilot called the bathroom, and the bedroom?
Fresh flowers sat on the table and bar. We were free to walk about the cabin at will without pesky warnings about sudden turbulence. The trip had so far been smooth and pleasant. And so much less tiring than flying commercial. This was the way to fly, no doubt about it. Affording it on my own was another matter.
As we neared Seattle, Lottie came back from a last-minute trip to the lav and made the heavenward gaze, mouthing, Wow! She hitched her thumb toward the back of the plane and whispered, “I took a closer look at the bedroom. You know, before we land and I miss my chance. It’s stocked with robes and silk pajamas.” She shook her head in amazement. “And did you see the shower in the bathroom? Nicer than mine at home! I was half tempted to shower again.”
We were both on the edge of breaking out into an embarrassing round of girlish giggling. I grinned at her, barely containing myself. “Go ahead.”
She grinned back. “Too late. I took one at home. If I’d known I could use the plane, I wouldn’t have bothered.” She settled into her pod seat. “The new boss knows how to live.”
“New boss?” I arched an eyebrow.
“Isn’t he?”
“That’s up for debate. I thought I was.” I took a sip of the seltzer water next to me. No one bossed me. That was the beauty of owning my own business.
“Whoever tames Mr. Three Commas is going to be a very lucky woman. At the very least, a pampered one.” She shot me a pointed look.
I gave all of my clients private pet names, which helped preserve their privacy, especially when other people were around. Mr. Three Commas was Lazer’s.
Sometimes Lottie was irritatingly intuitive. I’d been careful to keep my hookup with Lazer to myself. Sleeping with a man who became both a business partner and client was an embarrassing mistake for a matchmaker and businesswoman of my caliber to make. If it got out…
It wouldn’t get out. But the fact that she was picking up on the attraction between Lazer and me wasn’t good news. I ignored her pointed look.
“You’d better make him the match of the century.” She managed to make her simple statement sound like a warning.
She was taking a career risk, too. Since she had hitched her star to mine, maybe I owed her the truth. Then again, why worry her?
I smiled. “Of course.”
“You know what I mean.” Lottie wasn’t one to let me off the hook. “The man is smoking hot. Could charm the skin off a snake. As if that isn’t bad enough, it’s not going to be easy to find a woman whose head won’t be turned by all this.” She gestured around the plane. “And I have the feeling this is only a tiny taste of what living with a billionaire is like.”
I nodded, sure she was right on both counts.
“Mr. Three Commas is a sweet guy,” she said, making it sound like an understatement.
How had he made my assistant go all sappy on me?
“He deserves a woman who loves him for him.”
Lottie was a believer, like I was, in true love. In our opinion, everyone deserved a love match. Having been with me from the start, she’d seen too many gold diggers and social climbers. Too many women—men, too—who would have happily married someone they didn’t love, even secretly despised, for the perks of fame, power, wealth, or all of the above.
She shot me another piercing, almost pleading look. “How are we going to separate the wheat from the chaff of gold diggers?” She sighed with exaggerated heaviness and shook her head in a mama bear sort of way.
“Some of our clients prefer gold diggers,” I said with a tease. Although it was true. Not many. But the odd few wanted a trophy wife or husband and nothing more. I mostly considered these people shallow and insecure. But I wasn’t responsible for changing their basic nature.
“Not this one!”
Whoa. If Lottie really had been a bear she would have charged at me like I’d just threatened her cub.
Lottie had seen very little of Lazer so far. But what she had seen had impressed her more than anything since I’d known her. And we’d met many charming and successful men. Lazer had been exceptionally wonderful to her. Romantically, I believed she was already partly in love with him. Who wouldn’t be? Cynically, I half believed he was trying to turn her into a double agent and use her to spy on me. Whatever his intention, if I wasn’t discreet, I’d have a defector on my hands. If I didn’t already.
I’d have to be very careful around Lottie. Would I be able to hide my growing feelings for Lazer once all of us were spending hours and hours together?
“All of our clients deserve true love.” I smiled back at Lottie, closing down the discussion.
“Some more than others, is all I’m saying.” Her grin was perfectly devious and double-edged.
If I didn’t know better, I would have thought she was encouraging me to go after him. She’d been known to nudge me toward some of our more desirable clients. None had tempted me. Until now…
The plane banked. We approached our destination from the north, cruising down the sound. Seattle came into view to our left, gleaming and glittering in the early afternoon light.
Home, I thought. Would it be? Or would it come to represent heartbreak and failed promise?
Lottie stared out the window, too, quiet. This was her first trip to Seattle. She was taking it seriously.
“Well?” I asked. “What do you think?”
She smiled. “Not bad. From the sky.” She paused. Her eyes went wide. “Now that’s an awesome sight.”
I looked out the window to see what she was seeing. Mt. Rainier appeared. My heart fluttered. That mountain, volcano, whatever, was awe-inspiring against the blue August sky. Maybe the skies in Seattle really were the bluest blue. I hoped so.
We approached and landed at Boeing Field just south of the city. When the aircraft had safely landed, taxied, and stopped, the captain got out, opened the passenger door, and put out the steps. Our flight attendant escorted us and wished us a pleasant stay.
I had a moment of indecision and insecurity. I was usually a confident traveler, but now I didn’t know what to do. Did I tip the flight attendant? I decided not. Lazer would take care of it like he’d done everything else.
“Our bags?” I asked the flight attendant.
She smiled. “Taken care of. We’ll make sure they get to your final destination.”
And then we were out the door and down the steps. Manhattan in August can be unpleasantly hot and muggy. Here in Seattle, the temperature was warm and pleasant and less humid. I liked that already.
A car, a Mercedes, in fact, waited for us. I glanced at Lottie. She and I exchanged another of our mad grins. If we’d been alone we would have raved about being met on the tarmac by a fancy car and driver. This was certainly the way to live.
Our driver was friendly. “Welcome to Seattle.” He held the door for us as we got in the car, and then got our bags from the pilot and loaded them in. We were off in minutes.
“How long is the trip?” I asked the driver.
Lazer was hosting the corporate retreat at his mountain lodge. I’d never been there, but I assumed it had to be at least an hour or two away. It was a mountain lodge, after all, and the mountains were on the horizon.
The driver looked at us in his mirror with a surprised expression. He grinned. “Not long.”
Less than two minutes later, he pulled to a stop in front of a helicopter on the other side of the tarmac from where our plane had landed. “We’re here.”
Lottie and I exchanged grins again.
“We were driven the length of the airport,” she whispered in my ear. “Incredible. Now that’s service.”
“No, that’s luxury.” I stared at the helicopter and shook my head.
As we stepped out of the car, we were met by another pilot. A thin, tan, wiry man of about forty or forty-five with the look of former military about him.
He smiled at us. “I’m Gary. I’ll be flying you to Lazer Lodge today.”
“Ashley.” I shook his hand. “And this is Lottie. It’s a beautiful day for a helicopter ride.”
“That it is.” He helped us into the copter and loaded our bags.
When we were all safely strapped in, and had headphones on, he turned to me. “How’d you like a quick tour of the city before we head for the mountains? Mr. Grayson said to make sure you like what you see here.”
I glanced at Lottie again. She nodded.
“We’d love a tour,” I said.
Gary grinned back. “That’s what I was hoping to hear. We’ll swing out over Puget Sound and around the city before we head east into the Cascades.”
He started the helicopter up. The blades spun with their characteristic whoomp, whoomp, whoomp. I lost myself in their white noise. This was another first. I’d never ridden in a helicopter before. I grinned like a kid. This really was life’s amusement park I was in.
Within minutes we were in the air over Seattle. Maybe I should have paid more attention to the sights. The water. The mountains. The sparkling skyscrapers. The landmarks—the Space Needle, the Wheel, the Market. They were all beautiful.
But I saw something even better—promise, love in the air, and eligible men, men, men! Handsome men. Men eager to stake their claim on a woman, take her off the market, and settle down. Men like that were every matchmaker’s dream.
Beautiful Seattle men, I think I love you already! I certainly love the idea of you. Don’t disappoint me.
Men, even in today’s enlightened age, were the relationship drivers. They were still expected to make the moves and pop the question. Part of my job as a matchmaker was to coach them on their role, encourage the more timid among them to make their moves. An eager male client base would put me on the fast track to matchmaking success.
But it was more than money for me. It was a passion, my life’s calling, a way to make others happy. Now that my heart was coming to life again after my husband’s death, seeing hard-to-match, desperate people finding their special someone gave me hope that maybe, just possibly, there was another man out there for me. He wouldn’t be Ruck. No one would ever be Ruck. But having loved so well once, I wanted it again.
Okay, I had made a classic mistake of sleeping with Lazer just hours after meeting him. I mean, come on. How could anyone resist a guy as hot and seductive and gorgeous as him? But any good matchmaker, including me, will tell you that if you want a serious relationship with someone, you should hold off on sleeping with them as long as possible. There are scientific studies that back up the anecdotal evidence we, as professional matchmakers, see all the time. Marriages where people have waited until they got to know and trust their partner before sleeping with them have also been proven to last longer and be happier than those of people who jumped in the sack immediately.
I’m not making any moral judgments, obviously. Just repeating the finding of the studies. I want all of my clients to have the best possible chance of finding the right mate.
If you want to hook up, realize that it falls under the just-for-fun category. A fling. There are exceptions always, of course. But expect to be the rule, not the exception.
I knew all that when I hooked up with Lazer. At the time, all I was looking for was fun. Or so I thought. It was hard to pass up a night with a hot, intelligent billionaire. I hadn’t expected my night with Lazer to be more than a one-time hookup. I went in with eyes wide open. And got blindsided.
I’d been wrong. About my relationship with Lazer ending there. I couldn’t get him out of my mind.
Now there was only one way to correct the mistake I’d made in sleeping with him mere hours after meeting him. Become a hookup virgin. Reset the relationship clock by remaining strictly hands-off with him.
What could possibly go wrong? Besides everything.



        


CHAPTER 2
L azer Grayson
Lazer Lodge, my mountain retreat, was more than a quiet cabin in the woods. It was where I thought most clearly and plotted my next investment and business moves. Where I entertained friends. Seduced beautiful women. And hosted retreats for my various business ventures. Something about the clean, fresh mountain air, the scent of fir trees, and the views that extended seemingly into eternity inspired creativity. And romance. Being away from the clutter of the city gave me clarity and vision. And the edge in romantic liaisons.
Lazer Lodge had become so popular that I occasionally rented it out or loaned it to friends. I’d held my buddy Justin’s inauguration into the prestigious billionaires’ club EIEIO here. And made it double for a wedding reception. The lodge was the perfect place to lay out the groundwork for my new matchmaking venture with Ashley Harte and the guys.
Ashley Harte. Something about that woman had worked its way into my very blood. The thought of her made me hot. Made me smile. Made me want more with her than I had ever wanted with a woman. The intensity of my feelings was frightening. There are women you burn for. Women you fantasize about. And women who you simply want to be with, or so I’ve heard, not personally having had the experience before. I’ve had female friends. Women I liked to hang with. But I’d never been a friends-with-benefits kind of guy. Women were either platonic friends or women I wanted to sleep with.
I’d never found that elusive combination of the two. Friend and lover. Soul mate, as Ashley would call it. Generally when the thrill of a new conquest wore off, I moved on. That made me sound like an ass. But I never made any pretenses about it. I was always upfront that I didn’t want more. Some of my relationships had lasted six months, maybe a few more. I was always exclusive while it lasted. But nothing stuck. I usually got bored and moved on. Maybe I’d been picking vapid, shallow women. Or maybe I was just an arrogant dick.
My two good buddies, Riggins and Justin, had been trying to convince me that when I found the right woman, there would be no thoughts of moving on. Only a deep love and desire to keep that woman forever. Grab her and caveman her right off the market. I laughed to myself at the imagery. I couldn’t see myself dragging a woman back to my cave.
Ashley was the first woman I’d met that had piqued the slightest desire in me to see if there was more. All I knew for sure at this point was that the sex between us was explosive. I thought about her constantly, and not just about taking her to bed. I had the gut feeling that if I didn’t explore my budding feelings for her, I’d always be sorry.
Risks. I took them. Was I ready to risk my heart? For the right woman, an extremely reserved maybe. What no one tells you is that success has a price. In almost every aspect of your life. Nothing comes free. The price of mine was making the stakes of falling in love astronomical. Fall in love when you’re young and poor and you don’t worry that the other person only loves you for your money. Or your power. Or your fame. Or will leave you and try to take everything you’ve worked for with her.
Now, hell, I knew there were women I got just because of those things. And here’s the real shit—a roll in the sack? Fine. I’d take it. Send them a bauble after. That was nothing to me.
I had a standing account at one of the top jewelry stores in Seattle. They kept a record of what I’d sent to whom so that no one got a duplicate. Every woman felt special and unique. I mixed it up. That was part of my charm. Ginny, my private jewelry salesperson, had exquisite taste, and earned every penny of her commission. She even had guidelines on file for the price range and type of jewelry to send for each occasion and situation, including duration of the relationship. She knew my style and did a great job of imitating it. I suspected there were women who slept with me as much to get the treat as anything. It was the trophy, a status symbol. The equivalent of a notch on their bedpost, a bauble in their jewelry collection.
I know, this sounded really douchey on one level. But I treated every woman with respect. Had fun with them. Kept my mouth shut and never badmouthed them. Even when they lashed out at me after. No secret recordings. Never released tacky sex tapes or nude photos. Never took them. I made every woman feel as special as I knew how when I was with her. Gave them romance and let them go when the fun was gone.
All good. All doable. All part of my persona as the boy billionaire. The playboy billionaire. My heart was safe. My body had fun. No harm. No foul.
Committing myself? Being willing to risk my fortune on a union? And, more importantly, devote my time and attention to a woman? Time and attention were my most valuable commodities. My real assets and moneymaking tools. For good reason, I was stingy with them. Jealous of them.
This was nothing new for me. I’ve always been like this. In high school, I didn’t see the need for a steady girlfriend. Not that a geek like me had much of a chance of getting one. When it came time for senior prom, there were girls who just wanted dates and would have gone with anyone. Including me.
I could have picked one of them up. But my parents weren’t going to foot the prom bill. Especially not for a girl who was just using me to show up. I would have had to work extra shifts at my crappy minimum-wage job to pay for a prom date. I weighed the two outcomes in the balance and decided a date with a girl who wasn’t into me wasn’t worth the time away from my software projects and studies. I didn’t go to my prom. So shoot me. There were no girls I thought were worth the sacrifice.
I’d changed. Gotten richer. But I was still me, with my basic philosophies. Simply working on a grander scale. I could put minimal time in for a bit of fun and spend what was an insignificant amount for me on trinkets and romantic dates. That was as far as it went.
Until Ashley picked me up in that bar. I should have run the opposite direction when I saw her sitting there in that red dress. Instead, I walked right into her trap.
She came on to me. There was no doubt about that. Neither of us had been looking for more. Looking or not, we’d found something. What exactly, and how permanent, was yet to be determined.
I wasn’t committed to the idea she could be the one. I wasn’t even certain there was a “one” for everyone. But I couldn’t get her out of my mind. Now I’d done something I hadn’t done for any other woman—started a business with her to get to know her better.
It amused me to think I’d gone to those lengths. It also scared the shit out of me. If I hadn’t been absolutely convinced the venture was a moneymaker and worth the trouble, I wouldn’t have done it, no matter what I felt. But I couldn’t discount the enticement of working with Ashley.
I was mixing business and pleasure. Many would say that’s a dangerous combination. Maybe it was. I was about to find out.
For now, Ashley and her machinations amused me. And puzzled me at the same time. Women usually didn’t stump me. Which only intrigued me more.
Ashley thought she’d cleverly tricked me into an experiment to find me a wife and show me the beauties of matrimony by signing me up as our new venture’s first client. She’d convinced me of the beauty of the plan by stressing the publicity we’d get having a billionaire in the pool.
How naïve did she think I was? Me, stay celibate? Hardly. But I was going to enjoy the show. What kind of women would she match me with? How much fun was I going to have dating in the public eye and promoting the business? Making her jealous. Would that throw her into my arms? Or backfire completely?
No matter what happened, I was going to enjoy the game.
And all this bullshit about her not sleeping with clients? She wanted to sleep with me again. That wasn’t arrogance. That was simple biology. I’d read her book and how she believed in the cuddle hormone. If that was true, she was hooked on me already.
You think I didn’t recognize animal desire when I saw it in a woman’s eyes? Right.
Her eyes blazed with it. The physical attraction between us was off the scale. How long would it take for her to break her own rule?
We were about to see. I wasn’t about to fight fair. What was the fun in that? Bring out the heavy artillery, my boy, as my grandpa used to say. The old coot had been a playboy in his day. Heartbreakers ran in the family.
I was breaking out Lazer Lodge, fresh mountain air, and all the romantic trappings of a business that focused on falling in love. And because Ashley was as much in love with the business of business as I was, I was going to woo her with the best marketing, PR, advertising, and brand teams in the country.
I’d hired them all, including the premier firm for naming businesses. They’d be here this week presenting to the team. Love, if it wasn’t in the air, would certainly be on the whiteboards and presentations.
Ashley was going to love my friends, too. A tip for all the gentlemen out there—if a woman approved of your friends, you had a leg up. If she hated them, watch out. It was either bye-bye friends or your life became miserable. Another tip—surround yourself with friends who are funny, charming, good looking, and successful, but slightly less than you are in at least one key way. Your wingmen should never outshine you.
Arrogant again? Maybe. But no one could deny I was more successful than any of my group of college buddies. I was going to enjoy the show of watching Ashley match them up.
All in all, this business venture was shaping up to be great fun. The best fun.
“Lazer?” Brandy, my personal assistant and right-hand woman, poked her head into my Lazer Lodge office, startling me from my thoughts.
I glanced up at her.
“The caterers have arrived, along with the floral delivery,” she said. “And the boxes the marketing firm sent ahead.”
I nodded. “Good. When will my guests be arriving?”
“Miss Harte’s plane landed on time. Gary texted that he’s on the way with her and her assistant. As instructed, he gave them an aerial tour of the city.” She glanced at her watch. “They should be arriving any minute.”
I nodded my approval again.
“He’ll circle back for the guys after he drops off the women. As we discussed, he’ll be flying the other teams in beginning tomorrow, according to the schedule.”
“The conference room is set up and ready for tomorrow morning?”
“It will be. It’s in process.”
“Good.” I paused. “We’re going to do this, Brandy. Seattle won’t know what hit it. And the rest of the world shortly after.” I grinned.
She grinned back at me. “I know that look. Stop smiling like an evil genius, boss.”
I laughed.
She shook her head. “When I took this job, I knew your business interests were all over the map. I looked forward to the variety. But matchmaking? This is something I never expected of you. Aren’t you a cynic when it comes to marriage?”
I grinned back at her. “Maybe. My personal views don’t matter. Love is big business.”
She shook her head.
We were interrupted by the sound of an approaching helicopter.
I glanced out the window, catching sight of the copter. “Looks like the fun is about to begin.”
When I really wanted a woman, nothing could stop me from getting her. Watch out, Ashley Harte.



