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      The night a brilliant, brainy brunette walks into the costume party I know two things — I need to kiss her and I need to kiss her again, and then some.

      Trouble is, she takes off like Cinderella before the end of the night, leaving me with only a few clues to her identity.

      I’m a determined man, and I set out to find her somewhere in the big city of Manhattan.

      But then, she surprises the hell out of me as walks back into my life when I least expect it. And I won’t let her get away this time…
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      Everybody wants to come again, but not everyone can.

      So, if I invite you to a life-changing night, you better save that date. An invitation from me offers a woman something hard to get and hard to pass up—charm, class, and a relentless focus on her heart’s desire that drives her to RSVP: Accepts with pleasure.

      So much fucking pleasure. I’m a purveyor of it—the goddamn mayor of good times, the lord of lust, the emperor of ecstasy. A coveted summons to one of my underground events means an end to swiping, ghosting, and fishing.

      Like a modern-day Gatsby, I woo the most fascinating, clever, and sexy women to my soirees—women willing to pay a pretty penny for the chance to meet the man of their dreams.

      These secret parties aren’t for me. Please. Love isn’t in my cards.

      I’m not even dealing myself in. I’m quite content to be the leading matchmaker in a brand-new age of romance in New York City.

      At least, I was happy enough till she walked in on the celebration and table-flipped all my perfect plans.

      And she didn’t even RSVP.
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            The Boys, the Bet, and the Babe

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not a party boy, but I love a good party.

      I’m more of a connoisseur of human complexity, and bars are like a three-course meal for romance, dating, and mating.

      Most of all, they are arenas for the game.

      The costumed scene at The Lucky Spot tonight is a perfect example, and from my seat at the bar, I make mental notes for my own fêtes and scope out potential guests.

      “Admit it. You wish you owned Manhattan’s most successful bar.”

      I turn to my cousin, meeting his gaze across the counter as he pours a patron a beer. “Yes, Spencer, I dream of being you,” I deadpan, then return to studying the sea of people. This is just one of the watering holes Spencer owns in Manhattan. It’s Get Lucky for a Cause night, a modern masquerade for charity.

      “Understandable.” Behind the bar, Spencer holds up a bottle of Patrón in one hand and a Macallan in the other, offering each to me in turn.

      “Is that a trick question?” I shoot him a searing stare and nod to the scotch.

      “Yes, Easton. That was a test to make sure the pod people hadn’t taken you over, given your costume,” he says, pouring the shot. “Who the hell are you tonight?”

      I smooth a hand down my swank tux jacket, lifting the glass that’s part of the costume, just like the slicked-back hair and the grin required to pull this off. “This shouldn’t be too hard to guess.”

      Spencer shrugs, the lemons attached to his T-shirt rising with his shoulders. “You got me.”

      “And what, exactly, are you?” I counter, scanning his simple yellow eye mask and his citrus-covered shirt.

      Spencer drags a finger across the words emblazoned under the lemons. When life gives you . . . “I’m wordplay, Easton.”

      Behind me, someone clears their throat. “Weird. I would have bet a grand you were irony,” Nolan says, sliding up to join us, wearing Clark Kent glasses and a white button-down undone to show the Superman logo on the T-shirt under it. My bespectacled buddy eyes me up and down in my duds—tuxedo, vest, white handkerchief in the breast pocket, bow tie and a black mask. “Are you a bandit?”

      I roll my eyes. “Maybe take in the whole costume before guessing, Nolan. And I’m wearing a mask because I know how to read an invitation,” I say drily. “Glasses only work as a disguise for Clark Kent.”

      “Yes, and yours screams Zorro. Which is super helpful for an ugly mofo like yourself.” He flashes his trademark I’m-so-cute-and-charming grin. “Masquerade parties were made for dudes like you.”

      Spencer sets two shot glasses on the bar. “Now, don’t be so harsh, Nolan. Not everyone can make the list of Most Eligible YouTube Food Show Stars.”

      I get in on the ribbing too. “Such a coveted honor. With that kind of specificity, it’s a wonder you aren’t wearing a mask to remain incognito twenty-four seven.”

      “I didn’t see you on a list for Secret Matchmakers, Easton,” he says.

      Tsking, I shake my head. “I don’t need to be on a list; I’m the one who makes the list—the guest list filled with everyone who’s anyone.”

      “Excuses, excuses.” Nolan weighs scales with his hands. “As for my mask, it was either wear one or, you know, be able to see.”

      I call bullshit. “Or you just want the ladies to see your pretty-boy face.”

      Nolan props his chin in his hands. “When you have an asset this valuable, you use it fully.” He shifts his focus to me. “But seriously, who are you, E? A gangster?”

      Do I really need to spell it out? “Just keep on guessing. A hundred bucks goes to the first to figure it out.”

      Spencer chuckles as he grabs the tequila bottle, his wedding band glinting under the light. “I’m voting for Bugsy Malone.”

      I crack a sliver of a grin. “You’re getting warmer time-period wise.” Spencer pours a tequila for Nolan, and I return to my mission.

      Observation.

      A sexy pop mix of Leon Bridges and Sam Smith seeps through the joint and I eat up the view, starting with my favorite dish.

      Lots of women.

      Curves and breasts, red lips and high cheekbones.

      Angels and cowgirls, Black Widows and Wonder Women—even two sexy zombies with gnawed off faces and short skirts. I never thought the undead could be hot but that pair of busty identical twins make eaten alive look good.

      But there’s more here than simply a good number of the fairer sex.

      There’s . . . the possibility of flirtation.

      A pair of Pokémon-costumed men face off in a fierce game of Ping-Pong against a couple of Harajuku girls. A plague doctor plays blackjack with a cowboy quite cozily. In the back room, a merman and a mermaid take each other on in pool.

