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        Three Bridesmaids.

        Three lost loves.

        One matchmaking bride.

      

        

      
        With just a week before the wedding, can a bride-to-be reunite her bridesmaids with the ones who got away?

      

      

      

      Brigid Anderson is a third-year lawyer on a fast track to making partner. Her life is running smoothly and according to plan...until she meets Grady Coughlin.

       

      Grady Coughlin understands focus and ambition, having taken over his father's contracting business and building it into a successful historic preservation business on his own. After a blind date with Brigid that ends in explosive passion, they embark on a friends-with-benefits relationship.

       

      On the eve of her best friend's wedding, with her promotion to partner dangling within reach, Brigid believes Grady isn't the best partner to suit her career ambition. But Grady and her heart don't agree, and she must decide if she should stick to the safety of the plan or find the courage to pursue what she really wants.
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      She was going to kill him.

      Brigid Anderson stood next to the bar, scanning for her date in the room full of lawyers and their partners. She shifted, her feet killing her in her new heels, bought especially for the occasion since her typical sensible heels wouldn’t give quite the right impression on the partners. She’d even splurged on a new suit and tamed her naturally curly red hair into a severe bun, which was already giving her a headache. Maybe the stress of the event was the cause of the pounding in her head. Her blood pressure could be going up because of her date running late. Or it could be all of the above.

      As expected, Grady Coughlin had let her down. Like so many people before him, and on so many levels. She never should have come without him. Who knew when he’d get here, what he’d be wearing, or how others would perceive him? Grady was not her standard plus one for these events, but her usual date, an assistant district attorney, was busy on a case. Since the evening was celebrating Grady’s brother’s promotion to partner, it was natural to invite Grady. Besides, he would have been there anyway, and she would have had to explain to him why they weren’t together, leading to an uncomfortable discussion that she was not prepared to have at this time. Or any time.

      Deep, emotional conversations were not her thing. Law, legal precedent, and facts were more Brigid’s wheelhouse. Social chitchat, emotional baring of the soul, and girl bonding generally made her break out in hives, though she often made an exception for her college roommates. The next week was going to be a nightmare for her with Caroline and Matthew’s wedding, not to mention this little soiree tonight. She loved her friends, enjoyed spending time with them, but the bonding that came with spending a week together often stressed her introverted soul terribly. Mentally, she shook her head. Get one thing out of the way, then deal with the rest. Survive tonight with the sharks, then onto the emotional quagmire of the wedding week.

      She shuddered at the reminder of the wedding, despite vowing not to think about it. All of her college friends, together again after five years apart. A reunion disguised as a pre-wedding party, according to Caroline. Brigid couldn’t avoid it, even with the big Cournoyer deal this week. She owed Caroline and Matthew too much. Caroline had bullied her out of her books and the library, pulling her into a friendship with Anna Costado and Delaney Winters freshman year. Instead, Brigid had found something infinitely rarer—friendship. 

      The relationship with the three women had kept her going through those college years, when she had been expected to focus completely on her education, nothing extracurricular. She had never had friends like them before and when they all separated, it had been devastating, like a raw, gaping wound. Caroline had been just as destroyed, and she had needed Brigid. When Delaney Winters’ father had been arrested for the Ponzi scheme then died shortly after, Delaney had cut herself off from her friends, an amputation that hurt Caroline, as Delaney and Caroline had been childhood friends. Anna headed off for Hollywood and the bright lights, leaving Brigid to pick up the pieces. Now, she was seeing them all again and wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about the whole situation.

      “Miss? Can I get you something?” The bartender spoke behind her.

      Without glancing away from the doors, she said, “Scotch on the rocks. Single malt.”

      Would anyone notice if she slipped away and went back to her office? Crowds of people made her skin itch. She didn’t have the smooth conversational skills of her younger sister, interior designer superstar, Andrea, who had worked with half the women in this room at one time or another. Andrea knew exactly what to say at exactly the right time to exactly the right person, while Brigid was the one hiding in the corner or spilling something on herself. Even her older brother, the brilliant neurosurgeon who was smarter than everyone around him, could socialize better than Brigid. 

      If only Grady had been on time.

      “Ms. Anderson. Thrilled you could join us.” Bill Peterman, her boss and partner at the firm, spoke next to her, jarring her train of thought. He gestured imperiously to the bartender. “Scotch, on the rocks.”

      She stiffened, almost as if he were a drill sergeant and she was a raw recruit. Despite working for him for over two years, she had not lost her fear of the tough man who held her future in the palm of his hand. “Yes, sir. I finished the last of the contract reviews and put them on your desk before I came here.” 

      Leave it to Peterman to assign her the bulk of work as punishment for a vacation while in the middle of a deal. It didn’t matter that she was a bridesmaid for the daughter of one of the executive partners. No, instead, he was punishing her for her close ties with the Masters’ family and their only daughter, Caroline. As if she was getting special treatment. Hell, even Matthew, Caroline’s fiancé, never got special consideration, although some people thought the timing of his promotion to partner just before the wedding was evidence of his connection to the family. Which was bullshit. Matthew worked just as hard, if not harder than anyone else, wanting to prove his worth to Caroline’s father, even though no one ever asked for that.

      “Miss?” The bartender slid the glass of scotch across the bar top to her and another to the partner.

      Peterman raised his glass and clinked hers. “To a successful deal for Cournoyer Hotels.”