        


CHAPTER 3
A shley
“There it is! Up ahead.” Gary nodded toward the speck of a clearing on a heavily timbered mountainside.
All around us the Cascades rose tall, jagged, and a little snowcapped still, even in the heat of summer. Gary had given us the complete tour, naming the peaks and sights as we flew over. Lazer’s lodge sat on the west face of a mountainside. The view from it had to be almost as spectacular as the view from the copter.
Gary brought us closer and closer and then down and down, landing us neatly on a clear helipad near the main entrance to the lodge. Once we landed, he jumped out and helped us down as if he was used to this particular duty. A man in black slacks and a white shirt came out of the lodge to greet us and take our bags.
It felt like we were at a private luxury resort and the young man was the bellhop on duty. There was an instant where I wondered whether I should tip him. It was like I had a tipping obsession or compulsion.
“I’ll take these to your room, ma’am,” the bellhop said to me. “Mr. Grayson wanted to greet you and show you to your rooms personally. These will be waiting for you when you’re ready for them.” He grabbed the bags and walked off toward the lodge just as Lazer appeared in the doorway.
Lazer was dressed casually in shorts and a T-shirt. And lounging insouciantly against the doorframe of his magnificent lodge with the sexiest grin on his face. Making no move to come toward us, although he gave us a quick wave and a nod.
It was so like him to make me come to him. Yes, we were engaged in a subtle power struggle. We were on his turf now. I was at a disadvantage. Score one, Lazer.
As always when I saw him, my heart momentarily stopped before pounding into action like a racehorse on the final stretch. Much more renowned and knowledgeable experts than me have been asked through the ages, How do I know if this is love or just a crush?
The answer, which I have repeated many times to my clients, is that it’s complicated. But experts agree that one sure sign of love is whether you think about your “beloved” when they’re out of sight. And long to see them again. If a person is truly out of sight, out of mind, you’re mostly likely dealing with a crush. Sure, you have fun when you’re together. But that’s it. They leave no lasting impression on you.
To which I add my own matchmaker’s observation. It may also be a sign that you’re not ready to settle down yet. Are you still thinking something better will come along?
Because out of sight, out of mind often means looking at other people.
The wisdom of the ages and my own advice had me completely spooked. Lazer was never far from my thoughts, or out of mind. Quite the opposite. Even so, whenever I saw him in person I was struck by how my fantasies of him didn’t do him justice. How was it that I thought about him constantly and yet he was always much more magnetic in person?
I wasn’t sure what that said about me. Was I subconsciously trying to get him out of my head? More likely it was the incessant interior monologue war my logical side waged against my emotions, always trying to point out how completely unsuitable he was.
Oh, logical side, you’re probably right. But get your little devil off my shoulder.
Damn, my wild side wanted him. My romantic side longed for him. My business side was looking forward to learning from him. And all sides were eager to begin the game we were embarking on.
Lazer’s gaze travelled down me in a completely appraising, delightfully wolfish way as Lottie and I walked toward him. Not in a creepy wolf-whistle-from-a-construction-guy way at all. In the totally appreciative way of a man who loves women and simply oozes charm.
His grin was totally disarming. It was hard not to be distracted by his confidence and the bulge of his biceps. But most of all by the delighted, intelligent, teasing twinkle in his eyes.
He caught Lottie into a hug first, acting more like an old friend than a business partner. He must have whispered a compliment in her ear, because she smiled delightedly, almost girlishly, and waved whatever he said away with a sweep of humbleness.
I was up next, a jealous second. When he caught me up in a loose hug, I had to resist the urge to hold him tighter and linger longer than a business partner should.
I swore I wouldn’t let him see me flush, but he felt so good wrapped around me. His cologne transported me back to that first night we met. To that moment when we were naked and entwined, rapturous and out of breath. I didn’t want to let him go. Couldn’t. Wanted to feel him inside me again. Wanted him with my entire body. I was lost in him and didn’t want to find my way out. I forced myself to remember that this was business, not personal.
“How was your trip?”
Yes, of course, he asked me the innocuous question. No praise for the new outfit I wore. No compliments or flattery. Maybe this was what we’d agreed on. But I hated it.
“Perfect.”
Our eyes met and held. I studied him, looking for a flinch or a chink in his knight’s gallant armor. He looked back at me with the same battle-ready expression—had he impressed me sufficiently? Would I blink?
Yes, oh yes, I was impressed. By every little thing he did. By the way he lived. By the way he’d made sure we were pampered on our trip over. By his thoughtfulness. As he expected me to be. I played my poker face.
“Good to hear.” His eyes danced with the thrill of a competitor who knew he’d met a worthy opponent of equal skill.
I wasn’t exactly playing hard to get. But I wasn’t going to be another of his easy conquests.
“Welcome to Lazer Lodge!” He stepped back to allow us to enter, and extended an arm in welcome. “You’re the first to arrive. Peter and our headhunting team won’t be here until tomorrow afternoon.”
I took my time and gave a long, sweeping glance over the exterior of the lodge. The A-line roof in the center. The magnificent river rock façade. The large, solid beams.
So this is how the other half lives, I thought as Lottie and I walked in.
Lazer Lodge was larger than any one man needed. Who was I kidding? It was more than any one small corporation needed. But the lodge, however intimidating in size, was also casual and warm in atmosphere. Fashioned like a Depression era hunting lodge with a contemporary twist, it was very much in the Northwest style. It blended with its surroundings in a perfectly natural and artistic way.
I paused in the entry to take it all in. I had a penchant for architecture and interior design. If I hadn’t been a matchmaker, I might have pursued them as a career.
The main living area was several stories high, with floor-to-ceiling windows across from us on the view side, giving it the impression of being nestled in the trees. A very expensive, very adult tree house. A row of sliding doors opened to the cantilevered patio deck and pool we’d seen from the air.
A large river rock fireplace filled one wall. It was surrounded by a cozy furniture grouping of large leather pieces.
Though air-conditioned and cool on the hot day, the lodge smelled pleasantly of fir and forest. Earthy. As if the windows were open and all the coolness was due to nature.
“This is your home away from home?” I arched an eyebrow as I stared at him, wondering what his main residence looked like. I’d seen the penthouse condo he kept in the city for the convenience of overnighting after staying too late at the office. Both of these places put mine to shame. I couldn’t even imagine what his main house looked like.
“Yeah.” He looked almost modest. “As a kid I always wanted a cabin in the woods.” He shot me a lopsided grin.
“Some would say this is a bit more than a cabin.”
He laughed. “You’ve had a long trip.”
He knew full well that our trip hadn’t been the least bit taxing. He’d made sure of that. How many other women had he flown in and pampered?
I tried not to think about that. If I could always fly in such luxury, I’d travel all the time. I knew that for sure.
“I’m betting you’d like to freshen up before we get started this evening.”
As we’d planned this corporate retreat, I’d asked Lazer for a casual gathering the first night so I could meet his friends/my new clients and business partners in an unintimidating social setting. I wanted to get a feel for them and how they acted when they were in their comfort zone. We’d agreed that drinks and dinner by the pool, and an icebreaker of my design, was the perfect way to introduce Lottie and me to our new team.
“I’ll give you the full tour after you’re settled. Feel free to change into shorts. We’re casual here. Not business casual. Casual casual. I’m as dressed up as I’m getting the whole week. And the guys are programmers and geeks. T-shirts and shorts are as dressed up as they ever get.” He paused, still flashing that boyishly disarming grin. “The guys will be arriving later. In time for dinner. This way.”
I felt like my eyes were going to pop out of my head as he led us past room after gorgeous room to the wing of bedrooms. We came to Lottie’s room first.
“I put you at your own end of the hall across from each other to separate you from the guys as much as possible. They can get boisterous.” He pushed a solid, dark, rough wooden door open. “Lottie, you’re here. I put you in the special corner room. The guys don’t deserve it. I think you’ll appreciate the view of the forest to the south. Lots of wildlife. You might even spot a bear. Or a cougar. Or our elusive Bigfoot.” He gave her a look like he was pulling her leg.
“Bigfoot!” Lottie stared at him. “I’m not sure I want to see that.”
He shrugged. “They smell bad. Their screech is ear-piercing. They like to move bulldozers and building equipment when no one is around. We had some problem with weird things happening when I was building the place. But they’re harmless.” His voice was always so charmingly jovial and teasing.
He patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ve never actually seen one.”
When he took my arm, his touch was electric. “Ashley, you’re across the hall. I have some work to catch up on. Let’s meet by the pool for drinks in an hour.
“In the meantime, if you’re thirsty or hungry, there’s a fully stocked bar and mini-fridge in each room. Help yourself. It’s all free. I don’t change an arm and a leg for a small can of pop and the pretzels like the hotels do.” He winked and smiled adorably.
Lottie stepped into her room. He guided me to mine. As he opened the door for me, he leaned in and whispered, “I gave you the best guestroom. The one I reserve for partners. The corner room. I think you’ll like the view. It’s better than Lottie’s, believe me.”
Why did his tone have so much innuendo in it?
“Thanks.” I met his gaze, my throat dry. “I appreciate it.”
“You have your own private balcony,” he said as I stepped inside.
My eyes went wide, but I tried to play it cool. I also had my own fireplace and bearskin rug. This wasn’t just a room. It was a corner suite, with views in two directions—to the west across the end of the cantilevered deck and mountains beyond, and to the south.
Fresh flowers sat on the nightstand. A beautiful white robe was placed artistically on the upholstered bench at the end of the bed. The décor was definitely woodsy, but elegant, with clean lines.
“You should have everything you need,” he said. “If we’ve missed something, let the staff know. They’re here to wait on you. Text them or grab them in the hall. The numbers are in top drawer of the nightstand. The guys will be staying in the other rooms down the hall.”
I forced my gaze from the room and looked him in the eye. “Where’s your room?” It slipped out, but yes, I was curious. Unfortunately, my eagerness to know might have been a little too obvious. I remembered his bed at the condo only too well.
His eyes danced with amusement and the corners of his lips curled up. “My master suite is an entire floor to itself.” He leaned close to me. “I only show it to special guests.” He cocked one eyebrow suggestively.
“You’re terrible!” I laughed. “If I’m understanding your meaning, according to the rules of the matchmaking game, you’re not supposed to be showing that room to anyone until you’re exclusive.”
His killer smile didn’t slip in the slightest. “Who says I play by the rules? I’ll see you by the pool in an hour.” He turned and left, pulling the door closed behind him. Leaving only a lingering scent of his intoxicating cologne.
I let out a deep sigh and simply stared around me for a minute, trying to grasp how anyone lived like this. The room was huge and airy. Filled with afternoon light, yet, despite the southern and western exposure, neither too bright nor too hot. I walked around the suite, trying not to openly gape at all of its many wonders.
My suitcase was already stowed in an oversized, rough wooden armoire, a one-of-a-kind piece that only a high-end designer could find.
I couldn’t help ogling and fondling the robe on the bench. It was the most beautiful thing. French terrycloth. Unlike typical terrycloth, incredibly thin. And softer than the finest pima cotton. Styled with a built-in belt and a one-of-a-kind handmade gold closure that was a collector’s piece itself.
I recognized the designer. I’d been lusting for one of these robes forever. But even if I could have justified the expense, they were nearly impossible to get your hands on. Unless you knew someone. They sold out as quickly as they were made.
I picked it up and held it in front of me before a full-length mirror. The cut! The way it draped—absolute perfection! A robe like this cost over a thousand dollars, sometimes much more, depending on how elaborate the handmade clasp was.
I laid it carefully back on the bench and wandered into the bathroom. A deep soaking tub with curtain-less windows above it occupied the prime spot against the wall, a glass-encased shower next to it. The tub was private only because of the densely growing trees that screened it from public view.
A basket full of obviously expensive bath bombs, shampoos, soaps, and gels sat in the corner of the tub. I lifted one of the beautiful pink and white bombs and inhaled. It was flecked with gold leaf and smelled as heavenly as I imagined it would.
I set it back down. Again, it was hard not to be impressed by all this. And the thoughtfulness, consideration, and obvious seductiveness behind it. Even the shampoo was the high-end brand I preferred.
My mind raced—just what kind of woman would look past all this and see the man behind it? And want him only for him, even if none of the rest of this came along for the ride?
I had the sinking feeling that that kind of woman wouldn’t want this lifestyle if it were handed to her. She was going to be a hard woman to find. Especially given I wasn’t sure I wanted to find her.
I toured the rest of the suite and marveled at the view. Besides the view of the mountains and forest, I had an excellent view of the patio and pool. At last, I changed into a casual sundress. I had a role to play at dinner. I was relaxing in a chair with my thoughts and a bottle of cold seltzer water from the fridge when Lottie knocked on the door. I invited her in.
She closed the door behind her and took in my room all in a glance, then whistled softly, almost beneath her breath. “Wow.”
“Mmmmm.” I nodded. “This can’t be that much more magnificent than your room?”
She shrugged. “And yet it is. Mine is nice. With a view to the east over the entrance and the south to the forest. But this one!” She rolled her eyes for emphasis. “This is clearly the VIP suite. It must be twice the size of mine.” She grinned. “The perks of being the boss.”
I laughed. “I guess so.”
Maybe Lazer was pampering me. Or maybe he was just showing off.
Lottie spotted the robe on the bench and walked over, lightly fingering it. “When did you get this?”
“Oh, it’s not mine.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“It came with the room. You don’t have one?” I couldn’t hide my surprise.
“Ashley, really?” She used her don’t-play-coy-with-me tone. As if I was just being naïve. “I’m sure it’s yours now. That tiny thing wouldn’t fit most of us.”
I bit my lip and sighed, my heart pounding. Showering me with gifts, Lazer? Why?
I shrugged. “I assumed everyone got one.”
She inspected the robe more closely. “A robe with a gold clasp? I don’t think so.” She paused and scrutinized me. “Is there something you need to tell me?”
I shrugged again and played innocent. “What would I have to tell you?”
She sighed. “There was a lesser robe in my room. Hanging in the closet. A nice, thick terrycloth robe. One size fits all. Clearly expensive. Like the upscale hotels provide for guests. Nothing this nice.” She shot me a skeptical look. “You sure there’s nothing?”
“Lazer’s making a point, is all,” I said. “That he knows how to spoil women. He’s our most high-profile client only under duress. He likes to believe he’s a Casanova of the highest order. He thinks he doesn’t need our help. Don’t let him fool you by this show. He needs us more than he knows.”
The suspicion left Lottie’s face. I’d already told her the reason Lazer agreed to be our client. Including his reluctance to find a wife. She grinned like a conspirator. “Men.”
We laughed together at Lazer’s folly.
“Who lives like this?” Lottie looked around the room again and made such a whimsical expression that we both cracked up.
“Lazer, apparently. But only on weekends.” I took a deep breath. “Who are we going to match him with, Lottie? Who deserves all this?”
“No one deserves all this,” she said automatically. “And I have no idea. You sure can’t throw Miss Communication at him. That’s one almost-client who definitely does not deserve anything approaching this kind of luxury. Or Mr. Three Commas.”
She was clearly fiercely protective of Lazer. Which was odd, given his field-playing reputation. Lottie usually maintained professional distance from the clients. She was human, as was I. There were some we liked better than others. Some we barely tolerated. As we had become more successful, we tried to avoid assholes. Perk of success.
She rooted for all of our clients to find true love and happiness. And was as happy as anyone any time one of our matches stuck. But I could only remember a handful of times she’d gone mama bear on me about a client. It was a testimony to Lazer’s charm that he’d won her over so readily.
I glanced at my watch. “Time to go. Lazer’s expecting us.”
We found him working at a table by the pool with his laptop and phone. There was that moment when I pictured myself in this life. Permanently. Lounging by this pool in the summer, working side by side with him.
And then I realized I was as bad as any gold digger. I barely knew Lazer, really. I was letting his wealth impress me. That was what I told myself, anyway. Being swayed by riches seemed more human and less unfaithful to Ruck than being tempted by lust.
Lazer stood and greeted us, offering us each a seat and a drink. “I have everything. Beer. Wine. Mixed drinks. Whatever you like. I make a mean lavender martini.”
Although he’d been drinking a beer.
“A lavender martini? I’ve never had one,” I said, amused, as I took a seat facing the view. “I’m sure your guy friends love lavender martinis.”
“Why would I make one for the guys? They can wait on themselves. I reserve my martini-making skills to impress the ladies.” He grinned at Lottie. “The lavender martini is my secret weapon. I paid a top mixologist to develop it for me.” He tapped his forehead. “I committed the recipe to memory and destroyed the original.”
“How very Bond.” I smiled with him. “Did you wipe the mixologist’s memory clear, too?”
“I paid him a king’s ransom and made his sign a nondisclosure. Memory erasure might have been better. Why didn’t I think of that?”
Damn. I liked him.
“Just for you, because you’re bound by a nondisclosure, too, I’ll let you in on part of the secret.” He grinned. “I infuse them with dried lavender imported from a special supplier in France. The fresh lavender sprigs I use as decoration are grown locally at an herb farm and delivered daily when I need it.” He flashed a flirty smile at Lottie.
“Then by all means, I’m game. I can hardly wait to taste this beautiful drink,” I said as calmly as possible, trying to sound tolerant of his folly. Appraising his efforts as a master does a student’s.
Whether he liked it or not, I was taking his measure, doing my matchmaking evaluation on him at every turn. He was good at casual banter. And making a woman, or women, feel special. Letting them know the lengths he’d gone to for them without bragging. It was an art. And he excelled at it.
While it was true I’d never had a client as suave as he was—daters of his caliber usually didn’t need my services—I was certain there were areas he could improve on. I just had to find them.
Lottie returned his smile. “French lavender. How could I resist?”
There was a fully stocked bar near the pool. Lazer obviously knew his way around it. We watched as he made the drinks, making a great show of measuring and shaking.
Really, he was fun to watch, a total ham and showman. And he had a great ass that matched his broad shoulders as well. He dipped the rims of the martini glasses in lavender sugar, added a spoonful of round French lavender candies to the drink, and poured the drinks with flair as he strained out the dried lavender. He stuck a fragrant sprig of fresh lavender, and something else in, as a final touch. He put the eye-pleasing drinks on a tray and sauntered back to us with the air of a waiter. He set a small glass plate with a martini, a small napkin, and a beautiful chocolate in front of each of us.
“They’re subtle,” he said as I lifted my glass. “Don’t let that fool you. They pack a punch.”
I studied my drink. The something else turned out to be a purple pansy that floated on top. “They’re beautiful. A real work of art. Too pretty for such a simple name. You need something more seductive.”
“I’ll get my naming firm working on that right away.”
I took a sip. Heaven. “This is ambrosia! You do know how to make a drink. Your mixologist taught you well. The question is—are you a one-drink wonder?”
He laughed. “Hardly. I went to bartending school.” He pointed to the square of chocolate on my plate. “Try a square of rose and cardamom chocolate with it. It’s the perfect pairing. All the floral flavors of an English garden together.”
The squares of chocolate were just as beautiful as the drinks—covered with candied cardamom and dried sugared rose petals pressed into decadent milk chocolate.
“Is this a garden party, then?” I looked around.
His eyes twinkled. “If you want it to be. I heard women like flowers and chocolate.”
“Do we?” I teased.
Lottie had gone suddenly quiet. She watched us closely. We were clearly flirting.
Fortunately, her phone rang. She frowned as if she’d been interrupted in the middle of a good show, grabbed it, and looked at the screen. “Eh. My sister! She always calls at the least convenient times. She’ll want to talk.”
She shot us an apologetic look and took the call and her drink back into the lodge.
“Did you plan that, too?” I asked, referring to Lottie’s departure.
“You give me too much credit.”
I shook my head and sighed happily, looking down the length of the pool as I sipped my drink. “The pool looks like it disappears into the horizon. Like you could swim off the edge into the sky and mountains.”
He nodded. “It’s a trick of the eye and design.”
“I like it. It’s like you can see forever from here,” I said.
He gave me a quick, intense look.
“What?”
“That’s how I feel, too,” he said.
“Doesn’t everyone?” I asked, surprised by his surprise.
“No,” he said. “You’d be surprised. You’re the first to make that comment.”
I frowned slightly, puzzled. It seemed like the obvious thought. “Clearly, you don’t hang with deep enough people.”
He laughed. “Good point. You’re probably right.”
“Tell me about this place,” I said. “Do you entertain here often? Just from the brief glimpse I got of it, it looks like its set up for events like this one.”
He nodded. “I like to entertain. I hold half a dozen meetings and corporate retreats a year here, sometimes more. That way I can write it off.”
“It’s impressive,” I said.
“Thank you. It’s meant to be.” He looked endearingly sheepish. “Sorry. That sounded arrogant. I meant to say that it’s expected of people of my social status to show off our wealth. It gives other businesspeople confidence in our abilities. Our equivalent of a résumé. I’ve held several meetings of my billionaires’ club, EIEIO, here as well. Those people are used to being pampered.”
“A billionaires’ club? Like the Bohemian Grove?” As he’d suggested, I took a square of chocolate and nibbled at it. The flavors of cardamom and rose combined pleasantly. I resisted rolling my eyes in delight. “Do you sit around and plot the one-world government? And how to manipulate all the world markets and make yourselves not just billionaires, but gazillionaires?”
He laughed. “Hardly. And neither do the guys at the Bohemian Grove, from what I hear. It’s mostly a big beer party. A lot of tall tales and pissing.”
I shook my head and took another sip of my drink. “I don’t believe you.”
“You should. I have it on good authority from several members.”
“Are you bragging?” I pointed my chocolate at him. “This is delicious. Where’s it from?”
“Portland. Originally. I buy it locally at the Blackberry Bakery.”
“The Blackberry Bakery?” I furrowed my brow. The name rang a bell, but I couldn’t immediately place it. “Why do I know that name? It sounds familiar.”
Lazer grinned at me as he took a swig of his beer. “It’s been in the news this year. Riggins, the Duke of Witham, met Haley, his duchess, there. She was working at the bakery when they met and fell in love. That’s the public version of their story, anyway.”
“That’s it!” I said. “I keep forgetting you know the duke and duchess. Weren’t they expecting a baby? Has it been born yet?”
He sighed. “They are. And the little heir is due, funnily enough, over Labor Day Weekend.”
“That’s right,” I said. “I remember now. They had a big gender-reveal party earlier this year. It’s a boy, of course. Are they having the baby here or in England?”
“England.” Lazer sighed. “Riggins has been working from his castle there for the last month. Justin, the co-owner of Flashionista, has been going a little crazy running things by himself. Justin is a new father, too, and not getting much sleep. His baby girl was born in March. Soon I’ll be surrounded by babies.” Lazer shuddered, but his sly look was teasing.
“Is that so bad?” I realized too late I was almost holding my breath. I wanted children, badly. I hadn’t realized how much until my heart began coming to life again and the old dream of a family returned with it. Ruck and I had been planning to have them. We hadn’t managed to get pregnant. And then he was killed in action.
“It’s no secret I’m not looking to be a dad anytime soon.” Lazer could make even such a disappointing statement sound fun. He shook his head. “It’s bad enough I’m going to be a godfather.”
I looked at him, surprised. “To who?”
“Who would choose me, you mean? And trust me with their kid?” He laughed, not taking my surprise badly at all. “To Riggins’ little earl and heir. Should the little guy ever decide to enter the world.”
“You? Godfather to an earl and future duke?”
“Don’t look so surprised.” His eyes narrowed. “Riggins and I haven’t always gotten along. That’s true. Long story there. But I helped him out when he was trying to choose his duchess. He wants someone who knows the business world and can mentor and advise the little earl if anything should happen to him. I qualify.
“I think Justin would be perfect for the role, and told Riggins so when he asked me to be godfather. My way of trying to wiggle out of it.”
“And you weren’t successful in convincing him, obviously.” I watched his reaction.
“Obviously not. Riggins wouldn’t hear of it, even though Jus is his business partner and best equipped to guide the little earl in running their joint business. Riggins argued that Justin is young and has his own family now.”
Lazer paused and grimaced. “He couldn’t fool me. I know the real reason behind his persistence. Both the duchess and Kayla, Justin’s wife, are trying to win me over to the joys of marriage and fatherhood. Don’t think you have the corner on matchmaking. They think forcing me to step up as godfather will do it.” He rolled his eyes.
I laughed, liking them before even meeting them.
“Go ahead and laugh,” Lazer said. “Kay and Jus have some added incentive to see me safely settled and domesticated.” He barely hesitated. “Kayla and I have a bit of a history that everyone would like to see safely buried.”
I cocked my head, exceptionally curious now. “Really? You’re not going to leave me hanging, are you? Spill! You did bring it up, after all.”
He shrugged good-naturedly, looking not at all embarrassed. “You could say that Kay and I had an instant attraction when we first met.”
Oooooh. I didn’t like hearing that. Instant attraction as in the kind he and I had? I wasn’t special? Wasn’t the only girl to turn him on like that? How very disappointing. And disturbing.
I forced myself to remain calm and outwardly imperturbable. “That’s not so scandalous, is it? It’s common enough for friends to be attracted to the same women. Friends are usually friends because of common interests. It makes sense they’d be drawn to similar types of women. I’ve seen it many times.”
He held my gaze, unflinching in the face of my optimism and benefit of the doubt. “Not so scandalous, no. Except I met her for the first time at the wedding reception I threw for them here, at Lazer Lodge.”
My eyebrows shot up. “Oh.” I swallowed hard, trying to recover and not look as shocked as I felt.
He waved a hand dismissively. “Kayla and I never crossed the line. It was all innocent. In the end.” He gazed off into the forever of the horizon as if remembering something. He snapped back to the present suddenly. “She’s crazy about Justin now. I’m over it. We’re all friends. All’s well that ends well.”
I frowned, unable to get past the thing with Kayla. There had to be something driving that behavior. Something kind of cluttered in his background or psyche I’d have to get rid of before he could move happily on to finding the mate of his life.
“When you say you didn’t cross the line, I’m assuming you mean physically?” I said. “There are other ways to overstep, you know. Sometimes making an inappropriate emotional connection can be as devastating as a physical affair.”
His face clouded over.
Oops. Now I’d overstepped. I held my hands up. “Sorry. Not my business. Forgive me. I didn’t mean to do my Dating Declutter on you. At least not so soon. Force of habit. Sometimes I can’t shut the matchmaker in me off. I’ll save the rest of my Spanish Inquisition for later this week, when I dig deep into your psyche to discover exactly the kind of woman you’re really looking for.”
His grin returned. “You sure you want to go there? What if you find I’m unmatchable?”
“No one’s unmatchable. Especially not a man who makes such a mean lavender martini and pairs it with rose chocolate.”
“How did you make that sound so girly?”
How did he make his voice sound so seductive? How did he flirt so damn well?
I was taking this all in. Making note of all his moves. “That wasn’t my intent. This time. A man who can make a girlie martini is incredibly hot, obviously. Women love men who are in touch with their feminine side.”
Commitment issues. Hitting on a good friend’s brand-new bride. He was so unsuitable. And yet my heart and body longed for him. Fate really was a cruel bitch.
I paused, trying to decide whether to bring up the robe or not. “By the way, thank you for the robe. Or maybe I should say, the use of the robe. It’s gorgeous.”
“And yours,” he said without hesitating. “Does it fit?”
“I haven’t had a chance to try it on.” I sipped my drink, thinking it was never good to appear too eager. Better to let him wonder whether it fit and imagine me in it. “I’m sure it will. If it doesn’t, I’ll make it fit.” I smiled coyly.
The lavender sugar on the rim of my glass was delicate, the perfect touch. I also detected a hint of raspberry liqueur and lavender syrup in it. It was a beautiful color. Lazer had an obvious knack for coloring my world with everything beautiful.
He laughed. “I’d like to see that.”
“I’ll bet you would.” I paused. “It’s too expensive. I shouldn’t accept it—”
“I insist.”
“I really—”
“Consider it part of your signing bonus if it eases your conscience.” He paused, studying me.
“Thank you. I will,” I said. Always show your gratitude if you want to land a man.
“Come back in the fall. The nights get cold here. I hand out cashmere robes.”
My heart raced. “Are you inviting me back already?”
“We’re partners. Fall is beautiful in the mountains.”
“A cashmere robe? It’s tempting.”
He was tempting.
“I’m hoping I’ll be hosting another wedding reception at the lodge to draw you back up here. That’s all I’m saying.”
When I raised an eyebrow, he threw his hands up. “Not mine, of course.”
“We’ll see,” I said. “Speaking of receptions, I need to speak to your caterers and staff. I have some special requests for tonight.”
“You should have given them to me earlier to pass along.”
I shook my head. “I want the element of surprise.”
“That sounds ominous. But have it your way.”
We were interrupted by the sound of an approaching helicopter.
Lazer shielded his eyes as he looked into the sun, trying to spot it. “The guys are here!” His face lit up. He turned to me with an evil glint in his eyes. “Are you ready to meet your new clients and partners?”