      All around me is proof that people would rather gather in the real world than on their phones.

      I’m just so goddamn right. I sweep my arm toward the sea of libidinous humanity. “Could it be any more obvious that this generation is sick of dating apps?”

      Nolan lifts his tequila with a dismissive wave. “I never needed one of those.”

      “Because your ego wouldn’t fit on one,” Spencer puts in.

      “Or maybe I need space to exercise my natural charm,” Nolan says.

      “Or perhaps,” I say, resting my elbows on the bar behind me as I survey the scene, “it’s that people are aching to meet in person.”

      Eye contact matters. Chemistry is a thing. Hell, this milieu is a whole Venus flytrap, and it’s why my business is booming.

      This city is my oyster, full of pearls. And sometimes those pearls need a little help getting together.

      Inspired by the atmosphere and all the ideas I can crib from here for my next big soiree, including the music, I grab my phone from the inside jacket pocket. I dictate a voice note, tucking away the details for future me.

      “Consider a library and billiards. Perhaps a theme around old school,” I say into the device.

      Nolan barks a laugh, dropping a hand onto my shoulder. “Dude. Did you seriously just dictate a work note on a Saturday night? At Spencer’s masquerade event? For charity?”

      Busted. I groan, scrubbing a hand across my jaw as I tuck away the phone. I should have known better, and yet the addiction rules me. I am hooked on my self-made job, but it’s hardly work when you love what you do.

      And when it’s your penance too.

      “Easton, you know what the punishment is.” Spencer sighs heavily, but his green eyes twinkle like the devil.

      I gesture for him to bring it on, ready to take my punishment like a man. It won’t be the first time—once a workaholic, always a workaholic. “Give me my dare,” I say.

      Spencer strokes his chin, surveying the packed place. “I’m going to pick the absolute most difficult one for you to conquer.”

      My friend and my cousin huddle, then Spencer straightens and squares his shoulders, pointing to the smaller bar in the corner where his wife serves a long line of witches, cats, and superheroes. “Survey says it’s almost always impossible to win over the most independent woman of all—the one who’s here with a pack of friends.”

      My eyes swing around the establishment landing on . . .

      A flapper.

      Hello, lovely.

      A deliciously sexy woman leans a hip against the bar. A silvery cocktail dress hits above her knees, the fabric hugging her curves and tits. A long cigarette holder dangles between her fingers. Platinum blonde hair skims her chin in a bob and her pouty red lips shimmer. A feathered gold mask covers her nose and eyes, obscuring most of her face as she chats with an angel on her right, a devil on her left. A friendly smile curves her lips as she talks.

      “Hello, roaring twenties,” I murmur.

      Nolan elbows me. “Try to get your Daisy . . . but I bet you can’t.”

      You can’t figure out my costume, but you figured out hers?

      But I have more important matters to tend to than giving my friends a hard time.

      I’ve got a literary lady to meet and a bet to take on.

      “Consider it done,” I say with the confidence of a McLaren. Those cars know they’re cool.

      Spencer chuckles then slaps a Franklin on the bar. “A hundred says Daisy Buchanan won’t give you the time of day, let alone kiss you.”

      “Child’s play. I’ll start spending my dollars now.” Then, I set down the prop glass and leave the guys in my dust.
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      I weave through the crowds to the sexy babe in silver, the sequined dress hugging her in the best kind of way.

      The tight way.

      As I go, I cycle through opening lines for a woman like her, bold enough to get dolled up in a costume hearkening back to prohibition, but clever enough to add a mask that covers most of her face. There’s no simple eye mask for her, and the choice adds to her mystery.

      That’ll be my opening—something about the intrigue of a woman who’s stepped out of the pages of a book.

      When I reach the blonde beauty, she peels away from her friends and stands defiantly before me. I meet her brown-eyed gaze and part my lips to speak.

      But she’s faster. “I never liked Jay Gatsby.”

      And the lady bats first.

      Also, accurately.

      I drag a finger along my tux lapel, modeled after the one Leo wore on the silver screen in Gatsby. “You’re the first to figure out my costume.”

      She shrugs easily. “It’s not really that hard.”

      “It’s not? My friends all went for ‘gangster.’”

      She eyes me up and down like she can’t believe anyone can’t get my costume. “You’re not hanging out with the right people if they can’t tell who you are.”

      “That’s what I told them. How did you figure it out?”

      “Because, like Gatsby, you are trying way too hard,” she says, punctuating each word with those shiny red lips, and challenging me just like that.

      And I like it.

      I rest my elbow against the table. “Well, Daisy,” I say in a knowing tone, checking out her costume, “aren’t we quite the pair, then.”

      She lifts her chin, her hair moving perfectly with the movement. What color is her hair under that blonde wig? Is it long or short? Wavy or straight? “For the millionth time, I’m not Daisy,” she insists.

      I arch a brow, though she can’t see it beneath my mask. “A million people have asked?”

      “It’s hyperbole,” she says drily.

      “All right, fine. If you’re not Daisy . . . you must be . . .” I take a beat to roam my eyes shamelessly up and down her figure, my gaze landing on the sleek, black object between her fingers. “A cigarette girl?”

      “No.”

      “A famous flapper from history? How about Betty Boop?”

      “Please,” she says, then flicks some strands of her light hair. “Betty was a brunette.”

      “Zelda Fitzgerald, then?” I ask.

      “If you’re guessing an author, you’re just showing off,” she says, staring at me with those chocolate irises and the barest hint of a grin. One she’s clearly trying to fight off.

      “I don’t see the problem with that,” I quip.