        


CHAPTER 4
A shley
Other than contracting with me to match his friends, Lazer had told me very little about them. He hadn’t even given me their names, which rendered me unable to stalk them online, damn him. Although you can believe I’d tried. Social media stalking was half the fun of the job. And part of the service I offered.
You would be amazed at how many people’s social media accounts are totally off-putting to the opposite sex. Gentleman, when trying to impress women, it’s important to at least give the appearance of being a tiny bit romantic and mature. We’re not stupid creatures. We realize full well that you’re going to try to impress in the beginning and, in most cases, eventually the romantic gestures will become less frequent. If you start out at zero, that doesn’t bode well.
I’m also not saying to go overboard and pretend to be the Scarlet Pimpernel kissing the steps where his beloved has walked. Women love gestures like that in romantic novels. In real life, it can come off creepy. But let’s just say that if you really do like sunsets and walking on the beach, you shouldn’t hide that. And then there’s the all-important corollary—let a woman get to know you before revealing your, ahem, whimsical side and your penchant for beer pong.
Again, it all goes back to building that dating persona that’s going to land you your soul mate. First impressions. I can’t stress them enough. Love is blind. But people critically examining a potential mate for deal breakers online are not.
As might be expected from a person of Lazer’s celebrity, his social pages were shockingly lacking information about his friends and family. And to my trained eye, professionally managed to feed his playboy billionaire persona. Which, of course, made sense.
Lazer had insisted I meet his friends in person and form my own impressions of them. Consequently, my heart raced with both personal and professional anticipation as we went to the helipad to greet them.
I shielded my eyes with one hand as the wind from the helicopter blades whipped my hair in my face and I brushed it out of the way with the other. Gary was still piloting the craft. He nailed the landing, but remained in the pilot seat, pausing to unload.
Four men bounded from the helicopter, jostling and teasing each other like an eager litter of bighearted puppies. One of the four tossed their bags down to the others before disembarking. As soon as they were clear of the blades, the copter took off again.
The men converged on Lazer with equal exuberance, grabbing him in turn in exaggerated bear hugs or engaging in ribbing and backslapping. Their affection for him seemed genuine. Not at all like a show for me.
I studied them with an amused professional eye. As I’d said before, you can tell a lot about a person by their friends. So far, so good.
Lazer hadn’t been joking when he’d said they’d be dressed in shorts and T-shirts. That was indeed their style, accompanied by flip-flops or sandals. The right T-shirts and shorts can make a man look totally hot and confident. These guys had missed the mark. Fixable, totally fixable. You’d be surprised how many clients I have to make over. Even men who come from family money.
I continued to study them with the trained, critical eye of a matchmaker looking for deal breakers and flaws from a purely physical appearance angle. Yes, I knew that sounded shallow. But, like everyone else, I only got one first impression. I had to make it count.
And let’s get real. Looks and physical attractiveness are how we quickly filter potential mates. It was true that some people improved upon getting to know them. In the long run, people with charisma oozing out their pores could overcome being less physically appealing. But only if they made the first cut and got the chance to dazzle with their winning personalities. I was determined that my clients got that chance.
I put myself in the place of a woman looking for a man. If I were in a bar and one of them hit on me, how likely would I be to respond positively? First impressions. I was cataloguing mine. I wasn’t judging them by my own personal tastes. Ruling one out because he might be too outdoorsy for me, for example. I’d learned enough to put personal preferences aside. But right now, these guys weren’t up to my standards. I figured they’d get shot down more often than succeeding.
One of the men was a great big bear of a guy. In the dark, he wouldn’t have been hard to mistake for Bigfoot. He had an unruly beard, a shock of dark hair that needed trimming, and at least twenty pounds that needed shedding.
I could be brutally blunt about cosmetic changes that needed to be made before heading out on the dating scene. Yes, of course everyone wants someone to want them for them. But if you’re looking for a new job, you polish your résumé. Your personal appearance is your dating résumé. If you want to land the best match possible, you polish it before you look for a mate. Most women instinctively know that. Certain types of men are slower on the uptake. A complete makeover isn’t always necessary. Nor spending a year losing one hundred pounds. But at the very least, you tweak.
Another of the men was a tall, broad-shouldered redhead with thick hair and a big red beard. I was pleased that his hair was more auburn than red, deep and rich in color.
Personally, I thought red hair was beautiful. But my personal tastes had little bearing on market realities. Redheads were the hardest group of people to place. Too many prospective mates were shocked when all the body hair matched the head hair. And too many freckles, which usually came along for the ride, were often a deal breaker. Fortunately, he was only mildly freckled. I could work with him.
The last two men were slender, of average to slightly taller than average height, one had blond hair, the other brown. A closer look would tell me more, but beneath their shaggy hair and baggy clothes were the glimmers of good features and sound physiques. Something to work with, at least. With some fixing up and coaching, I could make them into heartbreakers.
All at once, four curious pair of gazes fell on Lottie, who had joined us at the sound of the approaching helicopter, and me.
I smiled back at the men, giving them my reassuring matchmaker’s smile. If you’re a matchmaker, a big part of the job is instilling confidence. Too many people come to me brokenhearted and despairing, rejected and dejected, feeling as if they’re unlovable. A supportive, confident smile from me, the pro, went a long way toward assuring them they weren’t beyond finding love.
Lazer turned to introduce me. “Gentlemen, I’d like to introduce you to our new partner and your matchmaker, Ashley Harte, and her assistant, Lottie.” He put his hand on my shoulder.
It could have been just to show I was the woman he was talking about. But that was rather obvious. Or it could have been that he was marking his territory. Which was what I liked to believe.
“Ashley is going to find you eternal happiness with your soul mate. And make us all a boatload of cash.” He whispered out of the side of his mouth to me, “No pressure.”
“Yeah. Thanks for that.” I smiled warmly at the men. Let the games begin. Whether they were aware of it or not, this was test night. I always began evaluating clients the moment I met them. And since I was playing the game of love on the professional level, everything was fair.
“Pay no attention to Lazer’s obvious cynicism.” I rolled my eyes toward him. “I’ve made hundreds of successful matches in my career. If you really want a spouse, I’ll find you one.”
The redhead approached me first, taking my hand in his large one and pumping it enthusiastically. “I’m Austin.”
He grinned and bumped Lazer with his shoulder. “You’ve been holding out on us. Why didn’t you tell us our matchmaker was hot?” Without waiting for an answer, he turned to me. “You’re much younger than I was expecting.”
I laughed. “I get that a lot. People are expecting a bubbe or a yenta.” I leaned forward, cupped a hand around my mouth, and whispered to him. “I’ll let you in on a secret—I’m not Jewish, either.” That was another common misperception, that all matchmakers were Jewish, particularly in New York.
His answering laugh was booming. “Neither am I.”
“Well. Now that we’ve got religion out of the way.” I liked Austin.
Beside me, Lazer stiffened. As if I liked Austin a little too much on sight. I hadn’t expected Lazer to be insecure.
Dylan was the big man, Jeremy the slightly built brown-haired guy with a slight stutter…
Cam was the last to introduce himself. “Welcome to the group, Ms. Harte.”
“Please, call me Ashley. We’re partners now,” I said.
Dylan made a show of looking around and behind me. “Where are the women?”
I laughed. “Not so fast, cowboy. I’m not bringing a random selection of women out here for you to meet. The odds of a good match in that are no better than random chance.” And they needed coaching. “Before there will be any women, you have to go through my boot camp.”
It seemed to me like they shuffled nervously at that.
We spilled into the lodge, the men carrying their bags and talking excitedly, ribbing Lazer.
“Usual rooms?” Cam asked.
Lazer nodded. “Dinner on the patio at six. Meet there.”
On cue, the men dispersed.
Lazer beamed at them and turned to me. “They’re a motley crew. But you get used to them. First impressions?”
“Eminently suitable,” I said. “Completely matchable.”
“That’s what I like to hear. I hope you still think so when you get to know them better.”
“How are they in the programming and business partner side?” I said. Turnabout grilling was fair play.
“Eminently suitable.”
“Good. I’ll see you at dinner,” I said. “I need a minute with the staff.” I hoped I hadn’t been lying about how suitable they were. I was about to find out how they treated people that had less power in the situation than they did. I was about to see how Lazer handled his staff, too. You could learn a lot by that.

When we returned to the pool area, the drinks had been cleared away, the built-in barbecue had been fired up, and the table artistically set. As if an interior decorator had been hired just for this casual event. The kitchen staff had gone into full swing with dinner preparations. A waiter brought out plates of appetizers, vol-au-vent piled high with savory fillings of Northwest fusion flavors. Salmon and shitake mushrooms. Mini crab puffs with wasabi aioli.
Lazer’s friends helped themselves to the bar. They appeared comfortable and completely at home at Lazer Lodge. Which was as it should be, and another big point in Lazer’s favor. Friends should feel welcome and comfortable in your home, no matter how much or how little you have.
Lottie and I had decided beforehand to divide and conquer. We separated the minute we hit the patio, and began mingling. I didn’t know what I was expecting. Social awkwardness and shyness, maybe. I shouldn’t have worried. I was immediately waylaid by Austin near the bar. He already had a half-empty beer in his hand.
“Austin,” he said, as if not expecting me to remember his name.
I liked it. It was both humble and socially graceful to make sure the other person wasn’t wildly grasping for his name and too embarrassed to ask.
“Lazer should have given us nametags.” He grinned. “They’re standard at corporate events, right? I’ll have to give him hell for putting the ladies at a disadvantage. I’ve known the rest of these boneheads for years. The question is—how have we put up with each other for so long?”
I laughed. “Don’t worry about me. I’m good with names. I remembered yours. It’s hard to forget such a tall, broad-shouldered man and that luscious mane of red hair.” I caressed my words, trying to draw him out. See how he reacted to being flirted with.
He ran a hand through his hair self-consciously, caught himself, and dropped his hand by his side. He laughed nervously. “Red hair is the curse of my family. It’s supposed to be recessive, but it’s dominant in mine. Any woman who marries me is going to have to accept that her kids will be carrot tops. And teased mercilessly about it.”
“Well I like it. It’s a beautiful auburn.” I studied him closely. His beard was much brighter red than his hair. “If you shaved your beard, no one would be likely to call you carrot top.”
He stroked his beard. After the initial horrified look at the thought of losing his facial hair passed, he seemed to consider it.
“Anyway,” I said. “Shave or not, red and green are the rarest colors for hair and eyes.”
“True. But they aren’t to everyone’s tastes, either.” He grinned, obviously pleased.
I let silence follow, waiting for him to fill in the gaps. I wanted to see how he did with small talk. There was an awkward pause where I kept smiling at him, waiting for him to take the lead.
“So how does this matchmaking work?” He glanced at my empty hands and looked like he realized he’d made a social mistake. “Sorry. Where are my manners? What can I get you? Beer? Wine? Hard cider? Hard lemonade? Hard root beer? A mixed drink? Something nonalcoholic? Lazer has it all.”
“A beer sounds good.” Mirroring. It made people feel comfortable. He was having a beer. I would have a beer. It helped that I liked beer, especially on warm evenings like this one.
Austin stepped behind the bar, opened the fridge, and laughed to himself, shaking his head. “Do you want me to run through the list of choices? Lazer has dozens. We could be here all night.”
“I like ale, if that narrows the field.”
“Only slightly.” He rummaged around the fridge. “Damn, Laze!”
Austin laughed and pulled a bottle of beer with a girlie, scroll-y purple label from the fridge, shaking his head. “This must be meant for you. Honey-lavender ale. Lazer likes to impress women with flowers in every form possible. It’s his ‘thing.’” He made air quotes and leaned forward to whisper conspiratorially, “Sooner or later he’ll offer to make you his lavender martini. If you turn it down, he’ll decide you’re more of a beer girl. This is his backup drink. Ten to one there’s a lavender lemonade in that fridge somewhere, too. In case you’re not a drinker.” He held the beer bottle out for me to inspect like a fine bottle of wine. “Drink this now and we throw his game off.”
I smiled, too, liking Austin more and more. Delighted to have a conspirator. “You’re positively diabolical.” I tapped the bottle and studied the label. “Is this any good?”
He shrugged. “Decent. Summery and fresh is how they market it. It’s made by a buddy’s brew house.”
“Sold.”
He opened it for me with a bottle opener behind the bar. “Glass?”
I’d noticed the men drinking directly from the bottle. I held my hand out for it. “No. Thank you.”
We strolled to the edge of the pool and took a seat with a small table near it where a plate of vol-au-vent sat surrounded by a fan of napkins.
“You wanted to know about the matchmaking process,” I said, and took a pull of my beer. “It’s simple, really. I get to know you and find out what kind of woman you’re looking for. Then I scour my pool of eligible women, very discriminatingly, looking for someone I think will be a great match for you.
“I give you her details and you take her out. Or, if you prefer, I set up the first meeting. I can even help you plan it. It’s all part of my job. What I’m paid for. You take her out on your date and see how it goes.”
He considered that a moment. “If I like her?”
“You ask her out again and let the relationship proceed naturally.”
“If I don’t?”
“I match you up again until we find one you do. I have a large pool of women to draw from.”
“You don’t always get it right?” He seemed genuinely interested in the answer. His tone was half teasing, half serious.
“Not always the first time. Matching is intuitive as much as anything. I use the criteria you give me. Sometimes, though, you don’t want what you think you want. And chemistry is unpredictable.”
He set his bottle on the table and grabbed an appetizer and napkin. “What if I like a match and she isn’t into me?” He seemed a little too casual, like he was facing a fear asking me this. “What if I ask her out again and she turns me down?”
“Sometimes it’s just a matter of chemistry. She doesn’t feel it and you do. Odd as it is to say, it’s nothing personal. You can’t force chemistry.
“I sometimes make the analogy of putting together a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle. Some of the pieces look like they should fit. You try them. But they don’t. They aren’t a true match, is all. There’s another piece that will fit. You just have to find it, which may take some looking. The fact the first one didn’t doesn’t reflect badly on either the puzzle or the puzzler.”
He nodded, seeming to like my explanation. “True enough. But how will I know? Some women treat guys like shit. Just stop answering your texts. You get no feedback. Maybe I did something wrong. Maybe there was something I could have done better. Something I could have said. How will I improve?”
I flashed him my reassuring smile, liking him tremendously. “That’s what I’m here for. After each of the first few dates with the same person, and then periodically after that, I follow up with both parties to see how the date went. And later, how the relationship is going. If I get constructive feedback, I pass it along. If I see a pattern of behavior that isn’t helping your cause, we’ll work on correcting it before your next match.”
He was quiet, thinking. “So you’re as much our dating coach as anything?”
I nodded. “Or mentor. Or objective third party. I’m any and all of those things.”
“Dating postmortem.” He frowned and shifted in his seat. “That’s a lot of pressure.” He cleared his throat. “I’m not smooth with the ladies. That’s why I’m here.”
I touched his arm and gave it a reassuring squeeze. When I first started my business, I met all of my clients in a quiet corner of a restaurant. This setting reminded me of those early days. It was the perfect, relaxed way to get started. Thank you, Lazer.
“From what I can tell so far, you have nothing to worry about. You’re delightful. It might seem intimidating at first,” I said. “It’s hard to hear criticism about anything. Especially about something so personal. Don’t worry. We’ll quickly weed out any annoying habits you might have that turn potential mates off. Most things are minor and easily fixed. Like anything, dating gets easier with practice.
“I’ll be your buffer and sounding board any time you need me. And I mean any time. When my clients are out on dates, I’m available for emergency help. This will be fun. I promise.” I squeezed his arm again and reached for a shitake mushroom vol-au-vent. It was surprising how well it went with the lavender beer. Which really did have a hint of lavender-honey taste to it. “Tell me about yourself, Austin. What do you like to do? What are your hobbies?”
“Oh, well.” He blushed very faintly, obviously embarrassed, as if there was nothing interesting about him that I’d like to hear.
“Come on,” I said. “What are you hiding from me? A big, handsome man like yourself, I bet you have some interesting hobbies. Rec rugby? Hiking?”
He looked even more embarrassed. “Cosplay.” It was almost a whisper.
“Really?” I leaned toward him to show my interest. “What kinds of characters?”
“Oh, comic book and video game characters, mostly.”
“I can see you as Thor or Captain America.”
He shook his head. “Neither of them have red hair.”
“But I bet you could wield that hammer,” I said, stroking his ego.
“Maybe.” He paused and straightened his shoulders.
I prepared myself for a manly revelation.
“I like to fool around with swords, too. I have a collection.”
“Do you? Tell me about it!” My mind was racing with possible matches for him. I had one client who had a sort of phobia about knives and blades. She was definitely out. I tried to rack my brain for someone who also liked cosplay. At the moment, I was stumped. But I was sure there had to be someone.
We were having a pleasant discussion about double-sided broadswords when Cam joined our little chat. He was curious about the matchmaking process, too. Soon the conversation turned back to it. Before dinner was served, I had a very similar conversation with each of the men. Explaining the process and asking them about themselves.
They were so adorably eager to date and mate. All of them except Lazer. It seemed like he was always watching with a darkly amused look on his face. Leaving me to wonder just how well he’d fare when all of his friends were happily matched by me and married to their dream girls. While he was alone and lonely.
I didn’t like to think about that at all.



        


CHAPTER 5
L azer
My salmon was undercooked. I sent it back quietly, with a smile and whispered joke to the waiter, and asked for it to be put back on the grill until it wasn’t still swimming. I wasn’t in the mood for sushi tonight.
Jeremy’s salad had a bug in it. I saw him sneakily pick it out, flick it away when he thought no one was looking, and eat around the contaminated roughage. Dylan’s glass was dirty. He quietly pulled the waiter aside and asked for a new one. Austin’s vegetables were so heavily salted that he couldn’t eat them. He made a joke about slipping with the saltshaker, and asked for a new serving. Cam couldn’t seem to get the waiter’s attention. It was as if he were invisible.
This was not like my staff at all. In every other respect, the meal was delicious and perfectly prepared and served. I should have gone family style rather than plated. I’d wanted something nice for the first night. This was Ashley’s doing, I was sure. Only she and Lottie were immune to the mess-ups. She was testing my guys. I was damned proud of how they handled themselves with so much class and kindness. A few of them could have been more assertive. We’d work on that. I was going to have to give my staff a bonus for following Ashley’s orders. Then have words with them about never doing it again without cluing me in first and getting my approval.
The conversation over dinner was largely about the app. The guys were excited about it and showing off for Ashley, who seemed genuinely interested.
“We’ve been working on the job-finding part of the app,” Cam told her when she asked. “There are many good apps already on the market that help job seekers compare cities for career prospects, cost of living, quality of life, and cultural diversity. Most of them, though, only assess the top twenty-five or so cities. We want to include a wider spectrum.”
Ashley nodded. “How does Seattle compare?” She had an intense, highly focused way of looking at whoever was speaking that made him feel as if he was the most interesting guy on the planet.
She’d used that look on me. I wasn’t thrilled when she used it on my friends.
Dylan jumped in. “Very favorably. When you combine all factors, we’re at the top of the list.” He beamed at her. “This band of geeks may not be the biggest attraction, but you can count on Seattle not to let you down.”
Ashley’s smile always lit up her face in a way that made her simply irresistible and sexy as hell. Too few women smiled like that so readily.
“I imagine Seattle scored highly for quality of life.” She spread her arm around, encompassing the view. “With views of these mountains. Elliot Bay and Mount Rainier—”
“We came in dead last,” Austin said, nodding to make his point. “They don’t figure in the views or the hiking.” He scrunched his mouth to one side. “They look at things like number of sunny days, commute times, and rental vacancies. We fail on all counts.” He waved his hands as if warning Ashley away. “I wouldn’t mention those things to the Manhattan ladies.”
She laughed again and got a serious look on her face. “No. Definitely not. Not until you all have hooked the ones you want.”
“I hope you can tolerate drizzly days,” Jeremy said.
Ashley nodded. “They’re better than hot and humid. Or terribly snowy, I would think.”
“Much better! We get very little snow in the city,” Cam said.
“But when we do, the roads are terrible. They turn right to ice,” Dylan added. “Talk about horrible commute times. On snowy days, it can take hours to go a mile or two. When it snows, stay home.” He turned to Lazer. “We need to make that corporate policy. Work from home on snow days.”
Cam punched him in the arm. “Don’t tell her that. You’ll scare her off.”
The banter went on. I watched Ashley’s face. She seemed to be enjoying herself and delighted with the guys.
After dinner, we took a break before dessert.
I caught Ashley off guard. “What the hell did you do to my staff? They never mess up like they did tonight. How much are you paying them to crap all over their stellar reputations?”
She touched my arm lightly, leaned in, and whispered in my ear. “The real question is—how much are you paying them?”
She turned back to the guys, who were lingering at the table, talking among themselves. “Gentlemen, Austin pointed out to me that you all know each other well, but Lottie and I are in the dark. Is anyone up for an icebreaker?”
Damn. I hated icebreaker exercises. But I hadn’t been able to talk her out of them when we were planning this retreat. She said she needed to get to know the guys in a low-pressure, fun environment. In a setting where they were their authentic selves and not telling her what they thought she wanted to hear. Or thinking too hard on their answers. The guys tepidly applauded. I could read their minds pretty well—icebreakers were a silly waste of time. But they were too polite to say so, and too in love with Ashley already. She’d charmed them and taken them in completely.
I took my seat, determined to be a good sport and play along.

Ashley
The men had all been charming. I’d learned so much about them. And I’d been delighted with their performance at dinner. There wasn’t a woman in my match pool that I wouldn’t feel comfortable sending out on a date with one of them. They were all so polite and gentlemanly. Not one of them had railed at the staff or thrown their weight around. Violence and disregard for others shows itself in these mundane social situations.
For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why Seattle women hadn’t snatched these guys up. Oh, yes, I knew that they weren’t currently the most perfectly groomed, hottest-looking guys in the city. (Wait until I got my makeover hands on them.) The competition was stiff for them out there in the Seattle dating scene. But in Manhattan, there would be a feeding frenzy, even if these four walked into a bar just as they were. They’d be married by next weekend. If they wanted to be.
If anything, I had to coach Jeremy to be more assertive. If you find a bug or a hair or anything that shouldn’t be in your salad, you have the perfect right to send it back to the kitchen and ask for a fresh one. Politely. Pleasantly. But there was no need to suffer. Even when you were a guest at a friend’s place.
We’d work on it. I’d seen one or two small things that could use improvement. But overall, this was a group of nice guys. Not that I was going to advertise their nice-guyness to my female clients and match pool.
Too many women had this idea that nice guys were dull and uninteresting. They went for the bad boys. Bad boys were hot and dangerous. Exciting. Which was all fine and good when one was young and just looking for a fling. When looking for a husband? Ladies, please, bad boys, as a rule, are not husband material.
Nice guys made the best mates, there were just no two ways about it. I was determined to give these guys just enough edge to attract the ladies. And then let their genuine niceness and sense of fun reel the women in.
I smiled at the men as one of the staff handed out pens and two stacks of note cards to each person. I had carefully planned this event.
“Okay, this is the way it’s going to work. I want each of you to write down one surprising or funny thing about each of the other people here, including me. Except for Lottie.” I glanced at her. We’d planned this in advance. “She’s going to be our referee and judge. She won’t be a participant as such.
“One thing per card, along with who it refers to. This should be something that only you know about them. But nothing, obviously, that will ruin your friendship with them. Nothing you’ve been sworn to secrecy about on penalty of death. Something fun and frivolous. Don’t give away a deep, dark secret that could ruin someone else’s life, obviously. Everything else is fair game.”
Lazer frowned. I wasn’t exactly a mind reader, but I was pretty sure he was thinking this was standard, boring icebreaker stuff.
“On the last card, write one thing about yourself that no one else knows. Again, it doesn’t have to be a dark secret. It can be as simple as you hate your mom’s homemade sweet pickles even though you’ve been pretending to love them for years.
“Keep all of the cards to yourself. Don’t let anyone else see. When you’re finished, turn the cards facedown and pass them to Lottie. She won’t recognize anyone’s handwriting, so she can be impartial and not give anything away.
“She’s going to rearrange the cards and read them one at a time. The second stack of cards you were handed has the name of each person here on one of the cards. When Lottie reads the question, select the name of the person you think it is and place it face down in front of you. We’ll all discuss our answers and then reveal them. The person with the most correct answers at the ends wins.”
Cam and Austin grabbed their pens and bent their heads, ready to start.
“Just to make this even more interesting,” I said, “we’re going to play in teams—me against all of you gentlemen.”
That got their attention. Lazer’s eyebrows shot up. I was trying to make a point. I had carefully worked the event all evening with the goal of getting to know them. Had they been doing the same and trying to get to know Lottie and me? And how well did they know each other?
Lazer shook his head. “How will that work?”
“I get five points for each of my correct answers. Each of you gets one point for each of yours.”
“What do the winners get?” Lazer stared at me with his darkly amused expression.
“The thrill of victory,” I said without missing a beat.
“Not good enough.” He stared me down.
The men had all gone silent, watching us spar.
I gestured toward the men. “What do you want?”
Lazer didn’t wait for them to answer. “If my team wins, each of us get a one-time pass on one of your dating rules.” He turned to his guys. “Huh? What do you think?”
“What are the rules again?” Austin frowned, clearly trying to remember them all.
Before I could reply, Lazer jumped in. “All you need to know is the most important one—no sex on the first date. With a recommendation to wait five dates or three months or until you’re exclusive.” He shook his head and did the upward glance.
I shook my head right back at him and rubbed one finger against the other at him. Naughty, naughty. “Those rules are for your own good. Created after watching my clients and their dating mishaps and misadventures over the years. Break them at your own peril. Do your really want to risk killing a relationship that is progressing nicely? You could lose the one.”
Lazer’s expression said he clearly wasn’t buying my explanation. “Just one pass. To take the pressure off.” He stared me down.
I was hard to intimidate. I’d had plenty of practice facing clients who wanted to bend the rules and still succeed at the game of love. I swore to myself. “This is an icebreaker, just a friendly competition.”
“Everything’s more fun if there’s a prize.” His answering grin was adorable and sexy.
I sighed. “And if I win?” I couldn’t believe I was even contemplating this.
“What do you want?”
He needs a cold shower. I glanced at the pool. There was another great way to break the ice—seeing your leader dunked.
“We toss you into the pool fully clothed.” I crossed my arms.
The men hooted. I knew I’d chosen the right reward.
“Done.” Lazer jumped from his chair and extended his hand for me to shake on it.
I held up a finger. “If we’re playing for a prize, I have one condition. I get a handicap. Five answers.”
“Three.”
“Done.” I grabbed his hand and shook, heart pounding. “All right, then, let the games begin. Gentlemen, you have ten minutes.” I nodded to Lottie. “Start the timer.”
I jotted my responses down within minutes and looked around the group, laughing to myself at their concentrated, thoughtful expressions. I’d had the advantage of knowing about the game and thinking of my responses beforehand. But these men supposedly knew each other well. And had hopefully learned something about me. I was prepared for them to try to take an obvious, mundane response and spice it up. For example, This person plays with matches every day. Lazer particularly amused me. Several times he was about to put pen to note card, then backed off, and thought about it some more. What was he so unsure about sharing?
Finally, he wrote whatever it was down with such decision and force that I was afraid he was going to snap his pen and rip the note card through with his writing.
Lottie called time and collected the cards. Earlier I’d instructed her to sort through them and put the easy ones first. Which she did. We ran through those quickly. Lazer’s team got them all right. As did I. Judging from their expressions, my skill surprised them.
This was their first dating lesson—ask questions when you meet someone new. Show interest in them. And remember what they tell you. Those seemingly innocuous get-to-know-you questions I’d been asking all night? Yeah, you got it. To make a point.
“One of you dated a supermodel.” Lottie wiggled her brow, pointedly looking away from Lazer.
“That’s easy. When are we going to get to the interesting questions?” Cam shook his head as he slapped a note card down in front of him. “Couldn’t you guys come up with anything that wasn’t obvious?”
“What about you, Cam?” Austin said. “Why don’t you put your money where your mouth is?”
“My cards haven’t been read yet.” He nudged Austin. “Thought of that, smartass?”
The men turned over their cards one at a time—Lazer, Lazer, Lazer, even Lazer said Lazer. Until only Jeremy was left.
I smiled encouragingly at him. “Let me answer next, before Jeremy.” I flipped my card over with a flourish. “Jeremy, that’s your card. You dated a supermodel.”
Four men turned to stare at Jeremy, expecting him to deny it and tell me I was crazy. Instead, he grinned sheepishly. And, it must be said, with a certain amount of pride.
“What?” he said. “You guys think Lazer’s the only one with the moves? The only guy who gets the hot chicks?”
“You!” Cam shook his head. “We’ve known you since freshman year of college. When did you date a supermodel? First grade?”
Jeremy grinned. “Give me more credit than that.” He struggled not to laugh. “I dated her for a week and a half in the fourth grade. She sat next to me in class.”
Dylan grabbed Jeremy in a headlock and rubbed his head. “An elementary school crush doesn’t count, buddy. Lazer’s dated mature supermodels.”
Jeremy broke free and pushed Dylan away. “Hey!” He smoothed his hair back into place, grinning. “Hands off the hair, man.” He preened like a peacock. Jeremy was obviously a ham when in a setting where he felt comfortable. “Sh-she was already in a training bra when we went steady for a week and a half she’ll never forget.”
“Oooooh.” Dylan made jazz hands. “Training bra. Hot stuff.”
Jeremy socked him in the arm.
“Boys!” Lazer said in a mock dad voice.
Cam turned to me. “But how did you know?”
I smiled slyly. “I asked.”
“That’s cheating.” But Cam looked at me with awe. “You knew about the game ahead of time.”
Yes, I was both cunning and devious. And extremely socially adept. And a damn good dating coach. Lesson one was sinking in already. At least these guys were sharp and quick learners.
“Was it cheating? To show an interest in all of you and really get to know you?” I glanced around the group. “Be honest, did any of you feel my interest wasn’t genuine? Wasn’t it the tiniest bit flattering? Isn’t asking fun questions that make you think and remember much more interesting in conversation than the mundane, ordinary, ‘what do you do for a living’ type? Were there any painful lapses in the conversation when we were chatting? Times when you felt awkward or stiff? Or did the time fly?”
“Shit,” Dylan said, and slapped his thigh.
The rest of the guys looked at me with admiration. It might have been my imagination, but I thought Lazer paled.
He made a show of taking off his watch and placing it on the table in front of him. He grinned at me, sexily, in that way that made my toes curl.
“Scared?” I asked. “Ready to throw in the towel already?”
“Never,” he said. “Keep going. You’re not the only one who knows how to carry a conversation and get to know people.” He nodded to Lottie. “Bring it on. Next question.”
She smiled at him and read from another card. “Who here was voted rodeo king, largely because he looks good in a pair of chaps?”
None of the men looked like cowboys. But I knew who was. I didn’t know for sure about the rodeo king thing, but I chose my answer with confidence and placed the card down in front of me.
“Let’s mix this up,” Lazer said. “Lottie, give us the answer and we’ll all turn our cards over at the same time.”
Lottie nodded. “Dylan!” She sounded more triumphant than she should have.
“Five for me!” I turned over my card.
It was two for the guys. Which seemed like a suspiciously low score for them. I saw Austin secretly nudge Dylan. Dylan nodded back, grinning.
“I call foul. Dylan’s a cowboy from Omak, sure enough. But does he really look good in a pair of chaps or is that just bullshit? I want to see the trophy.” Lazer nearly jumped from his chair.
“No can do.” Dylan shook his head.
Cam pointed at Dylan with his chin. “Show us your legs, Dylan, so we can judge for ourselves.”
Dylan stood and took a stroll around the table, strutting like a cowboy with his thumbs in his pockets, to a chorus of boos.
Cam cupped his hands around his mouth. “I’ve seen better-looking legs in my grandma’s nursing home.”
“You have to imagine me in a pair of chaps,” Dylan yelled back at the guys. “Chaps show off my legs to perfection and hide my chunky thighs.”
“Sit down,” Lazer said. “We’ve seen enough. I still want to see that trophy.”
Pulled a man from a burning building—Jeremy? Really? Okay, I’d missed one. But the guys only got one point—Lazer’s, I assumed.
Jumped from a moving helicopter into the ocean—Cam.
Five for me. One for the men? Now something was definitely off. Austin was smiling to himself.
Lazer glared at his team and gave them a pep talk. “Damn, guys. Everyone knows Cam was in the Navy. Think!”
Jeremy snickered.
Lazer pointed at him. “Keep this up and next time I’ll tell my staff to put two bugs in your salad, buddy. And hide them. No tossing them on top for you to find.”
“You put a bug in my man’s salad?” Dylan came out of his chair.
Jeremy shrugged. “More protein for me.”
“Three dirty glasses for you next time, Dylan,” Lazer said with the imperiousness of a king. “Sit down. It was all part of this damn getting-to-know-you crap.” He shot me a quick glance.
“I thought there was something off with the service,” Austin said. “It’s not like your caterers to screw up like that—”
“Gentlemen!”
All eyes turned to me.
“I’ll explain about the bugs and dirty glasses later. For now, can we just get on with it?”
Won a national science fair scholarship in high school—me.
Five points for me. Hey, everyone should have gotten their own response right. Again, only one for the men. Lazer’s was the only correct vote.
“I’m flattered you know me so well, Lazer.” I blew him a kiss.
The other men snickered.
“You guys aren’t even trying!” He pointed accusingly around the table at them. But his voice was full of good humor. “This is mutiny. My team has turned traitor on me. I won’t forget it. You guys may not know what’s good for you. But don’t worry, men. I’m going to win this one for you. With or without you.” He rubbed his hands together in confident anticipation.
Lottie broke in. “This one’s fun! Looks good in a kilt?” Lottie wiggled her eyebrows lecherously and tried to get a peek at all the guys’ legs.
Cosplay. Swordplay. That had to be Austin. I pictured him as a tall, redheaded highlander.
But the guys looked around at each other, genuinely perplexed.
“We all look good in skirts, don’t we, men?” Dylan punched the air and nodded.
The group erupted in laughter.
I wondered for a minute if they all did cosplay. And decided they must. There was some kind of inside joke going on, clearly.
“Oh, aye!” Cam said. “But the clue specifically says ‘kilt,’ gents. Other skirts don’t qualify.”
The group nodded, ribbed each other, and finally selected their answers.
When Lottie read Austin’s name, they applauded.
“Austin! Show us those legs!” Dylan said.
“No. No!” Jeremy shook his head. “Does he have to? We all know he has butt-ugly legs. Look at those hairy beasts!” He shuddered.
Which encouraged Austin. He stood up and did a catwalk move poolside while the guys laughed and cheered.
“Now all we need is a swish of a skirt!” Cam made a little swishing motion with his hands. “And a wee breeze.”
“A wee breeze?” Lazer shook his head. “Are you crazy, man? You know they go commando under those things?”
“The sight of some wee balls would be good for a laugh.” Jeremy raised his arms in the air like he was going down the hill on a rollercoaster. “Weeee!”
Austin shook his fist good-naturedly at the much smaller man.
“Fuck,” Lazer said. “You guys can never stop bragging about your legs.”
The guys laughed and teased until Austin took his seat again.
I had guessed Austin correctly. Another five for me. Two for the men.
Lazer set his phone on the table and kicked off his sandals. “Traitors.”
At this point, I was falling a little bit in love with his friends. They clearly wanted to see their leader thrown in the pool.
Sews like a pro. Austin again. I got it right. Duh. Cosplay. The men stereotyped the sexes and voted for me. On purpose, I was certain. They grinned and nudged each other. Only two of them got it right.
I was killing it. I would have been winning even without their help. I didn’t need them throwing the game. But I loved that they were so jovially on my side. Soon there was only one question left.
“Run, run, as fast as you can!” I taunted Lazer. “You can’t catch me.”
“We’ll see about that.” Lazer raised one eyebrow. “Lottie?”
Lottie read the question to herself and hesitated. “Ashley’s right.” She put the note card face down on the table and flashed Lazer a sympathetic look.
I thought, besides himself, she was the only one pulling for him.
“There’s no need to read this one,” Lottie said. “Ashley is clearly the winner and queen of the icebreaker. There’s no way you gentlemen can catch her. Lazer”—she put on a serious, pained tone and expression to match—“I’m sorry, but you’re not the biggest icebreaker winner. Meet your fate and take your punishment for losing.”
Lazer raised a finger in the air. “Hang on. Hang on! Let’s make this interesting. Give us a chance to catch up. And by us, I mean me.” He glared at his team again and back to me. “Sudden death. Whoever answers correctly first wins. You guess first, then one of us. Then you, etc. If we win, we get to pass on two rules, one time each. If you win, me and my entire team go in the pool.” His gaze met mine.
“Hey! Wait a minute,” Dylan said. “We didn’t agree to that.”
“Et tu, Brute?” Lazer shook his head at Dylan and laughed. “Without some skin in the game, you guys are going to throw it.”
The guys shook their heads. And, in a show of complete and utter lack of faith in their fearless leader, removed their watches, wallets, keys, and phones from their pockets.
“Put those away!” I said. “You’re not going to lose.”
Cam held his hands palm up, like, What can we do? He hitched his thumb at Lazer and shook his head.
In a show of solidarity, I put my phone and watch on the table, too.
Lazer turned to me.
I had no idea what that note card said. But someone here knew that their last card hadn’t been read yet. I hadn’t counted cards, so to speak. But since I knew it wasn’t mine, it had to be one of theirs. One of them knew what it said. It was a bit of Russian roulette as to whose it was and what order the men would answer in. Could I guess it first?
However, unless I missed my guess, that last card was Lazer’s. Which explained his confidence. Either that, or he was a phenomenal bluffer.
I bit my lip. “I don’t recall there being a sudden-death clause in the rules.”
“My team turned traitor on me. Defected. You owe me a chance. Come on. How about this—just you and me. One guess each. You go first. Winner takes all.” He made exaggerated puppy-dog eyes at me and pointed at his team. “I’m doing this for you, my best friends.” He thumped his fist against his heart, really playing it up.
He turned to Lottie and arched an eyebrow. “Just to make this more interesting, if Ashley turns down my generous offer, destroy the card. No one but you will ever know what it says.” He smiled at me triumphantly. “Your move.”
Lottie shook her head ever so slightly, warning me off. I trusted Lottie’s judgment implicitly. Whatever was on that card was going to deeply embarrass someone. But who, including Lazer, would write something like that? And what could it be? I was dying of curiosity. But I couldn’t let my curiosity sway me. People always came first.
I shook my head. “No dice, Lazer. You lost fair and square. Me and my team”—I grinned at the men—“insist you jump in the pool.”
The guys applauded and whistled.
Lazer set his jaw and stood. He paused before Lottie and put his hands on her shoulders as he leaned down and whispered something in her ear. She nodded. He gave her a friendly pat. “I forgive you, Lottie. I know it’s just your job to carry out the sentence.”
He walked solemnly to the edge of the pool. “I’ll never understand you guys. Why? Why!” He shook his fists in the air.
“Because they’re serious about finding a match.” I beamed at them. “I’m so proud of you, men!” I turned back to Lazer and pointed to the water.
Lazer shook his head and walked to the diving board like a man condemned. Clearly, if he was going in, he was going in big.
We got out of our chairs and gathered by the edge of the pool to watch. He walked the diving board as if he was walking the plank. When he reached the end of the board, he jumped up and did a picture-perfect cannonball so fast that we didn’t have time to run. I watched as if in slow motion, fascinated, cursing myself for being so stupid.
Too late, I covered my head with my arms in a futile attempt to stay dry. If I’d been rating the splash, I would have had to give it a ten. Lazer was a cannonball pro.
Dylan looked around at his buddies, kicked off his flip-flops, and cannonballed in after Lazer.
After Dylan’s cannonball splashed me, I was completely drenched.
Cam, Austin, and Jeremy let out a battle cry and ran for the diving board.
Oh, why not? I was right on their heels.
When we reached the diving board, Austin held the other guys back with his arm. “Lasses first.” He winked at me.
My thin cotton sundress clung to my cold, budded breasts and to my legs and had gone nearly transparent. The sooner I hit the water, the sooner the show was over. I took the board in a few long, quick steps, bounced at the end, flew into the air, and cannonballed with all my might. Cam, Austin, and Jeremy went in right behind me. I saw them in the water as I fell to the bottom of the pool and kicked back up. I broke back to the surface, brushing the wet hair out of my face, with my dress weighting me down.
Lazer pulled off his wet shirt and slapped onto the edge of the pool with a thwop. He saw me struggling against my skirt and caught me in his arms, his naked chest warm against me. “That was beautiful.”
Water droplets clung to his indecently long eyelashes. His lips were moist and full. Everything in me screamed to kiss him.
And I would have…I wanted to so desperately…
But if I wanted him, I would have to play harder to get. I couldn’t let one simple cannonball sweep me off my feet.
I forced a smile. “Skeptic! Best icebreaker ever, am I right?” I looked around to the guys for confirmation.