      “So, you admit you’re a showoff?” Oh, she is a spitfire, all rat-a-tat-tat with words.

      “It’s a masquerade. Aren’t we all show-offs? Pretty sure a costume party by its very nature lures the extroverts among us.”

      “Sounds like a Book of the Month pick—The Extrovert Among Us,” she says in a highfalutin, PBS announcer tone.

      “Wouldn’t you pick up that title?” I toss back.

      “No. I prefer a good love story. You know how the saying goes. You have to kiss a lot of frogs.”

      I’d like to test that saying tonight. “You’re not wrong there.”

      Tossing her head back, she laughs, but she might be laughing at me. “You’re persistent.”

      “You’re correct.” Then I eye her, stem to stern. “If you’re not Daisy, you’re a flapper. And I bet the reason you aren’t Daisy is a simple one.”

      Straightening her shoulders, she makes a go on gesture. “And what is this simple reason?”

      “Daisy was a jerk.”

      She holds her hands out wide, a smile lighting her face. Her eyes twinkle with delight. “Thank you! At last, someone realizes that fatal flaw in a Daisy Buchanan costume. Or, really, in the character herself. She’s a terrible example of a heroine.”

      “She’s selfish, weak, and a poor mother,” I supply.

      “You’ve read the book.” She breathes a sigh of relief, but then lasers her eyes in my direction. “I’m not sure Jay’s any better, though.”

      “Did you spot me across the room?”

      She laughs lightly as if that’s the silliest thing. “No. That would imply I was looking. I only noticed you when you made a beeline for me.” And I’m getting hot under the collar from her dressing down. “Then, I could tell instantly.”

      With a hum of appraisal, but definitely not approval, she lifts a hand and runs her finger down the front of my jacket. I’d like her to keep that up even as she takes me apart. “The suit is exactly like Leonardo DiCaprio’s in the movie. You’ve even got his smirky grin down. Though you have dark hair, you’re otherwise a dead ringer. I bet you even left behind a coupe glass at the bar.”

      My God, sharp women rev my engine. “Some costumes call for accessories.”

      She lifts her cigarette holder, showing off her cherry-red nails. “They do.”

      The woman talks like sex, looks like a dirty dream, and fires barbs like she’s in a darts championship.

      It seems so wrong to take my friends’ money when I win this wager. Because, mark my words, she will be mine.

      “But,” she adds, taking her time with that word, like a cat stretching in the sun, “the costume, like Gatsby, has its flaws.”

      Fine. I’ll bite. “Tell me what’s missing, then.”

      “The flaw is thinking you can have it all,” she says, coolly and in control.

      Time for me to take the wheel. “Now that you’ve psychoanalyzed my costume, I’ve got a theory about yours.” With a nod, I indicate her enticing get-up.

      “Go on,” she says, sensual and inviting, playing with her kill.

      “A woman who chooses a costume so open to interpretation likes a little bit of mystery,” I say. “Maybe, even, she doesn’t want to be . . . known.”

      The flapper arches a brow. “Hmmm. Perhaps you should have dressed as Freud.”

      I offer a satisfied smile. “I’d even go so far as to say a woman with multiple interpretations likes the many versions of her masquerading self.”

      “Oh, wow,” she deadpans. “We’re venturing deep into the subconscious, I see.”

      “Deep is better than shallow,” I say with gravel in my voice, lingering on the double meaning.

      She flicks some strands of her hair. “A woman needs a bit of armor against the Gatsbys of the world. So perhaps you’re not far off in your assessment. You with your tux and your raspy voice and your blue eyes and your cocky attitude.”

      Dress me all the way down, Not-Daisy. I like it. You are the most fun I’ve had in ages.

      “I like armor. And the idea of mystery. I also don’t mind complicated literary characters. Even selfish ones. Even ones who don’t get a happy ending.” I take a beat, a familiar heaviness weighing on me. “Those are rare in life. And that possibility can keep a man on his toes. I, for one, like being kept on my toes.”

      She leans her elbows against the table, takes her time answering. “So you came all the way over here to tell me that love is unpredictable?”

      “I have many theories on love, but I didn’t come over to discuss them.”

      She lifts her chin. “Then why are you here?”

      I don’t want this chance with her to end. I want it to fill up my night, so I gesture to the back room of the bar. “To see if you’d like to play blackjack or pool.”

      “Sure. That is, if you like to lose . . .”

      “Depends on the game,” I say.

      She licks her lush red lips, takes a step closer to me, curls her fingers around my lapel once more. “One hundred bucks says I beat you.”

      Her heated gaze could launch a thousand erections, and I would bet a grand that I’ll be hard all night, but I don’t want to reveal all my dirty thoughts so soon. “It’s on, Daisy.”

      We head to the games room, weaving through the crowd. No one else is playing now, so I go straight to the cue holder on the wall, select a stick for myself, and offer one to the woman in silver.

      “Ladies first.” I lean in close enough to catch a whiff of her scent—a little like honeysuckle, citrusy with hints of something sweet. It weaves into my mind with its promise of nighttime secrets.

      “Such a gentleman.” She takes the cue but sets it down to rack the balls on the felt. Then she picks up the stick, breaks, and one by one, lands her first four shots.

      I drag a hand down my face. Fuck me. “A flapper and a pool shark,” I say, and I whistle in admiration.

      She misses the fifth shot but doesn’t lose her cool. “Your turn, mister.”

      I line up the green ball, send it spinning into the corner pocket. Then I get a few more shots in before I miss. And, sure enough, the lady runs the table and pockets the eight ball. Bet she’s waggling her brows in victory behind that feathered mask. She blows on the end of the pool cue. “Every woman should have a special skill,” she says, then rubs her thumb and forefinger together. “Hand it over, Gatsby.”