        


CHAPTER 6
A shley
We splashed around in the pool until our teeth chattered, our lips were blue, and the stars came out. Lazer jumped out first and grabbed a stack of fluffy towels and robes from the bathhouse at the corner of the pool. He slipped into a robe and headed back to the pool with his arms full.
“We have a pool boy, too! Now this is service,” I said.
“We’re a full-service establishment.” He leaned down to give me a hand out. “I’d be happy to turn down your bed and warm it up for you, too.” His voice was deep with innuendo. “Give you a private massage.”
I laughed and shook my head at him. “You’re incorrigible.”
“And relentless in pursuit of what I want.”
Why was my heart pounding so loudly?
He gripped my hand and pulled me out of the pool, wrapping me snugly in a robe, restoring my modesty. Never wear white to a pool party. He handed me a towel. “Sorry about the dress.”
I shrugged as I toweled off my hair. “It washes.” I cuddled into the robe, wishing I were warming myself in his arms instead. “You have to admit, that was fun.”
“The night’s young. We could have still more fun,” he whispered in my ear.
“You’re such a tease,” I whispered back. “You know the rules. You don’t get a pass. Not even with me.”
The staff had lit the fire pit and laid out a spread of homemade marshmallows and graham crackers, and premium chocolate bars from some of Seattle and Portland’s finest chocolatiers. Along with a selection of metal skewers and slender sticks.
Dylan rubbed his hands together and headed for the fire pit. “S’mores! No one does them better than Lazer.”
As the men headed to the fire, I walked past the table to grab my phone, hoping to snag that note card with that last dangerous question. Or at least get a peek at it. I was pretty sure Lottie hadn’t destroyed it.
I found it tucked beneath my phone. I knew I could count on Lottie. I slipped it into my pocket, but not before getting a glimpse of it.
Proposed to the first girl he fell in love with. And was resoundingly, and publically, rejected. Answer: Lazer
It was written in Lazer’s block printing and signed by him. I felt like I’d been kicked in the stomach. Lazer? Proposing marriage? And turned down? Who would turn him down? I wanted to meet this woman.
There had to be a story here. Was this a joke, like Jeremy and his supermodel? Lazer proposing to someone in kindergarten, maybe? Little kids are so cute at that age when they pick out their future spouse. “I’m going to marry that girl, Mommy!” Yeah, we’ll see about that.
The key to Lazer’s story had to be “first girl.” That was probably another of those asked-a-girl-to-marry-me-in-first-grade kind of things. I hoped.
I joined the group by the fire, my mind spinning with possibilities as I watched Lazer joke with his friends.
He glanced up at me. Our eyes met. I must have given myself away, because he gave me a questioning, amused look. He nodded very slightly, almost to himself, as if he was pleased with himself.
Lazer made space for me close to the fire and patted the place next to him. “You’re shivering. Get in here and warm up.”
As I sat, the note card in my pocket crinkled.
He heard it and gave me a quick, searching look. For a second I thought he was going to say something. He let it go, handed me a skewer, and passed me the marshmallows with a casual air, as if there was nothing amiss. But I was certain he knew what I had in my pocket and was trying to gauge whether it mattered to him or was just a joke and nothing at all.
“My chef makes the best marshmallows in the west. I never eat store-bought marshmallows anymore.” He leaned in and whispered in my ear, “Be careful. They’re so fresh, they melt off the skewer and fall into the fire if you turn away for an instant.” He covered my hand with his and guided my skewer into the fire, near the coals, where the marshmallow could brown and not burn.
The air grew suddenly cold and crisp with night. The stars twinkled overhead. I inhaled deeply. The mountain air was fresh and clean, natural in a way you forgot when you were in the city. I toasted my marshmallow, listening to the men joke. The heat soon made me pleasantly drowsy. By the time I had made my s’more and taken a few bites, the long day was catching up with me. I fought to stay awake. It was three hours later in New York. I knew better than to think about what time it was at home, but the thought just popped in there.
“Am I going to have to carry you to bed?” Lazer touched my arm, startling me.
His suggestion would have been sexy if I hadn’t been totally exhausted.
“You almost fell asleep with a bite of s’more in your mouth. You must be tired.” He caught my elbow.
“You’re right. I’m beat. I think I’ll head to bed.” I set my dessert down and stood.
“I’m going on an early morning hike,” he said. “Come with me. We’ll be back in plenty of time. The naming and branding presentation isn’t until ten.”
I nodded, barely aware of what I was agreeing to.
“Meet me in the living room at six.”
I nodded again and staggered into the lodge to my room. When the door was safely closed behind me, I pulled the note card from my pocket and read it again, just to make sure I hadn’t hallucinated it. No. It was still the same. I couldn’t imagine any woman turning Lazer down. Ever. I was going to have to get to the bottom of it. Even if I embarrassed myself doing so. It was probably a joke and Lazer would laugh at me.
Tomorrow. When I wasn’t so tired. I hoped it was a joke. Just a joke.
I was such a softie when it came to love and romance. The thought of a man, any man, on bended knee with a ring held out to a woman with his heart on his sleeve, and her cruelly rejecting him—
I shuddered at the thought.
If a relationship is strong and marriage-worthy, the couple has discussed it ahead of time. The man usually knows that the woman will say yes before he proposes. Even given that the man could have been socially clueless and totally misread the signs, if he’s out there with his heart on display, a little kindness is required.

Lazer
I was driving Ashley mad with curiosity. She’d pocketed the note card with my revelation about that ill-fated marriage proposal. She didn’t know I’d instructed Lottie to put it with Ashley’s phone on the table. I wanted to see how she’d react to it. Whether she’d confront me or not. What would she do?
She was mulling the possibilities over. Was this a joke? What kind of game was I playing? Why would I reveal something so personal and humiliating if it wasn’t? Whenever possible, intrigue a woman with your mysterious nature. A little mystery is good for a relationship. Either way I played this was a win for me. Women liked men with a good sense of humor. And they felt sympathy for a man jilted in love. So which was I? That’s what she was wondering.
The public didn’t know about my ill-fated marriage proposal when I was young and naïve, but it was no secret to my friends. They’d all been active participants in my humiliation. That proposal had seemed like such a good idea at the time. I shook my head, laughing silently at my folly.
If Ashley had let Lottie read the question, my guys would have won. Ashley would have learned one more key thing about me. Win-win. Unfortunately for her, she didn’t know that.
I imagined her parsing the situation. Was this the reason I was down on marriage? Had my young heart been irreparably broken? Had I been rejected by my one true love?
Let her ruminate on it. I’d “taken one for the team” by showing my vulnerability. Show no mercy. Play to win.
Lottie had misinterpreted my note card. She thought I’d revealed a deep, dark, upsetting secret. That was why she’d warned Ashley off. I was sure of it.
Ah, well. I’d tried. Ashley was going to try to get the details out of me. Would I tell her? I probably should, before she got the wrong idea. On the other hand, it would be amusing to see how she tried to pry it out of me.

Ashley
I arrived wide awake and ready to go in what was really more of a grand lobby/great room than a living room. Lazer’s home away from home was larger than many small office buildings. He was talking to a member of his staff, looking chipper, and animated, especially considering the early hour. I was still on New York time, which should have felt like sleeping in. But he was acclimated to Pacific time and still ready to go.
Early risers! I did a mental eye roll. Was being an early bird enough of a deal breaker to turn me off him?
No, apparently not. My heart raced at the sight of him.
He was dressed in hiking boots and shorts that showed off his legs. Was I a leg woman? Maybe. In my opinion, with those strong thighs and toned calves, he gave his handsome-legged friends a run for their money. I would have paid to see Lazer in chaps or even a kilt. I smiled at the thought.
He looked up and waved at me. A backpack sat at his feet. His gaze travelled the length of my body, appraising and appreciative at the same time. Flattering. How could any woman he looked at like that resist him? How could I? And yet that was exactly what they, and I, had to do if they wanted to catch him.
Was it possible to reform a player? That was the billion-dollar question. I was certainly willing to find out, one way or another. I was going to use everything in my arsenal. I smiled seductively back at him and returned his wave.
“You’re looking much more awake and alive this morning,” he said. “I was afraid you’d decide to sleep in and stand me up.”
“Stand you up?” I shook my head. “Never!” I laughed. I was wide awake. And just as curious as ever in the dawning light of day. “Besides, I couldn’t sleep. I had no choice but to get up. I’m still jetlagged. It feels like nine to me.”
I had dressed appropriately in shorts, T-shirt, sweatshirt—mountain mornings could be cold, too, I’d been told—and hiking boots. Lazer had warned me to bring all of them. I’d had to run out and buy a pair of boots. I didn’t have much need for them in Manhattan. I’d always been more of an urban girl, anyway, not really the outdoorsy type. So maybe this hiking was going to be my deal breaker for him. Kill the thrill I felt when being around him.
I doubted it, though. That was probably just wishful thinking. Ruck had been outdoorsy. In the beginning, I’d humored him and gone along. After a while, when he did his outdoor thing, I did my thing. It worked for us.
Lazer picked up his backpack and slung it over his shoulders before handing me a water bottle. “Let’s go.”
I followed him out of the lodge and onto the front porch, which sounded quainter and homier than it was. It was mammoth in proportion. The morning air was crisp, cool, and loaded with dew. I wasn’t a morning person, but once I was up and about I enjoyed it. Being jetlagged was the way to enjoy the mornings, I decided. No tiredness, all the pleasure.
The sunny morning lighting was absolutely stunning. It made everything vibrant and the shadows long. Birds called and flitted through the trees as I followed Lazer in companionable silence across the driveway to the edge of the woods.
He pointed. “The trail is this way.”
“You have a trail?”
“Of course we have a trail!” He grinned at me. “My groundskeeper maintains it.” He pointed up the mountain. “It’s a steep climb. Taxing. Especially at altitude if you’re used to sea level. We’ll be climbing several hundred feet up. The view is worth it."
I looked around. “Where are the guys? Aren’t they coming?”
Lazer shook his head. “They’ve climbed the trail many times. Today they’ll want their beauty rest.” With that, he headed up the trail.
He wasn’t kidding about the trail being steep. It switchbacked up the mountainside. Lazer took off at a quick clip, hiking briskly and purposefully, outpacing me even handicapped by the backpack. He was right. I was a flatlander. At first the air was refreshing and cool against my skin and in my lungs. And tinged with the scent of dew, fir and cedar trees, dust, and foliage. It wasn’t long before I broke into a sweat and my lungs burned. This was unlike any of the workouts I did regularly at the gym. I’d thought I was in good shape.
I did my best to keep up. Pride pushed me along. I knew he was slowing his pace for me. Even at that, it wasn’t long before he was far ahead of me. He stopped and waited. Gave me a hand and pulled me over a tricky spot where water ran over the trail. But then he was off again and I was left with a tempting view of his backside. But too far away from it to make any move. Like to kick his butt.
He was showing off. Showing me how in shape he was. Damn him. I took a swig from my water bottle and trudged on, too out of breath for conversation. Which gave me plenty of time to think about how I’d approach the topic of his failed marriage proposal. Once I caught enough breath to form words again. At times like this it was seriously crazy to realize how much breath talking took.
I could see him through the trees up the mountain about three switchbacks above me as he removed the backpack and set it down.
“Come on, Ashley! You’re almost there. It’s a few feet ahead.” His grin was positively roguish. “You can do it!”
He was just ribbing me now. When he started clapping, I wanted to kill him. But I didn’t have the strength. He, however, had all the breath he needed. I was struggling so much I’d stopped paying attention to the view, to anything except the trail before me. Even to my fear that Bigfoot or a cougar or bear would step out of the woods.
I wasn’t sure I believed in Sasquatch, but the other beasts were all too real. Fortunately, we only scared a few squirrels, who ran up the trees and chattered noisily, scolding us. And startled a buck and a couple of does in the brush. Which nearly gave me a heart attack. This was why I wasn’t thrilled with the outdoors.
When I reached the last switchback, Lazer set his backpack down and jogged down the trail with an exaggerated lope. He grabbed my hand, pulling me up the mountainside. Even at that, I didn’t move fast enough for him. My legs felt like jelly.
He stopped uphill from me and took pity. He turned his back to me. “Climb up.”
“What?”
He nodded. “Climb on my back. I’ll carry you up.”
Pride would have stopped me, but I was in the mood to punish him. And when was the last time I’d had a piggyback ride? Ruck. My heart broke a little. I swallowed my sense of guilt, put my arms around Lazer’s neck, and jumped, throwing my legs around his waist. He caught them beneath his arms.
If I expected my weight to slow him down, I was sadly mistaken. He jogged up the path, while I laughed, as delighted as a child as I jounced along.
There was something to be said for this show of chivalry, strength, and fun. It was so sexy.
At the top of the trail, he set me down in a clearing. My good mood restored, I was laughing. The sun was now fully up and gaining strength.
“Showoff!” I said as my feet touched the ground, reluctant to relinquish my contact with him.
He swung around to face me, his hair flopping over his eyes adorably. He’d barely broken a sweat and wasn’t breathing hard.
“You’re just punishing me for last night.” I laughed.
“I carry you on my back, and you accuse me of punishing you?” He lifted an eyebrow.
I leaned forward, bracing my hands against my thighs, and breathed deeply, looking up at him, and trying not to grin like a schoolgirl at summer camp. How was it that I was still winded when he’d carried me the last part of the hike, not the other way around?
“You’re going to get shin splints from running with me on your back,” I said.
“On the dirt trail?” He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’m tougher than that.”
He made me too happy. Everything was sunshine when he was around.
“Good,” I said, standing up. “You can fight off Bigfoot if he comes around. I don’t have the energy.”
“We won’t see Bigfoot,” he said. “He’s far too wily. Anyway, we’ll smell him first and have plenty of time to run. That’s the myth.”
“That assumes my legs will work,” I said.
“What is it with you?” he said. “You’re always tired. Some breakfast will perk you up.” He grabbed his backpack by the strap and gestured toward a picnic table nearby.
I had been so lost in him and the hike that I’d been totally oblivious to it, and the breathtaking view. But now that he pointed the table out, my eyes went wide.
The picnic table was unlike anything I’d ever seen. It was smoothly planed and stained with a medium brown rub. A rough, homemade-looking bench was placed on either side—rough boards balancing on log stumps. Although wonderful, none of that was what made it magical.
The table was set and decorated as if woodland fairies were welcoming us to brunch. Thick-stemmed cut-crystal goblets augmented by tawny-cut water glasses, champagne flutes, cut-crystal plates, each with a deep pink flower artistically laid over them, sparkling silver. Sprays of ferns strewn with flowers. Moss. Candlesticks with white tapers. A bottle of champagne chilling in a silver ice bucket. A carafe of freshly squeezed orange juice, also on ice.
Around us was nothing but greenery, ferns, and underbrush. Above us a canopy of trees gently swaying and whispering in an early morning breeze.
I turned a stunned gaze on Lazer as he pulled a lighter from his pocket, lit the tapers, and began pulling a Northwest feast from his backpack—fresh blackberries and pastries, a warming bag full of hot breakfast sandwiches.
“It looks like Bigfoot has been expecting us,” I joked, not sure what else to say.
Lazer laughed. “More like I’m surprised he didn’t steal the silverware. I heard he likes shiny things.”
I ran my hand over the smooth surface of the table. “This is…it’s… There are no words.” I took a plate from Lazer as I helped him put the rest of food out. “Someone from your staff has been up here already?”
“Two someones.” He held up two fingers and pulled the bench out for me. “You’ve probably noticed. My staff is in excellent shape. Exercise and morning hikes are a perk of the job.”
“You must hire Sherpas. I suppose that’s a hint I should get in hiking shape?” I said. “Now that we’re partners.”
“Partners have different rules.” He paused, his gaze caressing me. “And I never said you aren’t in great shape.”
Cheesy, but I flushed. Damn, he was good.
As I sat, I got the full impact of the view through a clearing in the trees. The mountains were rows of blue and gray on the horizon. I hadn’t thought it was possible, but the view was even more spectacular than the view at the lodge.
“Do you always entertain like this?” I indicated the table.
He shrugged. “Not always. Sometimes my guests collapse on the trail on the hike up and have to be evacuated to the nearest medical facility. Fortunately, the most convenient hospital has a decent cafeteria with an affordable brunch.”
“Shut up!”
He popped the cork on the champagne and poured us each a glass. He slid onto the bench next to me and lifted his glass. “To us. And a beautiful partnership!”
I clinked his glass with mine, wishing for a partnership of a different kind…
“You can’t do this!” I blurted out as a thought occurred to me.
He looked puzzled. “Do what? Drink champagne? Eat?”
I laughed and gestured around at the table and the perfect setting. “You can’t spoil women like this. It isn’t fair.”
“To whom?” He shook his head. “Spoiling isn’t meant to be fair.”
“No,” I said. “That’s not what I mean. I mean, how will you ever find your perfect match if you turn every woman’s head with fantasies like this one? How can they get to know you?”
“This is me.” His eyes twinkled. “I’m a romantic.”
I stared him down.
He shook his head. “You’re telling me a woman can’t get to know me all alone in the woods with no interruptions? In a place where she has my complete attention?” He paused. “If she can’t get to know me here—”
“Where you’re playing Prince Charming to her Snow White? Where you’re spoiling her with expensive champagne and romantic tables? How is she supposed to see past this?”
“A woman could get to know me very well up here. If it weren’t for your damn dating rules.” He lifted an eyebrow.
I didn’t back down. We held each other’s gazes.
I let out a deep sigh. “Hikes, fine. Great. Backpacking in a picnic? Nice touch. Champagne and flowers waiting on crystal? Silver and tapered candles in the middle of the forest? Over the top and off limits. And possibly a fire danger, depending on the season.” I grinned and went in for the kill. “If you’re doing this just for a business partner, I can hardly imagine what you’d do for a woman you wanted to impress and seduce.”
He replied with a slow, sexy grin.
I looked away before that grin succeeded. “Were you always this romantic? Are you always this romantic?”
These were perfectly reasonable questions for his matchmaker to ask.
“No and no,” he said.
“Not even when you proposed?” I was too aware of him sitting next to me on the bench, nearly brushing arms. My expression too soft. My voice too low and curious. My eyes too wide.
His grin deepened. “I was wondering when you were going to get around to asking about that.”
“You knew I’d read the note card?”
“Knew? I asked Lottie to put it where you’d find it.”
My eyes went even wider. I hadn’t expected that. But it was so like him. He was constantly surprising me.
“So it was a joke!” I shook my head. “Tell me about this proposal. Were you in the fourth grade, too? Like Jeremy?”
“No. Much older. I was in college.” He paused and glanced down. “She really did break my heart.”