      I reach into my wallet for a bill to slap into her palm just as Spencer’s wife, Charlotte, speaks over the bar’s mic, calling the patrons to attention. “And now, it’s time for the costume contest. We’ve got zombies and dragons, belles and gentlemen, cowboys and cowgirls, and more.”

      Moments later, Charlotte sashays into the games room, wearing a slinky skirt, a tight white blouse, and glasses. She’s a sexy librarian, no doubt, especially when she claps a hand on my shoulder, then glances at the woman next to me. “Jay and Daisy, you really should enter the couples’ costume contest. A thousand-dollar cash prize goes to the charity of your choice.”

      As Charlotte continues to the small stage in the games room, I turn to the pool shark, meeting her gaze through the feathered mask. A competitive spark lights her brown eyes even as she protests under her breath. “We’re not Daisy and Jay.”

      “Give in tonight, Not-Daisy.” I reach for the black feather boa draped around her neck and run my fingers along the soft fluff. I continue the trail down her arm and her breath hitches. “For tonight, we could be that doomed literary couple.”

      Her lips part silently, but her eyes say she’s considering my offer. Her body says she likes the skim of my fingertips along her skin. “C’mon. What’s your favorite charity?”

      “Literacy for Youth.”

      I bring my face inches from hers, whispering, “That’s . . . hot.”

      Then, I back up an inch or two and flip her feather boa around her neck, watching her closely. Her eyes widen behind her mask, tracking my hand as I let go. Goose bumps rise on her skin. She’s as affected by our chemistry as I am.

      “Daisy’s still a jerk,” she mutters.

      “And Jay doesn’t get the girl. But really, all we have to do is be who everyone thinks you are, and who no one thinks I am,” I say. Our eyes lock through our masks. “What do you say? Let’s give in for a few minutes.”

      She takes my arm, and we sign up for the contest.
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      Spencer bounds to the stage, mic in hand, the lemons bobbing against his shirt.

      “And let’s give it up for Bonnie and Clyde.” My cousin claps loudly, drumming up a round of applause for the outlaw couple traipsing off the small stage. “Audience vote determines the winner.”

      The crowd claps loudly for the outlaws. “They look good, Daisy,” I tell my partner from our spot at the edge of the stage.

      “But we’ll look better,” the woman says, all brazen confidence.

      She goes from breathless one second to kickass the next. Who is this woman behind the feathered mask?

      As we wait for the next couple, I wrap a hand loosely around her wrist, enjoying that touch. Her name. I need her name. “Are you going to tell me—”

      But I stop there.

      There’s something so deliciously sexy about her.

      About us.

      About this night.

      Why break the spell? She is whoever she is, and that’s all I need to know.

      She lifts her chin expectantly. “Am I going to tell you . . . what?”

      “Tell me if you’ll ever come to one of my grand parties? I’m throwing them for you after all.” I channel Leo-as-Gatsby, leaning into our roles, but I’m telling the entire truth. I would love to see her at one of my very own Carpe Diem fêtes.

      “Maybe I am. You did buy the house to stalk me,” says Daisy-For-Now as she adjusts my bow tie.

      While she fiddles with the material, I stare shamelessly at her lips, red and slick. I bet they taste like cherries.

      I could stare all night, but the iron spike in my tux pants wouldn’t be a good look on stage.

      I focus on the contest. Two men dressed as the Blues Brothers bound up the steps. After Spencer introduces them, they kiss each other, earning thunderous applause.

      Next are Beyoncé and Jay-Z lookalikes. Spencer plays a mashup of both the artists’ songs as the couple struts across the stage. Their applause is solid but not enough to take the lead from the guys.

      Now it’s down to the flapper and me.

      Before we go, I grab her hand. “You want to win?”

      “Always,” she purrs.

      I lean close to tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Kissing seems to work for the audience,” I whisper.

      “All this for a kiss?”

      I run my knuckles along her jaw. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with if you think I wouldn’t move heaven and earth just to kiss you.”

      Her eyes say she doubts me, but when she sways a little closer, her body says she wants me to move mountains for her. “You’re right. I have no clue. But you have no idea if we’d be any good at kissing.”

      I know this much, though—I like bets and I like winning. “Maybe not, but I’m a betting kind of man.”

      “Then I guess you’ll have to take your chances with me,” she says as Spencer starts our introduction.

      “Walking straight from the pages of the great American novel, or Baz Luhrmann’s film set, it’s Jay Gatsby and Daisy Buchanan,” he booms.

      We stroll across the stage as the music swells with the opening notes from the film. Spencer doesn’t fuck around.

      I feel a bit like Jay entering his massive soiree, watching the scene unfold before him.

      There’s no time like the present. That’s what the last few years have taught me. Seize every chance. They don’t come around twice.

      My flapper turns, sidles up against me, grabs my lapel. “Come and get it,” she whispers.

      I believe I will.

      I rope my arm around her back to haul her against me. The crowd goes wild before I even drop my lips to hers.

      Yes, New York City, this is what the dating apps will never deliver. Chemistry. Contact. The spark and the sizzle.

      I run a thumb along her jaw and bring my mouth to hers. As I close my eyes, I dust a soft, sexy kiss to her kissable lips. She murmurs deliciously as I prolong the moment, like she’s humming with the prospect of pleasure.

      The kiss doesn’t last too long. Maybe one, two, three enticingly fantastic seconds before I break it. But the audience roars like a deafening drum.

      My other half grabs my bow tie, tugs me against her again, and steals another kiss. Her lips hunt mine in a determined, devouring kiss that sends a hot spark of pleasure down my spine.

      Straight to my dick.

      Hello, gorgeous mystery woman, meet my cock, who likes you very much.

      Judging from the way she’s melting in my arms, this night is heading in the horizontal direction once we leave this stage.

      “Get a room, get a room,” Spencer calls out, and we wrench apart for real this time.

      The crowd goes wilder.

      She looks dazed, her brown eyes all lust-drunk and glossy, her lips bruised, her red lipstick smeared.

      I take her hand and guide her off the stage with only one goal in mind.

      Take. Her. Home.

      But not a moment later, Spencer calls us back on stage. “And the winners of the costume contest are the flapper and the gangster, aka Daisy and Jay,” he says.

      My date claps in excitement. She seems to embrace the win from deep within her soul.

      When we leave the game room, I grab her hand. “Let me buy you a drink.”

      “A drink sounds perfect. I’ll have a . . . Macallan,” she says.

      That’s . . . oddly specific. Macallan is my habitual order and not exactly common. But I go with it when we reach the bar, motioning for the bartender, who quickly brings us two.

      I lift my tumbler in a toast. “To costumes and mystery.”

      She clinks back. “I have a theory about costumes too,” she says after she drinks, returning to our earlier topic.

      “Do tell.”

      “I think sometimes we have to pretend to be something else to get what we really want.”

      “And what do you really want?”

      “What everyone does.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Oh, you know. Fun. A good time. Adventure. And, most of all, a happy ending,” she says. “So, how does the night end happily for you, mister?”

      I lift a brow, letting my gaze answer her question as I stare at her lips. “I hope the same way it does for you.”

      She sets down her glass, licks the corner of her lips. “Then tell me one thing before we have this . . . happy ending tonight,” she says, gesturing to the door, the only direction I want to go with her. Out.

      “Name it.”

      She smiles at me like she’s been in on some private joke all along. “Your friends dared you to kiss me.”

      It’s a statement, not a question. She’s good—really fucking good. “No, I chose to,” I say, holding my ground.

      Her eyes are doubtful. “I don’t believe you. Do you know how I know?”

      “How do you know?” A tiny bit of worry trips through me. She might have figured me out.

      She slides closer, her body inches from mine. “I was watching you earlier, Gatsby. Watching you watching me. I saw the bill go down on the bar.” She nods to the scene of the bet a mere hour ago. “I saw you walk over. And I hope you enjoy your hundred. After all, I got what I wanted.”

      Holy fuck. She played me. She fucking played me beautifully. “And what’s that?”

      “A donation to charity,” she says.

      “That’s all you wanted?”

      “Well. I didn’t mind this.”

      She rises on her tiptoes and gives me a wet, deep kiss. My skin flashes hot, then even hotter when she runs her hand through my hair, hauls me closer, kisses me harder.

      When she ends the kiss, her lipstick is a mess and I love the look on her.

      “Number,” I say roughly, dazed by her passionate kiss. “Give me your number. Give me your name. I want to see you again. Tonight. Any night.”

      She looks kiss-drunk too, but she quickly blinks away the fog. “No.”

      I stare. “What?” I can’t have heard right.

      “I don’t want to be your bet, Gatsby,” she says, adjusting my bow tie. With a last pat, she spins on her heel and heads for the door.

      No fucking way.

      I won’t let her go.

      I slice through the crowds after her, tracking her silhouette as she moves like a cat.

      “Oh, Easton, that’s gotta hurt,” Nolan calls out, chuckling.

      Not-Daisy stops abruptly as if she heard him. Maybe that’s my cue.

      I catch up to her and lay a hand on her shoulder.

      “Let me take you home. Apologize properly for the bet,” I say. With my tongue. All over your body.

      She meets my gaze, mask through mask. “You’re so determined. Why?”

      Her question could have so many answers, from the complicated—this is my life now—to the simple—I want what I want. But the truth is even easier. “We have chemistry.”

      Sometimes chemistry is the only reason you need, and I haven’t felt it this intensely in a long while.

      We complicate affairs of the heart when they’re often simply affairs of the nervous system.

      Dopamine rules.

      She tilts her head, wetting her lips as she watches me. But then she shakes off her thoughts and my hand from her shoulder. “It would be . . . too complicated,” she says, then turns away, sailing off into the New York night.

      This time, I don’t chase her.

      I don’t know what’s so complicated, but the last thing I need in my life right now is a problem.

      So, goodbye, Daisy.

      I head back to the festivities, stopping to refuel at the bar. “Just a club soda this time,” I tell Spencer.

      My cousin fills a glass. “By the way, I knew you were Gatsby.”

      “You’re like his identical twin,” Nolan adds. “But it’s fun to wind you up.”

      “Appreciate the sentiment,” I say, but it’s hardly a consolation that my costume is good when the woman I want has disappeared into the New York night.

      Spencer sets down the glass. “Better luck next time.”

      “Indeed.”

      I take a drink then do my best to shake off the encounter, focusing instead on why I’m here—meeting people to invite to my next party.

      Finding people to bring together matters most to me, for so many reasons.

      Most of all, to balance the cosmic scales of the past.
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      Thanks, Fate.

      I finally score an invitation to a Carpe Diem gala, and it turns out Mister Sex in a Suit is none other than Easton Ford, host of the most coveted parties in New York.

      That damn mask.

      I better not have screwed my chances before I can scope out the man properly and make my request of him professionally. If I’m lucky, he won’t recognize me at his fête.

      A man like him meets a million women. All he has to go on are the glass slippers of my lips, and there’s so much more to me.

      I’ll have to convince him of that when we meet again in a few weeks’ time.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            The Keeper of My Secrets

          

        

      

    

    
      New York City is not for the fainthearted.