        


CHAPTER 7
A shley
As if he hadn’t before, he definitely had my attention now. “Oh. I’m sorry.” I’d put my foot in it. I put my hand on his arm. “I wouldn’t have been so flip. I just can’t imagine. She must have been a fool.”
“Thanks.” He didn’t seem particularly upset.
“Why did you bring it up at the game?” I frowned. “And why did you want me to know about it?”
“First, so that I could win. None of the other guys have ever proposed to anyone. We all know that. And they were all present when I did. It was a winning question.
“And second, I didn’t want you imagining the worst. Curiosity is a killer. I knew Lottie would tell you eventually, anyway.”
“I don’t think that’s it at all,” I said. “I think you wanted me to know. You wanted to shock me.” I leaned in close to him and whispered, “You may have even wanted my sympathy and understanding. And maybe you want my professional opinion about what went wrong so you never make that mistake again.”
His grin returned. “Don’t worry. I have no intention of making that mistake again.”
I laughed. It was so comical the way he said it. “Maybe this is even your way of letting me know why you hate the idea of marriage so much. The thought of proposing again and facing rejection, even though that’s laughable now. It’s a strong imprint—”
His laughter cut me off. “You think I’m still pining for a girl I was in love with when I was nineteen? And that that one incident scarred me for life?”
I squeezed his arm and looked him directly in the eye. “It happens all the time.”
He shook his head. “Not to me. I’m tougher than that. It was a mistake. Sanne did me a favor. She could have been kinder in her refusal. That’s true. Repugnance and fear isn’t generally good for the male ego.”
He glanced away quickly. By the time he looked back at me, he was grinning again. I was sure he was hiding his pain.
“Am I going to have to ask one of the guys about it?” I asked. “I’d rather hear it from you.”
He nodded. “I’m sure you would.” He paused, thought for a minute, and shrugged. “I was nineteen. And stupid. Hopelessly in love with a girl I’d known for most of a semester and had dated for a month.”
I winced.
He nodded.
“Knowing each other such a short time before marrying works out sometimes,” I said, though personally, I believed it was madness. The odds were against it. “Usually, though, the parties involved are more mature, have a lot of dating experience, and know exactly what they want. I would never recommend it.”
“Nor would I. Now.” He poured a glass of orange juice and offered it to me. “But, you see, I lost my virginity to her. For a geek like me, that was something. Any girl who’d let me…”
He passed me a plate of breakfast sandwiches and helped himself to one. “Well. It was a big deal. I thought it meant she loved me.
“I was so damn head over heels. And burning with lust. I’d never felt anything like sex with a woman. Hand jobs weren’t the same after that. I was addicted. I became insanely possessive. And despondent. She was a Dutch foreign student. The end of the semester was approaching. Sanne was heading back to the Netherlands. Forever. Unless I stopped her.
“I didn’t want to lose her. Marrying her so she could stay, so she would stay, seemed like the only sane solution.”
I bit my lip to keep from laughing at the humorous tone in his voice. He was clearly poking fun at himself.
“Oh, no,” I said. “You wanted to give her your name and a green card?”
He laughed. “That’s about all I had to offer. I was a broke college kid.”
He smiled as if remembering something pleasant. “It’s not as bad as it seems. We had a lot in common. We were both gaming geeks. We both loved a good screw. She spoke her adorable Dutch, which sounded like slaughtered English. I was teaching her real English.”
“There’s a sound foundation.” It wasn’t lost on me that the main things Lazer and I currently had in common were the great sex between us and a command of the English language. We didn’t even have gaming in common. I’d never been into it. “I assume you were always a romantic. How did you propose?”
“In great romantic style.” He took a bite of sandwich. “And with great care and planning. There was a fraternity on campus where the guys would dress up in war paint and grass skirts. They’d go as a group, carrying tiki torches, to ask girls out to their big dance. Then they’d congregate in front of the girl’s residence and serenade her. The guy who was doing the asking would come forth, plant his torch, and yell his invitation to her.”
This was going downhill quickly. “Oh no.”
“Oh, yes. But it gets better. I wasn’t in a frat. But Sanne and I had a favorite video game we played. Even back then Austin was into cosplay. We all were, but he was the costume master. I convinced all four of the guys to dress up in costume from that game. Austin helped us make them. He was a genius. They were very good re-creations, the best part of the whole proposal. Short Roman tunics, a balteus, and mock armor. I, of course, was Sanne’s favorite warrior.”
“Just so you know, I’m resisting the urge to put my hands over my eyes.”
“That terrible?”
“No, the thought of you in a Roman tunic skirt is enticing. And a little odd,” I said. “Go on.”
He shrugged one shoulder. “We had flaming tiki torches, because those were wicked—”
“Did Romans have tiki torches?” I asked. “I assume that is more of a Hawaiian thing and went better with the grass skirts the frat guys wore.”
Lazer gave me mock-stern look. “They were awesome.”
“Whatever you say.”
“I even had a ring for her. A cheap little thing made of ten-karat gold with a stone resembling diamond dust in the center that cost me every penny I had. Two months’ full salary. Just like the jewelers suggest. Unfortunately, working as a lab assistant didn’t pay much.”
I was still trying not to laugh. It was so tragically funny. “Did it have a reflective shield around the diamond to make it look bigger?”
“Absolutely.” He had such a winning grin.
And who didn’t love a man who could poke fun at himself? “You did your best.”
He nodded. “I did. In an odd way, that ring was worth more than all the expensive jewels I shower women with now. That one cost me everything I had. The jewelry I buy now is a drop in the bucket. I don’t even notice it.” He laughed suddenly. “Two months’ salary! On what I bring in now? Jeez. That rock would kill some poor girl hauling it around on her finger.”
“She’d certainly be the target of jewel thieves.”
“I still have the ring. To remind me. And because the pawn shop refused to pay more than a few dollars for it.”
“Where did this girl live, dare I ask?” Did I really want to know? How humiliating did this story get?
“You can uncover your eyes. Fortunately, she lived in a rented house just off campus. Also, fortuitously, I chose a time to propose when her roommates were out. We showed up in costume the Friday evening just before dead week. I had a bunch of roses I’d bought at the grocery store.”
“Red, I hope,” I said.
“Naturally. The best bunch they had.” He smiled. “Sanne came to the window. We sang to her. And, may I say, did a decent job of it.”
“What song did you sing?”
“That’s irrelevant.”
“That embarrassing?”
He ignored me. “I got down on one knee and yelled out a marriage proposal.”
I was actually on the edge of my seat. This was a complete train wreck. A matchmaking horror story. And yet my heart hurt for him.
“And?”
“I think we scared the shit out of her. Crazy American men with torches—what would you think?”
“No,” I said, sympathetically.
“When she finally realized it was me behind the helmet—”
“Helmet? Wait a minute. You didn’t mention a helmet.”
He shook his head at my ignorance. “What kind of video game warrior would I be without a helmet?”
“Did it have a mask that covered your eyes?”
“Naturally.”
“Crap.”
He laughed. “Can I finish my story?”
“Please do.” I pulled out my phone.
“Once she understood what I was asking—”
“Given the language difference, that was something,” I said as I typed, Will you marry me? into Google Translate. “Wil je met me trouwen?”
“What?”
“Dutch for ‘will you marry me.’ That does sound like butchered English. Surely you asked her in her native tongue?”
He rolled his eyes. “And risk saying something rude? I asked her in English.
“I wasn’t going away without an answer. Finally Sanne opened the window. She yelled at me that I was an idioot for embarrassing her. And a stommeling. And a couple of much stronger words in both Dutch and English.
“Then she told me exactly what I could do with my ring and where I could go—hell sounds pretty much the same in both languages—and slammed the window shut. In retrospect, we were lucky she didn’t call the campus police. After that, she refused to see me or answer my calls.”
The story, and the way he told it, were so funny that it was hard to take him seriously. I tried to gauge how he felt about all of it now. “That was horrible of her. It must have hurt.”
He nodded. “It did. For a while. Until I came to my senses.” He took another bite of his sandwich.
“She wasn’t very kind. Giving her the benefit of the doubt, maybe she was just immature. Even so, it sounds like you dodged a bullet.” I was having a hard time imagining the confident, charming, successful man next to me as the geeky boy from his story. “Was she beautiful? Intelligent?”
“Beautiful?” He shook his head, scoffing at the suggestion. “No. I’ll show you a picture sometime. But I was a skinny-ass, pimply geek back then. If I was a two, she was a three. I’ve always dated up.” He laughed.
“There must have been something about her that you liked. Besides the sex.” I lifted my sandwich. “Was she smart? Funny?”
“You can’t stop playing matchmaker, can you?” He grabbed another sandwich and some fruit. “You’re trying to find out what kind of women I’m attracted to. What are my must-haves in a woman?”
“Maybe I am.” I paused. “Or maybe I’m just trying to get to know you and understand who you are.” I studied him. “What Sanne did to you was incredibly cruel. Yes, you were broke, by your own admission. And maybe you were going through a gawky stage. And your proposal was a little…overzealous. But you were still you, with your wit and intelligence. With your sense of romance, however misguided by youth and inexperience…”
“Thanks for that.” He leaned close to me. “Now you know my darkest secret. I was once a marriage enthusiast.”
I laughed. “Right. Why is this never mentioned in any of the profiles about you? You’d think someone would have dug it up.”
“Costumes,” he said, nodding. “Hid my identity.”
I shook my head and laughed. “And loyal friends. But why hasn’t Sanne ever sold the story?”
“Good question. Maybe because she moved back to the Netherlands after the semester. Maybe she hasn’t been paying attention to my meteoric rise in fortune. Maybe she’s still too mortified to admit to it. Or maybe she thinks no one will ever believe her now.”
“All good possibilities,” I said. “Can I at least add that you like Dutch girls to my notes on you?”
He laughed again. “Not so much now.”
It was all good fun, but I became serious. “Don’t let one bad experience scar you, Lazer.”
“Bad experience?” he said. “What bad experience? As it turns out, Sanne was my perfect woman in at least one way—she didn’t want to marry me.” He raised his glass again. “To perfect women.”
“Perfect women don’t exist,” I said, mildly, as I clinked his glass. “But we’ll find you a suitable one when we go through the matchmaking process. One who will love any proposal you give her.”
He studied me seriously for a moment. “I’m still not sure why I have to go through the process. I’m just a shill, not a real client.”
“And we don’t want anyone to find that out, do we?” I smiled sweetly at him. “Will you stop trying to wiggle out of this? How many times have I told you—”
“We have to make it look real.” He set his glass down. “Let’s change the subject.”
“All right,” I said, and tried to tease him. “Naming your lodge after yourself isn’t a touch arrogant?” I’d been curious about that for a while.
He smiled charmingly. “FYI, I named the lodge after myself precisely because a reporter had called me conceited. It was an in-your-face maneuver.”
I studied him as the bubbles of the exquisitely dry champagne slid down my throat. Commitment issues. Hitting on a good friend’s new bride. He was so unsuitable.
“I’m excited for the marketing meeting today,” he said. “The agency has some ideas I think you’re going to love.”
“Have you been cheating?” I asked. “And peeking at what they’ve been doing?”
“Collaborating.”
“Uh-huh,” I said.
“Peter should be at the lodge when we get back. You’re going to like him, too. Peter is to pairing people with jobs as you are to pairing people with soul mates.”
“I hope that’s a compliment?”
“The highest,” he said.
We finished our breakfast while talking business and packed up. Just as we were done, there was a noise in the woods, like an animal crashing through. I jumped.
Lazer got an excited look on his face. “Probably nothing. Stay here. I’m going to go look.”
“Stay here! Are you crazy? That never ends well.” I grabbed his arm. “I’m going with you.”
He nodded and took my hand. “Come on.” He pulled me out of the clearing into the dense forest and underbrush.
My heart raced. Partly from holding his hand. Partly from fear of wild beasts. The crashing continued and grew louder. Whatever it was was coming right toward us.
Lazer looked around excitedly. “There!” He pointed.
I caught a glimpse of a large brown animal and held tight to Lazer’s arm. “I hope you have a gun. Just in case.”
“Why would I need a gun? It isn’t moose season. And I’m not a hunter. As long as we don’t scare him into trampling us, he won’t hurt us.”
Lazer’s eyes had been sharper than mine. As he spoke, a large bull moose stepped into a clear space between the trees. It stopped and stared right at us. It was gigantic. Six feet tall at the shoulder, at least.
I let out a scream that was more of a frightened squeak and took a step back, losing my balance and sliding backward. The moose snorted and took off noisily in the opposite direction, crashing through the underbrush.
Lazer held on to me, arresting my fall as I slid backward into a huge evergreen tree. But not before snagging myself on the underbrush and picking up foliage in my hair. I hit the tree with much less impact, thanks to Lazer.
He swung around to face me. “Are you okay? It was just a moose. That’s a rare, exciting sighting. We don’t get many of them here. Most of them are on the other side of the state.”
I was shaking and trying not to show it. That moose had startled me. I was so not an outdoor girl.
“Hey,” Lazer said tenderly as he picked a piece of brush out of my hair. “It’s okay. Really.” He cupped my cheek and looked deeply into my eyes.
There was that connection again. That damn sexual crackle between us that wouldn’t die. His voice and touch were gentle as his lips angled toward mine. I should have turned my head or made a joke. But I simply wasn’t strong enough. I wanted Lazer with a force beyond myself. A desire so deep, it was frightening and exhilarating at the same time.
His lips met mine and all the desire between us erupted. We kissed hungrily. Urgently. Almost bruisingly. As if any minute one of us would come to our senses.
I grabbed his head and ran my fingers through his hair, pressing up against him. He was hard and ready for me. All I had to do was unzip his shorts, pull him out…
So quick. So easy. So tempting.
His kisses slid to my ear, my neck, the hollow of my throat. His hands slid beneath my T-shirt, hot and urgent on my skin.
The air was fresh and warm with the scent of the forest. The thrill of averted danger trilled through me. I slid my hands beneath his shirt and caressed his chest. I played with his nipples. He was mumbling sweet nothings to me, but I wasn’t paying attention to the words, only the desire in his tone.
“Up against the rough bark of a tree has always been a fantasy of mine.” His voice was hoarse with desire as he reached for the button of my shorts.
His words finally broke through to me and brought me to my senses.
I grabbed his hands, stopping him. “Mine too. But we can’t. Rule number 32.” I laughed shakily.
“What the fuck is rule 32?” His hands stilled.
“An inside joke between Lottie and me. It means breaking one of my matchmaking rules.” I covered his hands with mine.
“Damn the rules. We aren’t dating.”
No, but I wanted him. I dreamed of him. I wanted more than casual sex with him. This was my punishment for meting out rules all these years without having to live under them. I was just beginning to experience how excruciating unfulfilled desire could be.
“But we’re business partners.” I held his gaze. “And this could only end badly.”
He dropped his hands and backed away slowly, running his hands through his hair like a man frustrated.
Hey, he couldn’t have been any more unfulfilled and desperate than I was.
“You may be right.” He paused. “Or you may be crazy. This could have been perfect.” He nodded toward the table. “We’d better head back or we’ll be late.”