      Good thing mine is made of iron, forged in a blacksmith shop, and ready to do battle with anyone, including my own sister.

      I’m determined to win her over. She’s the best, and I want the best for my parties.

      A week after the masquerade at The Lucky Spot, I catch the tail end of my sister’s set at Stella’s Comedy Attic in Chelsea. Rory owns the stage, spotlight on her freckled, innocent-only-on-the-outside face.

      “And then this guy said to my friend, Are you Ariel? Because we were . . . mermaid for each other.”

      The audience groans.

      She groans too.

      “Right? I had to pull the emergency pretend-to-almost-gag-all-over-him card.” She points her thumb at her sternum. “I don’t let my friends go home with guys who use bad puns. Standards and all.”

      I chuckle as Rory finishes her set, thanks the audience, and weaves through the crowd to join me at the bar.

      She bumps my shoulder with hers and teases, “If it isn’t the old school matchmaker of Manhattan.”

      “We all have our callings,” I say. “Apparently, yours is to keep your friends from dating twits with low standards in humor.”

      She flicks her blonde hair off her shoulder with a certain flair. “It’s a very important job, thank you very much.”

      “And somebody has to do it.”

      She’s done for the night, so we leave the club, walking along the tree-lined block in Chelsea on a late-summer night. Time to try again with my little sis. If she’ll perform at next month’s party in the Village, I can lure just the right guests. Hell, she might put me one step closer to hitting my gamechanger goal—enough matches to put the sting of the Coupled business behind me.

      When the app I’d started turned into a huge hit, I was the king of online dating. For a while there, money and ad dollars flowed into my company’s coffers and then some. I went on the speaker circuit, talking at conferences—that’s how I heard firsthand that online dating isn’t a golden age of romance after all. Women came up to me at events and told me stories of terrible matches, dick pics, and men who scorned them for not looking like their profile pics—no matter that the guys were a ways from the college life photos they posted.

      These ladies felt like trading cards, and they were tired of the online dating merry-go-round with its risks and mismatches.

      There had to be a better way.

      I sold Coupled to a tech giant that repurposed its platform for online commerce, and with the proceeds, I started Carpe Diem, combining an elite list of single people in a high-end setting. Everything from the drinks to the food is highly curated by me—including the entertainment. “So, what do I have to do to convince my own sister to do a set at one of my parties?”

      She barks out a laugh. “Can you even imagine what people would say if I did?”

      “That you have the best taste in New York venues?” I suggest. “And that I attract the top talent, from singers to comedians.”

      She grabs my arm. “Dude, you are so wrong. You have this overinflated idea that every decision you make is dipped in gold, tossed in platinum, then sprinkled with diamonds.”

      Huh. Sisters. They really do exist for a purpose—to put you in your place. “Well, aren’t they?”

      She stares at me, dead serious, when we reach the crosswalk, and says, “Everyone would say I was there because I’m your sister.”

      Straight up with no sarcasm chaser.

      “I disagree,” I insist. “They’d say you were there because you’re the most talented comic in all of New York City. They’d be enthralled because you’re funny, and truly, laughter is a great way to open the doors to the heart.”

      “You’re cute if you think that will work on me,” she says. “I’m immune to flattery, and I’m definitely not impressed. I remember when you were in tenth grade and stole my cucumber lime body wash before your first date with Jenna Salisbury. Used the whole bottle too.”

      Sisters are the devil.

      Rory taps her temple. “I’m the keeper of your other secrets too. Like the time you said you were watching a science show on PBS, but you had the kiss scene from Wild Things on repeat.”

      Damn. Her memory is steel. “Point one. Denise Richards and Neve Campbell—I have no regrets. Point two. I also know things. I know you didn’t watch High School Musical for the songs like you told Mom and Dad.”

      She tosses her head back as she laughs. “No one watched High School Musical for the songs, Easton. But there’s no love lost between Zac Efron and me. I’m more of a Thor gal. Or Captain America. Also, Iron Man. I just dig a salty sense of humor.”

      “That’s why you should perform at my party,” I cajole. “You could meet a nice, tall, smart man for your project.” I know what my sister wants most in life.

      But she shakes her head. “And that’d be a no. Let’s move on to other topics. Tell me the theme of the party this weekend.” She softens her voice for a moment. “In case you need a last-minute womanly touch.”

      I do need that, but I learned a lot from working with Anna on these parties years ago. I didn’t always host my parties stag.

      “I have a womanly touch,” I say. “Grandma is a great business partner. She is incredibly hip.”

      “And horny.”

      “Tra la a la,” I say, covering my ears.

      “Do not disparage the sex drives of women over seventy-five,” Rory says. “Sex is alive and well in septuagenarians. Didn’t you see the recent Dating Pool article—”

      “Anyway,” I interrupt, “the theme is ‘Old School.’ And I’ll take images from this weekend’s event to Victoire when I meet the CEO on Monday.”

      “Ooh, the fancy watchmakers? They would be a great corporate partner for your romance mixers. And didn’t you just snag a fancy perfume maker?”

      “That’s parfumier to you, missy. And thanks, I think so too.”

      As we walk, I outline the theme of the party this weekend, and when I’ve given the rundown, Rory nods.

      “I like it,” she says. “And see? All of that will help you get the media coverage you want.”

      “That’s the goal. More coverage by the pubs that reach my target market and the right kind of buzz that brings in new guests. Guests who realize this is a better way to meet.”

      Rory stops and reaches for my arm, halting me too. “You know, just because you had skin in the game once with your app doesn’t mean you’re responsible for the horrible experiences people have with online dating,” she says gently.