        


CHAPTER 8
A shley
When I got back to the lodge, Lottie was lying in wait for me, dying to tell me what was on that note card.
“How was your hike with Lazer?” She followed me into my room.
“Exhausting. This high-altitude air is killer.” I gave her a conspiratorial smile. “And don’t worry. He told me what was on that note card. Told me all about it.”
She lifted an eyebrow. “I can’t believe you passed out last night before we could discuss that little revelation. What did he say about it?”
Lazer hadn’t exactly sworn me to secrecy, but I couldn’t see myself being any less loyal than his friends. I shrugged. “I promised not to share everything he said. But I can say it was a real proposal. A long time ago when he was too young to get married anyway.
“All of the guys know about it, which was why Lazer thought it was a winning response and was so adamant about going all or nothing. All’s well.”
“Oh.” She sounded and looked disappointed, but was professional enough to quickly put it aside. “While you’ve been out, I’ve been talking with the men and getting to know the staff.”
“Impressions?” I pulled off my hiking boots and socks.
“The men are genuinely nice guys. Real sweeties. Once we fix them up a bit, teach them the dating ropes, they’re going to be heartbreakers. Very smart. All of them. And sincere and motivated about finding wives. Also, so excited about that app they’re developing.
“Geek-boy exuberance, I’d call it. They picked my brain all during breakfast. We have to find them good women. They deserve them.” She lowered her voice. “And Lazer!” She whistled softly. “That man has charisma oozing out of his pores. He could charm the pants off an avowed celibate, don’t you think?”
I did think. Just this morning he almost had!
“His staff absolutely loves him. I couldn’t pry a bad word about him out of them. He’s considerate. He pays well. He’s funny. The compliments go on and on.
“The marketing and naming people arrived while you were out. They adore him, too. All they can do is gush.” She leaned toward me. “If it makes any difference, every woman in this building has a crush on him. And some of the men from the agency, too. I think they’re gay. Which explains it.”
“Lazer has that effect on people,” I said, casually, as if it was an everyday thing.
“Whoever lands him for a husband is going to have to be the ultra-secure type that doesn’t mind being the plain Jane in the relationship, even if she’s a supermodel. And won’t get upset about women, and men, hitting on him all the time.”
This was not what I needed to hear.
“He’s not that handsome.” Denial was strong in me.
Lottie raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t say he was. He has charisma, that’s what I said. Different thing. And much more dangerous. As you know full well.”
I couldn’t argue with that. Charisma was what made for winning politicians and dazzling superstars.
“It’s more than his looks and money that make him attractive, honey. He has that something-something that just makes him hot.” Lottie laughed. “Some men just have sex appeal.”
I pursed my mouth to one side and put another black mark on my mental compatibility chart with Lazer. How many times had I told clients that averagely attractive spouses were the best kinds? They were usually less vain, less full of themselves than the beautiful people. Kinder. More thoughtful. And it could get damn tiring when everyone was always flirting and hitting on your spouse. It was an insecurity breeding ground.
If you can’t live with that kind of pressure, if you aren’t secure to the core of your being, then give up on the notion of marrying the heartthrob and go for the good guy that’s usually overlooked. Like Cam, Austin, Jeremy, or Dylan. Substance over outward appearance had long been my motto.
Sadly, it was just another piece of good advice I was ignoring.

Lazer
Romantic breakfasts in the woods hadn’t worn Ashley down. Not even paired with sharing a secret and playing on her sympathies for the poor, young, geeky me. Saving her from a rogue moose hadn’t won me enough points to score. I was burning with desire. And not about to give up. The game only got more interesting.
I introduced Ashley and Lottie to Peter, our recruiting specialist, before our ten a.m. meeting. They seemed to hit it off. As the three of us and the guys sat around a table watching the presentation from the agency, I anticipated my next move on Ashley. Women loved magic. I was going to give her some.
I’d hinted to her that I had the inside scoop on the direction the agency was going with naming and branding. I had more than that. I’d had a sneak peek at the three top contenders. A little later, I was going to play clairvoyant. I’d had some swag made up for each concept to impress Ashley with later. In the meantime, I was hoping the team went with my favorite.
I watched their reactions as the agency presented each concept, beginning with my least favorite and ending with the one I wanted. My favorite name, and corresponding concept, Pair Us, won with unanimous approval. Even the guys were excited. It appealed to them as not being too girly and cheesy lovey-dovey. Being engineers and coders, the straightforward meaning of it sold them. Pair Us because of the way it sounded like the City of Love, and suited both sides of the business so well. Pair us, pair two people. Pair us, a person and a company with a job.
The concept was simple. The first branch would be Pair Us on Lake Union, with later branches to follow when we decided to franchise. Our signature gimmick for the matchmaking side would be a custom-made lovelock. When a couple was happily paired, they’d lock it on a bridge sculpture in the lobby of our building, like the lovelocks on bridges in Paris. This would serve a twofold purpose. One, it was fantastic visual evidence of our success. And two, it would make a beautiful piece of art that was added to by clients and a romantic place they could come to remember their happy beginning.
Ashley’s eyes lit up when the agency presented the concept, along with the branding, including a logo, the font that would be used on all correspondence, and a mockup of a proposed website.
As the meeting broke up, Ashley reminded the guys and me of our afternoon appointments with her. “As our first clients, you gentlemen will be the first to go through the Pair Us program.” Her face lit up. “Pair Us! I love saying that. Such a great name.
“Since signing the deal, Lottie and I have been working to coalesce my matchmaking techniques into a comprehensive program that can be franchised.” She smiled at all of us. “I’m looking forward to chatting with each of you.”

Ashley
Lunch was fantastic. We ate by the pool. Another delicious spread. The agency people stayed. I got a chance to get to know them and Peter better. I liked them all, especially Peter, who had a sense of humor and a passion for getting people into jobs they’d love and thrive at.
I had the sense that one of the agency women had slept with Lazer and would love to again, given the chance. I shouldn’t have felt so jealous over it, but I did. Worse, I was second-guessing myself. Should I have made love with Lazer in the woods? If I didn’t give him what he wanted, would she? Would I lose him?
Would that be so terrible?
Maybe we were better off as business partners.
You know better! my rational side screamed at me. You’re not the only matchmaker to recommend waiting if you want a committed relationship.
Facts, data, and experience were on my side. But damn, emotionally, I wanted to give in to what I knew was the wrong thing in this situation. But maybe I was wrong. Maybe a fling was all I needed. Just call me Miss Waffler.
Lazer was my first appointment after lunch. I met with him in his private study while the guys met in the conference room to hash out details about the app. I would have loved to sit outside for the meeting. But the private nature of the discussion dictated a closed room. Meeting in Lazer’s study with me in the leadership position set up an odd dynamic. I was an interloper here, a guest. And yet I was taking charge.
We’d been polite, but reserved and slightly distant at lunch. For my part, I was simply trying to put a damper on the flames of desire. A slow burn suited my purposes better. I had no idea what he was feeling.
Lazer’s office had two sofas and a two plush chairs in a U-shaped seating area, with an ottoman that doubled as a coffee table in the middle. Funnily, there was a stuffed moose head hanging over the fireplace.
I took a seat at the end of one sofa. Lazer sat on the other so that we were kitty-corner to each other.
I pointed to the moose head. “I thought you weren’t a hunter?”
He smiled. “I’m not. That was a gift from one of the other billionaires in EIEIO. It’s a bit of a joke.”
“Oh, right. Your version of the Bohemian Grove. They’re hunters, are they?”
He nodded. “Some of them. Some of them just have a wicked sense of humor.”
I cleared my throat, suddenly nervous about this process. Finding out about a man I’d like a relationship with like this seemed like cheating. Yet wasn’t all fair in love and war?
“The first step in my process is interviewing you, as the client, and, more deviously, our billionaire bait—”
“Is this really necessary?”
“Of course it is,” I said, putting on my professional persona. “You need to see how the process works firsthand. That’s just smart business. I don’t have to tell you how much we’re counting on your celebrity to bring in business and women for the match pool.”
“No pressure,” he said, his tone light and amused, like always.
“This venture was your idea.”
He shrugged. “Are you going to do your physical assessment of me first?”
I frowned, momentarily confused. “What?”
“I read your book,” he said. “It’s in there. You like to do an assessment of each new client and give them areas where they can improve.”
“I don’t think you have any problems in that area. You’re Seattle’s hottest bachelor.”
“Are you saying I’m flawless?”
“I wouldn’t go that far—”
He grinned. “Then I do have flaws. Just like the guys in your book, I’m blind to them. What can I improve on?” He leaned toward me. “Take a good look.”
Damn, now my pulse was racing. “Stop teasing.”
He batted his eyes at me and smiled so I could see his teeth. “Teeth white enough? Hair cut in the right style? You’re going to give the guys tips. If we’re going to go through this charade, I want the full treatment.”
“You’re not a paying customer.”
“But I am your most-high profile client.”
I shook my head. “Fine. I give up.” I shrugged and leaned even closer to him. “Your eyes are a delicious brown.”
I imagined kissing him.
“Your jaw line is square and firm. Your haircut is perfect for your bone structure and the shape of your face. Your teeth are straight and white. Your breath is fresh.”
I put my hands on each of his shoulders and ran them along them, tugging gently at the shoulder seams as I imagined getting him out of that shirt and climbing into his lap.
“The fit of your shirt”—I dropped my gaze lower—“and shorts is just right.” Too right. Too revealing.
I was practically in his lap. In my mind, I slipped out of my clothes, unzipped those shorts…
I bent my head over his neck and inhaled, resisting the urge to kiss and suck it. “Your cologne would give any women with a sense of smell ideas of sex,” I whispered in his ear.
My breathing had gone shallow. I tried not to tremble. Being this close, imagining all the things I’d like to do with him, and teasing and flirting with him like this was dangerous business.
When I looked into his eyes again, they were dark, his pupils large. He was feeling it, too.
I cupped his cheek and ran my hand over the few days’ growth of beard. “Your beard is soft and well conditioned. Nicely shaped. You use a number two comb on your beard trimmer?”
“Very good,” he said. “I’m impressed.”
“I know my grooming products.”
Why was my voice so soft and hoarse? My lips were too close to his. It would have been so easy to kiss him and just let go.
The air crackled with the chemistry between us. If I had been in a romance novel, I would have said my bosom was gently heaving. I should have stopped flirting with him. I really should have. Before I crossed the point of no return.
I ran my fingers over his smoothly shaved upper cheeks. Soft as a baby’s. There was something incredibly sexy about freshly shaved faces. A complex combination of masculinity and vulnerability.
When I moved on to his neck, gently stroking it, his Adam’s apple bobbed, but he sat perfectly still. I wondered if he was imagining the same things I was, and how he was keeping his hands to himself.
“Your beard is also impressively shaped. Too much neck hair is a problem I often have to correct.” I paused, my fingers stilling. Thankfully I’d found something. “But you’ve irritated your neck. Whatever product you’re using—shaving cream or aftershave—isn’t the right one for you. I can recommend something for sensitive skin.”
I pulled away abruptly, before I broke my own rule and did something I’d regret. I sat well back in my space on my sofa and smiled at him, trying not to let him see how rattled I was. Or how fast I was breathing.
“There’s your flaw.” I fought to keep my voice from shaking. “And the fix. Am I good or what?”
He looked startled I’d actually found something. Clearly he’d been teasing me. He had the best stylists available to him. Probably a personal shopper. And maybe he was surprised, too, that I’d pulled away like that just at the point where it had seemed I would slide into his lap and kiss him. Maybe thoughts of doing it on the sofa had filled his mind as completely as they had mine. He couldn’t have been as startled as I was that I’d had enough willpower to stick to my plan.
“We’ll see how good you are after I’ve tried it and I decide whether it works or not.”
I smiled. “You’re just surprised I found a flaw. You didn’t think I would. Arrogance!” I laughed.
“Not really.” He shrugged. “I’ve been made over a time or two. If you’d found something really egregious, I’d have to fire a few people and ask for my money back. As it is, my skincare specialist is in trouble.”
“You are so metro,” I said. But he wasn’t, really. “Shall we move on with this interview and get back to business? I need information about your likes and dislikes in women so I can screen my current pool of matches to find women who are compatible with you and get you out on the dating scene.
“We need to build a profile of your ideal woman before we can start our PR campaign. Aren’t we talking to the PR firm tomorrow?”
He nodded. “We are. But I still think this is overkill. Just make me some fake matches and be done with it.”
I shook my head. “Aren’t you the one who just insisted you get the full treatment?” I laughed shakily. “I think it’s important for you to actually go through the process so that: A, you understand the business from the client side, B, understand how I work, and C, are familiar with the matchmaking process so that you can speak intelligently and authentically about it in interviews, of which I hope there will be many. And—where am I?”
“D, I believe.” He wore an adorably sexy smirk.
I took a deep breath. “Oh. Yes. Exactly. D. And D, you just might learn something about yourself and which kind of woman you prefer.”
He shook his head. “I like all women.”
“I doubt that.” I shot him my skeptical look.
“I do.” He nodded emphatically.
“Equally?” I had him on the ropes. “Witchy women? Bitchy women? Stupid women with yellowing teeth and bad breath—”
He held up his hands. “All right. I give up. You got me. Maybe not equally.”
“Good. Now that we’ve settled that and gotten the truth out of you, we can get down to work and find out what kind of woman you like most.
“Every woman is unique, of course. And all generalizations are false. But…” I held up a finger. “I’ve loosely grouped women into several broad categories that I find men generally prefer—the cute and perky cheerleader type, the girl next door, the sexpot—”
He leered at me.
“Stop that!” I pointed at him and shook my head. “Let’s not be too shallow.”
He laughed. “Got it. Just shallow enough. Go on.”
I cleared my throat. “As I was saying, the sexpot, the exotic, and the intellectual.” I watched him closely to see if he scoffed at the last one.
Instead, he appeared to be thinking.
“Which one do you think most of my wealthy clients prefer?” I asked.
“If I’d known there was going to be a test, I would have studied.” He didn’t look like he was taking this seriously at all.
I skewered him with a look.
He laughed.
“Well?” I tapped my fingers on the arm of the sofa in a blatant show of impatience. It was a test to see how he acted under pressure. I wanted an authentic answer from him. “Think carefully before you answer. I’ll give you a hint: this type of woman is the hardest for me to find.”
He shrugged. “I didn’t need the hint, but thanks. The question is easy—the intellectual.”
My mouth nearly fell wide open. I caught my jaw from hitting the floor just in time. Given all the mythology about wealthy men wanting trophy wives, most people guessed the sexpot.
He laughed again, deeply. “I got the right answer! You didn’t expect it, did you?”
I’d written a book on matchmaking. But I hadn’t discussed this topic. “Where’s your cheat sheet?” I held my hand out for it like a stern schoolteacher.
His eyes twinkled. “No cheating necessary. All I had to do was think of my friends. Intelligence is hot in a woman. What man wouldn’t fall for a woman who can banter wittily? Who’s well read and well versed?
“Beauty fades; everyone knows that. The truth is, beauty fading is a given. Sometimes the mind fails. But not necessarily. And one other thing is absolutely certain: beauty fades faster than wit. If a man wants a long-term relationship with a woman, it’s much smarter for him to pick his intellectual match. And someone who makes him laugh.”
My heart, which was already soft for him, became that much mushier. “Very wise.”
He laughed again. “You’re measuring your words. It’s written all over your face. What you want to say is that it’s very mature, very non-Neanderthal of me. You’re surprised at how deep and non-superficial I am.”
“Your words…” I said. But he was dead on. In a way. “So if you know the right answer, why do you usually go for the sexpots, the sirens, the vixens? A casual perusal of your dating history makes it pretty clear what kind of woman you prefer.”
To my surprise, he shrugged, looking amused. “That’s easy. Social pressure. You wouldn’t believe the pressure we billionaires are under to date the beautiful women—models, actresses, singers.
“The locker room talk at the club is never about the intellectual one of the guys just banged. When was the last time you saw the gossip rags gush about a billionaire dating a Nobel Prize winner? An important circuit judge? Or a scientist who’s just found a cure for a horrible disease? Unless she’s also smoking hot. And then the intellectual side of her is downplayed, a footnote to her beauty.”
I didn’t reply.
“It’s like high school on a grander scale. The popular guys only date the popular girls. The sexpots are the popular girls. Billionaires can get them.” It was almost like he was speaking tongue-in-cheek.
Unfortunately, there was a lot of truth in what he said.
“Not all billionaires,” I countered. “Bill Gates didn’t marry a supermodel. He married an intelligent woman he worked with at Microsoft.”
“That was ages ago. I respect him for it. If I ever marry, I’ll marry who I want to. And not give a damn if she’s a supermodel, as long as I think she’s hot.”
Well, at least I had some sort of chance.
Lazer paused, studying me closely. “What kind of woman are you?”
“I’m not the subject of this matchmaking session,” I said as I picked up my laptop from the ottoman. “What kind of woman I see myself as makes no difference.”
There was no way now that I was telling him that I saw myself as an intellectual. “The main thing is to figure what kind of a woman you want. I take it you’d like an intellectual?”
He laughed and shook his head. “Sure. If I were looking for a woman to spend the rest of my life with. But, as I plan to keep trading one woman for the next beautiful one, a sexpot will suit me just fine. I’ll be on to the next, younger model long before anyone’s beauty fades.”
I almost rose to his bait. “I’ll just put you down for an intellectual, while you’re pretending to look for a match,” I said as I tapped it into my laptop. “With sexpot as your second choice.”
“You’re keeping a file on me?”
“I keep files on all my clients,” I said. “You don’t expect me to memorize every detail of every client, do you?” I smiled at him. “Don’t worry. This laptop is password protected and secured with the best security software available.”
“I’m not worried,” he said. “Tell me this—have you categorized men into groups that women find attractive?”
“Absolutely!” I nodded.
“What category did your late husband fall into?”
“He was a hero,” I responded without hesitating or thinking about it.
“And the other types of men?”
“Very similar to types of women,” I said. “The boy next door, the intellectual, the handyman, the protector, the sugar daddy, the bad boy, and the playboy.”
“What type would you say I am?”
I couldn’t tell whether he was fishing for a compliment. His expression was masked.
“Please!” I said. “You’re blatantly obvious. We’re going to market you as a playboy and a bit of a bad boy. It will bring the women in.”
“And the type of man most women want?”
“You mean the kind of man most of my successful, intelligent, beautiful marriage-minded female clients want?”
He nodded.
“They want a man who’s smart and witty and can make them laugh. The intellectual, of course.”
His eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed. What was going on in that mind of his?
“That hasn’t been my experience. Or that of most of my friends.”
“They want the intellectual,” I said. “Believe me. But they have to be attracted to him physically, too. Sometimes all he needs is a little polish and a little work on his moves.
“Moving on,” I said, and cleared my throat again. “That was just the introduction to my Dating Declutter. The first real step to determining the kind of mate you want begins with evaluating your past relationships and making a list of the attributes you liked and disliked in your former girlfriends. The goal is to see if a pattern emerges so we can pinpoint any dating mistakes. We want to correct those.”
He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t make dating mistakes.”
I raised an eyebrow right back at him and laughed. “You don’t? Not ever?”
“Not now.” He understood my meaning. “That proposal is ancient history.”
“Everyone makes mistakes.” I took a deep breath. “If you didn’t make any mistakes, you’d be in a happily committed long-term relationship that you’d have no desire to leave.”
His skepticism may as well have been written in the sky, it was so obvious.
“Once we see what mistakes you’re making, we can make a list of your absolute must-haves in a partner, as well as your definite deal breakers. We all have them. Some can be as simple as she snaps her gum or bites her nails.”
“How long do you have?” He glanced pointedly at his watch. “Isn’t Austin’s appointment in a few minutes? My list of exes is long. Depending on how far back you want me to go—”
I shook my head. “I said girlfriends, not one-night stands and hookups. You have to have dated them at least a month and had more than four consecutive dates with them.” I paused, watching him with evil amusement. “By that standard, I’m expecting your list to be on the short side.”
He opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “You’re not going to make your list here and now. It’s your homework. I want you to spend some quiet time really thinking about it. Deeply, introspectively, meditatively. It’s not spur-of-moment, off-the-top-of-your-head stuff.”
I handed him a worksheet I’d made for my clients to fill out. “We’ll discuss this next time,” I said.
He didn’t move. “I almost forgot.” He reached into his pants pocket, pulled out a small resealable zipper bag, and handed it to me. “This came a few days ago.”
I took the bag from him and smiled as I pulled out the contents. “A heart lock and key!” I turned it over in my hand. “But how did you know?”
He grinned.
“You damned cheater!” I said. “The agency had three good concepts. How did you know we’d choose this one?”
He shrugged and tapped his head. “I’m clairvoyant.”
“You’re crazy is what you are if you think I believe that. You’ll have to work harder, Mr. Copperfield.” I shook my head. “You had swag made for each one, you filthy rich billionaire.”
He laughed as I studied the lock.
It was beautiful, custom-made, one-inch, heart-shaped, shiny, gold-plated, and engraved with Pair Us on Lake Union and our logo. It even had a heart-shaped key.
I turned the lock over in my hand, carefully examining it. “Find the key to your heart,” I murmured, repeating the catchphrase we’d decided on just a few hours ago. “The lock is beautiful! Perfect. Good quality. The engraving and logo look classy. As good as the sketches the agency showed us.”
He nodded, watching me as I tried the key in the lock.
“And it works!” I shouldn’t have been so excited about that.
“Of course it works.” He rolled his eyes playfully. “It has very nice action, too. I wouldn’t trust it to safeguard my most valuable possession, but it’ll do for our purposes.”
“How much will these cost, with the engraving?” I asked, still studying it.
“In bulk, they’re perfectly reasonable, especially considering the clientele we’re going after. If we have to, we can give them out based on the matchmaking package the client picks. Silver locks or stainless steel for less expensive packages.”
“Will we offer free engraving so the couple can put their initials on them?”
“I don’t see why not.”
As I reached to hand the lock back to Lazer, our fingers brushed. There was that electricity between us again. A spark literally leaped between us. We both jerked back our hands and laughed.
“Shocking,” he said.
But the reaction wasn’t purely due to static electricity.
He closed my fingers over the lock and squeezed my hand. “Keep it. That one’s yours.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You think there’s a match out there somewhere for this matchmaker?” I laughed a little nervously.
“If there is, by your own admission, you’re headed to the right place. We have a bigger pool of eligible men than Manhattan.”
I wondered if he was including himself in that number. I laughed again, genuinely amused. “You’re so reassuring.”
“I’m not one of your girlfriends. I don’t do reassuring.”
His phone rang. “Excuse me a second.” He grabbed it. “A text from Riggins. It can wait until we’re through.”
“I’d like to meet the duke and his wife.”
“I’m sure you will.” Lazer’s eyes sparkled with promise.
At his words, my matchmaking self warred with my dating self. Making unrealistic future plans with someone soon—bad. Talking about the future in a vague way—good. But we were business partners, so what did that mean?
I was parsing his every word way too much.
He stood to leave. “I’ll tell Austin you’re ready for him.”
As I waited for Austin to arrive, my mind raced. I had to win Lazer’s heart without using my body. I had to find him matches and pray they weren’t right for him. While I decided whether he was really right for me.
It was a herculean, nearly impossible task. The greatest of my matchmaking career.
Austin came in for his appointment as Lazer was leaving. In contrast to Lazer’s appointment, I was relaxed and confident.
“How did it go with Lazer? You started with the hardest one first,” Austin said as he took a seat. “To be honest, the rest of us think this is all a publicity stunt to get clients and promote the app.”
My heart nearly stopped. We were that transparent? Not even Lazer’s friends were in on the PR aspect of Lazer’s involvement. Only the two of us knew his true motives.
“You think so?” I said calmly.
Austin grinned. “It’s either that or he’s playing along to be part of the crowd. Lazer doesn’t like to be left out of things.”
That was new information.
“I hope you’re wrong,” I said. “If he’s not serious, he’ll fail. And that will be bad for my track record. But enough about Lazer—let’s talk about you.”
“There’s a topic I can warm up to!”
I explained the process to him. He was definitely game. I’d been thinking about each of the men as I’d observed them. And finding I liked this new way of getting to know new clients. I knew exactly how I wanted to fix Austin up.
“I read your book,” he said.
I wondered if they all had. It was a delight to have clients who came prepared. “Excellent.”
He stroked his scruffy, overgrown beard. He hadn’t shaved his neck or used any kind of beard trimmer that I could see.
“Unlike Lazer, I’ve never been a guy the women noticed or looked at twice. Except for my size. And that just scares most of them. When I walk down a dark street alone and come upon a lone woman or group of them, they cross the street to avoid me. I try to beat them to the punch when I can.”
“Women are cautious. It’s prudent to cross the street when you’re walking alone, no matter what a lone man you meet looks like,” I said, kindly.
“Maybe. But I look like a big red bear,” he said lightly.
It was an apt enough description.
“I know what you’re going to tell me—I have to trim this beast.” He he stroked the beard again.
I considered him a minute. “If you know what I’m going to tell you, why didn’t you act already?”
He made a face. “I was hoping I was wrong and wouldn’t have to. You know, that you could find a woman who’d love me for me.” He winked.
“You’re just pulling my leg now,” I said. “First, we have to attract their attention. Why do you think fishermen use shiny lures?”
I had a very specific look in mind for Austin. I’d stalked his Facebook profile and found old, pre-beard pictures of him. Enough of them to know there was a strong chin beneath all that hair.
“I have good news for you. You don’t have to trim your beard.”
His face lit up and he looked amazed. Like maybe he didn’t have such bad instincts about his personal grooming after all.
“You have to shave it off.” It was, perhaps, cruel of me to get his hopes up like that. “And grow your hair out. It’s short now. But in the old pictures of you when your hair was longer, it has a lot of curl.”
He frowned. “Too much. Unruly is what I’d call it. I like it short. No fuss.”
I nodded sympathetically. “But the women will love it longer. Trust me. And with the proper haircut, it won’t be a problem to style at all. I promise. When I’m done with you, you’ll look like a handsome Scots warrior. The women will go crazy.”