      “Doesn’t it, though?” I ask, resignation in my tone. It’s a battlefield out there. “Women deserve better than the guys out there. Guys like your ex.”

      She shudders. “Yes, refusing to move out of my apartment and stealing twenty-thousand dollars from me qualifies as bad. But,” she says, holding up a finger, “it could have been worse.”

      “How?”

      “At least I got the apartment. It’s rent-controlled.”

      I roll my eyes. “But that’s my point. Romance should be about more than who gets a better deal on rent.”

      She shrugs. “Not sure I agree. I’d do just about anything for a deal on rent, and so will most New Yorkers.”

      “Which is even more reason to make my parties more popular and successful than apps will ever be.” That means finagling the right media coverage and growing the business. If I play my cards right, I can expand beyond New York. Take this concept to cities all over the United States. Bring real-world romance to the masses. “I’m committed to making Carpe Diem better.”

      “Admit it—you want to take over the world,” she says as we reach Seventh Avenue. “You are so Jay Gatsby, just like Page Six said.”

      My mind trips back to last week. To the one who got away.

      “Earth to Easton.” Rory snaps her fingers. “Where did you just drift off to?”

      I shake my head, but I can’t shake off that night at The Lucky Spot. “At Spencer’s masquerade I met this woman . . .”

      I tell my sister about my stranger. We’ve always talked about our love lives.

      Rory cracks up as we near the subway entrance. “I want to meet this rare bird. Is she the first person ever in your life to turn you down?”

      I shoot her a searing stare. “She’s not the first.”

      But close.

      My sister taps her chin. “You’re right. There was Jenna in tenth grade on account of the cucumber lime. And wasn’t there Martina when you were twenty-four? The one who said you were too pretty to be trusted?”

      I nod grudgingly. “Yes, that’s what she said.”

      Rory counts off on her fingers. “So that’s Jenna, Martina, and the lady in the flapper dress. My three heroes.”

      I growl. “Did I say I wanted you to do a set at one of my parties and pay you in five figures? I think I was wrong.”

      “Ah! He admits he is wrong. Amazing,” Rory teases, but when she pauses to say goodbye, a certain gravitas settles over her gaze. “If there’s a goddess in this universe, you’ll run into your mystery woman again.”

      We say goodnight, then Rory turns at the downtown station. I head uptown, wishing there were a goddess but knowing that that’s not how the world works.
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      Episode Draft: The Cost of An Invitation

      

      Supposedly, you’ll hear the whoosh of the invitation as it slides under your door, as if the paper stock has wings. Then, the invited will gasp, grab the card, and carefully slide open the flap with trembling, eager fingers.

      What will it say underneath? How will the avant-garde host invite you—lucky one—to one of his notorious underground fêtes?

      With a simple courier font, of course. If you’re receiving one of these coveted invitations, you don’t need it to be penned in gold or silver.

      Just a basic typewriter script will be enough.

      And it will say you’ve been invited, and now it is time to carpe diem.

      But at what cost? Let’s find out, dear listener.
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      In the corner of the mansion’s majestic living room, a piano player caresses love songs on a baby grand. Billiard tables invite guests to engage in a round, and the library down the hall offers an escape. After all, libraries are ideally designed for two of life’s greatest pleasures—reading and sex.

      In one hour, the doors will open at this elegant brownstone, rented for the night. Tablet in hand, my trusty second-in-command reviews the final details. AKA, my grandmother, Coco.

      “Don’t forget, you want Mateo Reyes to meet Allison Stein,” she says, peering at the guest list.

      “I’ll make it happen. And Sam, I have in mind for Priya. But she’s selective, and wants to meet a handful of men, so let’s make sure the team is aware, Coco,” I say.

      With a nod, she taps the screen. “I’ll make sure your fellow hosts and hostesses know what Priya’s goals are,” she says. At every exclusive romance party I throw, my grandmother debriefs my associates so they can facilitate the intros I want to make happen.

      “Who else do you want to review?” I ask.

      “What about Hazel Valentine? She’s coming tonight. I do love her books.” Coco peers at the tablet through leopard print glasses. Every pair of eyeglasses she owns evoke a jungle animal.

      “Excellent. My friend TJ knows her and has been trying to get her to attend. I can never convince him to come to these parties, though.”

      Grandma snorts. “Perhaps you don’t have enough of his type here.”

      I give her a classic I know look. “Yes, I’m aware that my parties don’t entirely cater to his tastes. That’s something to consider for the future.”

      “That market will be a tough nut for you to crack, dear.” She flashes me a cherubic smile. “Pun intended.”

      “You can’t ever resist the low-hanging fruit.”

      “I cannot,” she says with a snicker.

      “One more thing. TJ did tell me that Hazel won’t want any intros. She prefers to check the crowd out on her own.”

      Coco taps the screen, making a note. “As a lady often wants to do.”

      “And I’m all about ladies’ choice,” I say. That’s the point of these parties.

      “Hazel’s preferences have already been noted,” she assures me. “Also, she’s bringing a friend. Her invitation came with a plus one of her own choosing.”

      I lift a brow. “Of the female variety?”

      “But of course.”

      “The more the merrier.”

      We finish our review, and when my grandmother shuts her tablet, she swings her gaze to the doors. “And in forty-five minutes, a fresh batch of the young and beautiful in Manhattan will filter into the hottest underground party in the city.”

      “They aren’t all young. Or pretty,” I say, since I don’t curate based on looks or age. I hand-select a wide range of guests ready for love. “Though, my parties do attract the beautiful and youthful. So sue me.”

      Decked out in crisp slacks, and a sapphire designer blouse, my always stylish grandmother drops her voice to a whisper. “But does that mean I have to leave? You wouldn’t want anyone to know, gasp, someone from my generation is here?”