        


CHAPTER 9
A shley
As I lay in bed that night, thinking over the day, Ruck came back to haunt my thoughts. Was he my deal breaker? Would he break a deal with any man I might fall for?
All that was left of Ruck now were memories of him. Because his family was small and his mother and father were gone, too, I was the main bearer of them. I had a duty to keep them going. If I got involved with someone else, would those lovely memories fade to sepia? Did Ruck deserve that? If I had died first, I would have wanted Ruck to be happy and find someone else. At least, that was what the selfless part of me told myself. It was what I should want, right?
But forget me? Forget us? No, I wasn’t that selfless. Love another woman as much or more than me? The very question brought out a fierce surge of jealousy. So maybe I wasn’t as socially evolved and good as I should have been. I was, sadly, human.
And then there was simply me to think about, too. Either a really good marriage or a really bad marriage tends to make a person gun shy about trying marriage a second time. I’d seen this among my clients, too. The bad for obvious reasons. The good because you feel like an imposter who got lucky the first time. Now you fear failure on the second, as well as being disloyal to your late spouse. You feel fate has already handed you enough happiness. Why should you deserve more when some people haven’t had their first helping of true love? Maybe you’re simply tempting fate to try.
I send clients like me to therapy to help them overcome all these feelings before I begin sending them out on dates with matches I’ve picked for them. The first step any good matchmaker takes is evaluating their client’s dating and relationship history. As I’d explained to Lazer and the others, you need to look for any signs or patterns of behavior that will sabotage a relationship. Any baggage the client has—like still being in love with an ex—that will hinder them from finding a true mate.
When you made matches for a living like I did, the thought of finding someone new was even more daunting than for the average person. It was a simple case of knowing too much. I saw how hard and improbable finding a true soul mate was once, let alone twice. The task seemed almost insurmountable. Only the most dedicated need apply.
As for myself, I needed time and close contact to see whether Lazer was as good a match for me as Ruck had been. And whether I could really risk my heart again.
Restless, I got out of bed and went to the window, lifting the curtain to peer out. I needed fresh air. It helped me think. I had a view of the stars and the starlit pool. I was surprised to see a figure by the pool. It took me a second to realize it was Lazer.
I quietly opened the window and was hit by the cool night. Lazer stripped off his shirt. What was he thinking going for a swim all alone at night in the cold? I almost called out to him just as he shrugged out of his swim trunks and stood buck naked in the starlight. Thank you, stars.
His backside was toward me. He had a nice ass; I’d give him that. But then, I already knew that. He took three steps and dove into the pool, sliding in without a splash.
I watched, breathless, until he resurfaced and began swimming laps with long, smooth strokes. There was a second when I felt like a Peeping Tom, a voyeur. And then I remembered Lazer’s comment about my room having the best view and realized he intended for me to see this.
Before I could move away from the window, he looked up. Instinctively, I let the curtain drop, heart pounding. Caught.
He’d seen me. If not me, exactly, the movement of the curtain. He knew I’d been watching him. I could just picture his smile.

Lazer
Ashley cornered me at breakfast. “Do you always swim naked?”
“Not always. Sometimes I wear all my clothes,” I said.
She smiled back at me. “I suppose that’s what you meant by my room having a nice view?”
“How arrogant do you think I am?” I laughed. “Don’t answer that. You should have joined me.”
“You should have been working on your homework.”
I frowned. “I’m not a fan of your homework. Too much introspection is bad for a man.”
“Sorry to hear that,” she said, and wandered off to join Lottie and Cam at a table.
I’d been serious. I didn’t like that homework.

Ashley
The morning meeting with the PR firm went well. I thought we conveyed to them that we wanted to push Lazer as our frontman, our celebrity spokesman, while maintaining an organic feel to our campaign.
The campaign itself would not focus on paid ads, but social media reach and interest we could gin up in the press. The PR firm had experts in each social media platform that would be posting and monitoring our success. The hope was that we could get enough interest to go viral. This approach had worked well for Lazer since his rise to billionairehood, and this particular project, with the reality TV show feel of watching Lazer go through the process of finding a wife, was particularly suited.
At this point in my career, I got most of my business through word of mouth and organic press. I was a well-known matchmaker in Manhattan. I thought Seattle would be a harder sell. But that remained to be seen.
After our meeting, I had my second session with Lazer. I couldn’t decide whether I was more nervous because his answers could very well eliminate me as any kind of contender for the role of his wife, or because they could contain deal breakers for me. Or because we might just be a perfect match. Except for the fact he didn’t want children and didn’t want to settle down and get married.
I told my clients that they should evaluate every date, every match, everyone they were even thinking of flirting with for deal breakers. Once they found one, they shouldn’t even bat their eyes at that person. Just walk away. If they didn’t, unhappiness and heartbreak were almost certainly on the horizon.
And yet here I was, wanting a man with two huge deal breakers. And rather than just walking away, I was looking for a way in and a way to change his mind.
We’d both dressed in business casual for our earlier meeting with the PR firm, even though Lazer had originally promised he wasn’t going to wear anything dressier than shorts while we were at the lodge. Neither of us had changed. Dressed in slacks and a dress shirt, he looked exactly like my version of physical perfection. Let’s face it. He looked like almost every woman’s version of male perfection. I wondered if Sanne now ever regretted refusing him. There was no coming back from such a cruel rejection of him.
He had his paperwork in hand as he sat on the sofa. “Deal breakers.” He shoved a pillow out of the way. “Wants kids. Is clingy. And wants to get married.”
“You can’t have ‘wants to get married’ as a deal breaker and you know it.” I opened my laptop and his file.
“This isn’t fair and you know it.” He leaned back on the sofa with his legs spread and his arms stretched out over the sofa back. “Why should you know exactly what I’m looking for, while your tastes remain secret from me?”
“Because I’m your matchmaker and you’re not mine.” I avoided looking at him.
“I could be,” he said. “I could match you up with one of my rich friends or acquaintances. If I run into one who’s available, knowing your tastes and deal breakers would help me to screen him for you. I might like being a matchmaker.”
“I doubt it,” I said. “And I’m not looking.” I threw him a bone. “Besides, I think you know pretty well what the physical attributes I like are.”
His eyes became round and dark. “Maybe I do.” He lowered his voice. “Why do you keep denying yourself? What do I have to do to get you back in bed?”
I met his gaze. “Want kids and be looking to get married in the next year.” I just blurted it out. “I’ve decided to go off one-night flings and hookups. One night with you and I decided I’m not that type of girl.”
He looked almost crestfallen. A hint of that geeky, insecure young guy cracked his polished façade.
“I didn’t mean it the way you think,” I said. “I realized I’m really not that kind of girl. I want something more than a night of fun. I want another romance. Another soul mate. Another husband, and children. The only way to get that is to follow my own advice and walk away from any man who doesn’t want those same things. No matter how funny, rich, intelligent, and hot he is.”
“I see.” He hesitated. “There really is no hope for us?”
“Not unless one of us changes our mind,” I said.
“You don’t feel even the slightest bit guilty that we’ll be sending me out there to pretend I’m exactly that guy who wants to get married?”
“No.” I shook my head, lying. “You’re not going to go on more than one date, two at the most, with any girl unless you decide you are ready or come clean with her about it. Then it’s on her if she continues to date you.”
He was silent.
He’d brought the worksheet I’d given him with him. It sat on the sofa next to him.
I held my hand out for it. “Let’s get started.”
He scooped it up and shook his head, a wry expression on his face as he stood. “What the hell do these matter? Why go through the pretense? Just match me with whoever gets us the most exposure and be done with it.”
Oh, I would. I definitely would. He could count on that.

Fortunately, my sessions with the other men went better. Much better. Why couldn’t I have had my romantic awakening and spotted one of them first? Why did I want the unobtainable?
Late in the afternoon, we had a team meeting for the guys to show us the latest on the app.
Cam presented. “After evaluating our business model, we’ve incorporated a salary calculator into the app. It wasn’t our original intention. But we decided that if, for some reason, we fail to get enough interest in the ‘find where the girls/boys are’ function, we hope that people will use the other functions.
“There are many apps that cater to the jobseeker. And, of course, many, many dating apps. But as far as we know, none that combine the two functions.” He brought up a presentation on his laptop and projected it for us all to see.
“For example, suppose you’re a female nurse looking for a college-educated male spouse and you’re living in a female-intensive area. You want to go where the men are and where you have the best chance of not only getting a job, but getting a good-paying job with a chance of career advancement. You plug all this into the app”—he demonstrated—“and it brings up a list of geographic locations that show you which cities you’d have the best chance of success achieving both objectives. And we’ve added a quality-of-life calculator as well. Now you can make an informed decision with all that information at your fingertips in one, easy, fast app.
“Once you have this information, you can visit the city of your choice and use the app function that shows you where the hotspots are for finding a large available pool of potential mates.”
The presentation was slick. We tried the app functions ourselves. I was impressed.
But I still had my concerns. “Walk through the singles-locating part of the app again? I’m still concerned about some of the features. Say I enable the app to show my location. I don’t want it to show me shopping at the grocery store. Or in the shower. Or walking down the street. Even if that’s all anonymous as to who’s in the shower. That’s creepy and dangerous. How do we protect against that?”
Austin answered. “Inside the app, you choose which locations you want to be identified as being in—as an anonymous single woman, of course. Suppose you’re a regular at Club A, and every time you go there, you want to be counted in the total of available women so that the men will come. Inside the app you identify that location as an ‘always show.’ From then until you disable that feature, you’ll always be part of the total. You can also enable ‘single occasion’ feature, which will show you in Club A until you leave. The next time you go to Club A, you’ll have to select it to be included.
“As a double protection, you can select some locations as a ‘never include’ spot. You might want to select your home, for example. Unless you’re having a party. Then you could disable that feature. The app is exceptionally powerful. Which is why it’s taking longer than we originally thought to get it up and running properly.”
Lottie raised her hand. “Couldn’t it be abused?”
Cam nodded. “It could. As with anything, it’s up to the individual user to use it responsibly.”
It was running late. We broke for dinner on the deck.
It was another clear, beautiful, warm evening. Dinner was a gourmet hamburger bar with a master chef grilling the burgers. Lazer grilled the first “ceremonial” burger and handed the job over to his chef.
Since our meeting, we’d been pleasant and cordial, but avoiding close contact. My nerves were raw and shot.
I found myself sitting at a table with Austin, looking off the edge of the cantilevered deck into the view of increasingly lighter mountains. It was like looking in a mirror and seeing mountains reflected forever.
“I’m enjoying your matchmaking process,” Austin told me.
“Are you?” I glanced at Lazer. “It seems to make some men uncomfortable.”
“Some ‘men’ have their head up their ass.” Austin laughed.
“Mmmmmm,” I said, embarrassed I’d been so obvious. “I have my work cut out for me.”
“That you do. Don’t beat yourself up. He signed up for this. The onus is on him. You’re only human.”
“Thanks. I think.” I ate a freshly made potato chip from the kitchen. “Lazer knows how to feed people.”
Austin nodded. “And yet he keeps his boyish figure.” He winked.
I laughed.
“What’s the next step? In the matchmaking process.”
I grinned slyly. “Makeovers!”
“Oh, jeez.” Austin muttered a few more choice words beneath his breath.
I was used to getting this reaction, especially from men. I shook my head playfully at his discomfort. “Tomorrow we’re taking a special jaunt into Seattle to turn all of you gentlemen into heartbreakers.”
“Good luck with that!”
“Don’t sell yourself short. With legs like yours…”
“Oh, shit.” He laughed and rolled his eyes. “Are you going to make me wear a kilt as part of it?”
“The rumor is you look great in one. From what I hear, utility kilts were all the rage in Seattle at one point several years ago. Maybe you can resurrect the fad.”
“My grandfather wore a kilt from time to time,” Austin said.
“He did?”
“Well, my last name’s MacDougall. That’s a good, old Scottish Highlander name. My great grandfather immigrated here as a boy.” Austin spread a few more pickles on his burger from the pile on his plate.
“Oh.”
“Yeah. That’s where the red hair comes from. Scotland has the highest percentage of redheads in the world. And no amount of breeding with non-Scotties seems to make a difference. Red hair wins.” He paused to enjoy a bite of his burger. “I wore a kilt regularly in high school.”
“What?”
He nodded. “I played the bagpipes, at my grandpa’s insistence. And marched with a band of bagpipers in competitions for a year or two. Until I wiggled out of it. I wasn’t very good. My dad finally got tired of listening to me squawk and let me quit.”
“That’s interesting,” I said.
“More like embarrassing. At least they didn’t make me learn Scottish dance.”
“But you have the legs for it,” I teased. “How’s the app coming?”
“Great. You ladies were concerned about the location feature. We’ve worked a lot of the bugs out.” He pulled his phone out and brought the app up. “This is the latest version. Want to give it a try?”
I nodded enthusiastically. We sat, heads bent together, talking and smiling at each other intimately as we ran through some of the latest features.
“This is like playing a game of Clue or something—a ballet dancer, female, wants male mate, and a short commute,” I said. “And the answer is…”
We laughed at the answer and plugged in more combinations.
“Look. Female programmer looking for college-educated man in a city that scores high on the quality-of-living scale and has rampant job opportunities with strong chance of career advancement—ta da! Seattle!” Austin bumped me with his shoulder. “The app works. Impressive, huh?”
I grinned back. I liked Austin. Really liked him.
“Get out your phone,” he said. “Let’s try the single man/woman finder function.” He pulled it up on his while I grabbed mine.
“Look. I’m finding my location. Ah! Here it is, Lazer Lodge. I select it and choose one-time use.”
He walked me through doing the same on my app.
“Are you ready?” He was excited. It showed in his voice and on his face. “When I push this button, it should show me all the available women at Lazer Lodge—you! And you should see one, me.
“We won’t be specifically identified. We could be any of these people. If you were walking into this place, it would be your job to find me. You first.”
I hit a button and the display popped up with a blue silhouette of a man with the number one inside.
I clapped. “Good job! Now you.”
Austin did the same. We both watched the screen of his phone excitedly. A pink silhouette of woman popped up with the number two inside it.
We gave each other puzzled expressions.
“Maybe Lottie has her app on.” I texted her. She responded immediately that she didn’t.
“Uh-oh,” I said. “Potential flaw. Can a guy set his app to show that he’s a woman? Is one of the other men playing with his app?”
Austin frowned. “Good point. You’re a great beta tester. We’ll have to make sure people can’t cheat and change their gender. That would make this app pointless.”
I felt Lazer watching us. When I glanced at him, he looked away.
“Let me text the guys and see if any of them are monkeying with it.” He frowned as the responses all came back negative.
As I looked around the deck, they shook their heads as they caught my eye. All of them but Lazer. He shook his head, but he had a devilish look, a smirk he was trying to hide.
Austin and I tried the app again. With the same result.
“What the—” Austin shook his phone like it was the culprit, grinning at me as he did.
Just then, the buzz of chatter on the deck ceased. All of the men turned toward the glass doors from the lodge to the deck.
A beautiful woman stood in the open doors, her hair flowing in the gentle breeze. She held her cell phone up, screen toward us, revealing the app. “Add another woman to the party.”
I could make out the pink and the number two.
She scanned the group. Her gaze landed on Lazer. “Hello, darling!” She waved and strolled to him, hips swaying.
He held his arms open to her. She stepped neatly into his embrace, wrapped her arms around him, and kissed him on the lips.
My heart raced out of control. Who was this unwelcome interloper? And how did she know Lazer?

Thank You!
Thanks for reading Harte Strings. I hope you enjoyed it!
Lazer and Ashley’s story continues. You’ll want to pick up Pair Us, the third 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 Harte Strings
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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