      “Please. They’ll all think you’re my sister.”

      She tuts. “You’re a terrible liar, Easton. You always have been. I never believed that your sister was the one who gave my precious Siamese cat a mohawk.”

      “That was Rory in her hairdresser phase. Not me.” I will deny that until my dying day.

      “A grandmother knows.” She points to my mouth. “Your lips twitch right there at the corner when you fib.”

      “Not true,” I say, fighting like hell against the twitch.

      “But truly, no one will notice me,” she says, with a light shrug. “Once a woman is over forty, she becomes invisible, and I’m a few days over that number.”

      “You couldn’t be invisible to a soul,” I tell her. “And maybe we’ll find your Mister Right tonight.”

      She waggles her phone. “Mister Right will be on Tinder if he even exists.”

      Did she just utter the name of my enemy? “Tinder? That’s sacrilege.”

      “Time is ticking for dames like me. Plus, my standards for Mister Right are . . . hmmm . . . a Viagra prescription and . . .” Her gaze drifts to the scalloped ceiling. “Actually, that’s about it. Just the little blue pill, and I’m good to go.”

      “You don’t even want someone who can drive at night?”

      “Silly boy. I have my own driver.”

      “And he’s your getaway driver too if you don’t feel comfortable when you’re out on a date, right?” Maybe I’m being a tad big brother with my grandmother, but I’m okay with that.

      “Of course. And if he isn’t around, I’ll use that app you installed last week.”

      “The one that pages me so I can call you with a fake emergency.” Coco hits one button and boom—I get an alert. Now, that is a handy app.

      “Right. As soon as you hear ‘Like a Virgin,’ you give me a ring,” she says with a cheeky grin.

      I exaggerate a sigh. “That’s what I get for letting you pick the ringtone.”

      “Let’s hope you don’t have to hear it. But when you do, we’ll pretend Priscilla has a broken nail.”

      “Cat emergency. Got it,” I say.

      “And now, onto other matters.” She points to the door. “May the great season of romance in Manhattan begin, Mister Modern-day Gatsby.”

      It’s no accident I wore the literary-inspired costume to Spencer’s party the other week. That’s how I like to think of myself.

      Whether or not he’s a likable character, I simply do not care. I only need to be likable enough to woo Manhattan’s singles, the ones hungry and willing to pay a hefty entry fee to attend my exclusive events. This city ought to throw me a party as the most successful matchmaker in all of Manhattan.

      The how we met stories that feature my parties will soon outnumber all the “let me tell you about everything that went wrong on my last dates” tales that women share.

      I want better for female-kind.

      Whether Gatsby or I are likable hardly matters. I’m not on the market. But so many people are, and I can give them a chance at true happiness.

      So why the fuck wouldn’t I?
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      As the clocks strikes eight, I nod to Coco, who hangs back by the piano.

      She smiles, mouthing off you go.

      The music swells with a little “Gershwin meets rap” mix befitting the mood. Channeling my inner Clooney in my tailored charcoal suit and crisp black shirt, I stride to the double doors. Swinging them open, I let in the first stream of intelligent people, outgoing people, nervous people, and, most of all, amorous people.

      Fine, many are beautiful too.

      A pack of women in short, slinky dresses enters, and I greet them all by name.

      “Hello, Allison.”

      “Good to see you, Lena.”

      “Lovely dress, Priya.”

      The men come next.

      “How’s it going, Mateo?”

      “You still owe me a hundred bucks from the hockey game, Sam.”

      “Is that truly you in the flesh, Pieter?”

      Soon, the plush living room teems with a sea of gorgeous humanity, and my hosts and hostesses start their jobs. I look around at the crowd, satisfied with the mingling, then I open the door again, greeted by two beautiful women. One redhead, one brunette. The auburn-haired beauty is Hazel Valentine.

      Next to her is a woman who makes me do a double take. Chestnut hair falls in silky waves, curling over her shoulders. Skinny jeans hug her toned legs, burgundy heels make her taller, and a black top slopes off one creamy shoulder, inviting a kiss.

      I can’t quite place her. But as my gaze zooms in on her mouth—red, lush, shiny—I wonder if Hazel’s plus one is someone I already know.

      Perhaps someone I met a few weeks ago. Someone who slipped away.

      Tonight, I vow to find out.

      

      Easton and Bellamy’s romance continues in the full-length novel COME AGAIN . . .
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        BIG ROCK, the hit New York Times Bestselling standalone romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        THE SEXY ONE, a New York Times Bestselling standalone romance!

      

        

      
        THE KNOCKED UP PLAN, a multi-week USA Today and Amazon Charts Bestselling standalone romance!

      

        

      
        MOST VALUABLE PLAYBOY, a sexy multi-week USA Today Bestselling sports romance! And its companion sports romance, MOST LIKELY TO SCORE!

      

        

      
        WANDERLUST, a USA Today Bestselling contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        COME AS YOU ARE, a Wall Street Journal and multi-week USA Today Bestselling  contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        PART-TIME LOVER, a multi-week USA Today Bestselling  contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        UNBREAK MY HEART, an emotional second chance USA Today Bestselling contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        BEST LAID PLANS, a sexy friends-to-lovers USA Today Bestselling romance!

      

        

      
        The Heartbreakers! The USA Today and WSJ Bestselling rock star series of standalone!
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      You can find Lauren on Twitter at LaurenBlakely3, Instagram at LaurenBlakelyBooks, Facebook at LaurenBlakelyBooks, or online at LaurenBlakely.com. You can also email her at laurenblakelybooks@gmail.com
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