      She smiled and sipped, feeling the tension in her shoulders rise. The scotch burned a trail down her throat, igniting a different sort of fire in her stomach. Brigid refrained from pressing her fist to her chest, not willing to let anyone see any hint of weakness. Chivas. Nothing but the best for the firm’s celebration of new partners. She worked hard, acquiring a taste for the liquor, wanting to fit in the firm. She needed them to see her as partner material—not the scholarship kid from the state university. Sure, it was true. The University of Texas at Austin was good, but she didn’t have a diploma from Vanderbilt, Georgetown, Stanford, Harvard. Nor did she have the prestigious family name to back her up. She was on the outside looking in. Unlike her siblings, she didn’t have the blazing social skills or brilliant mind to dazzle the firm’s partners.

      “Mr. Peterman, I’d like to talk about one of the contract reviews. I noticed one clause looked a little off to me,” she said, sucking in a breath to launch into a deeper explanation.

      Peterman shook his head once slightly, considering her with a half-cocked head.

      “I was surprised by your review of the lease agreements. You discovered several key issues that could have delayed the deal if we hadn’t caught them. We can take it from here now while you’re on vacation. Impressive, despite your obvious limitations. Though it will put you in an excellent position for a promotion.” He then gave her a condescending smile. “But we’re not here to talk work. Tonight is a celebration.”

      She continued to smile, her face brittle and her back molars grinding. Damn that pompous ass, only caring if someone went to an Ivy League law school or came from a prominent family, not the daughter of a mid-level insurance manager from Dallas. Even her connection to the Masters family was not enough for Peterman. He wanted his own promotion to executive partner, and he wanted the connections to get him there. He believed he needed the staff who had the right contacts and background to support him in his journey. And he was snobby enough to believe only people from a certain level of society would be worthy of his time. Brigid didn’t fit that mold. Nice to know she was performing well, though, although it had to almost kill him to admit it to her. How many scotches had he had to compliment her like that?

      Where the hell was Grady?

      “Mr. Peterman. Brigid. Nice to see you.” Terrence Darby, her colleague under Peterman and her biggest competition, stood a couple of feet away, utterly confident in himself and his pedigree. He barely spared Brigid a downward look but focused his entire attention on Peterman, probably pissed that Brigid had gotten there first.

      “Terrance.” Peterman clapped him on the back, a broad grin on his face. “Nice job on the construction loan papers and completing the details yesterday. Thanks for stepping up and taking point on the finalizing of the lease agreements while Brigid is away next week.”

      Terrence shot her a triumphant look, and Brigid ground her teeth, taking another sip of the scotch to hide her grimace.

      “My pleasure, sir. I rarely take vacations. Work is my life right now, except for my lovely girl, Sarah.” He smirked.

      So, what had been the island vacation in the spring? Definitely not a work event. And Brigid hadn’t taken a vacation since undergrad, spending all of her vacation time interning for law firms.

      Reining in her anger, she bared her teeth. “I see you have a nice tan. Leftover from St. Bart’s, Terrence, or something more recent?”

      “Tennis at the club every weekend. I believe exercise is good for the body and mind. Keeps you sharp and focused at the office.”

      Brigid gritted her teeth and tried not to snarl a response—not that she had one ready. No, her mother had ingrained manners and not office politics in Brigid. She always told Brigid, “If you can’t be witty, then say nothing.” And, Lord knew, Brigid was not the witty one in the family.

      “As do I, Terrence. Although this bum shoulder prevents me from playing tennis. How about you, Brigid? So, you play any sports?” Peterman turned his attention to her, eyebrow raised.

      Flashbacks from school gym class had her breaking out in a sweat. Tripping over her own feet, picked last for every team. Sports were never her thing. Another set of genes that skipped the middle child in her family. 

      Before she could respond, Peterman’s wife, Louise, joined the group and slipped her arm around her husband. “Honey, I just talked to Susan. Her contractor is available for our formal living room. He’s brilliant at design and would be much better than your nephew, considering how badly he screwed up our kitchen.”

      He patted her arm. “Did you get his card?”

      She waved it in the air before tucking it into her purse. “Right here. Hello, Brigid and Terrence. Nice to see you again. Is my husband treating you well?” Without waiting for a response, she glanced around. “Terrence, where is your lovely girlfriend? Sarah, is it?”

      He smiled, shooting a quick, satisfied glance at Brigid. “She’s my fiancé now. I proposed in the spring, and we’re planning a Christmas wedding.”

      Brigid resisted the urge to gag. Leave it to Terrence to one-up everyone around. She refocused as the congratulations were shared, then realized Louise had asked her a question.

      “I’m sorry, Louise. What did you say?”

      The older woman smiled. “Of course, dear. I wish we could have used your sister. She is amazing, but her schedule was just too busy, and we absolutely need this done before the holidays. I wish you could have convinced her to make some time for us?” Louise’s voice rose on the suggestion and Peterman’s gaze narrowed at Brigid in an unspoken order.

      As if her sister, Andrea, had any interest in helping Brigid’s career. Brigid obligingly pasted on a smile and said, “I’ll call her and see what I can do. I know her firm is often booked a year or two in advance now. Would you consider someone under her direction?”

      Louise pouted briefly. “I would consider it, if your sister oversaw this person directly. I would appreciate anything you can do to persuade her.”

      Peterman made a sound of agreement as he sipped his scotch and gave Brigid a meaningful arch of his eyebrow. Terrence watched the exchange with a tight smile on his face, and Brigid could almost smell the wheels turning in his brain. He’d be finding some amazing designer soon to offer to Louise and save her design efforts when Brigid failed, as she probably would. Andrea wouldn’t do a damn thing for her sister, especially not for a small potatoes account as this one was.

      Louise turned her full attention to Brigid. “Are you seeing anyone, Brigid? Your partner at home is just as important as coworkers in the office. Look at me and Bill. He works hard, and I make sure everything runs smoothly at home, hosting his business colleagues and dinner parties. Look at Terrence. He’s dating a financial adviser, bringing in more contacts for him and the firm.”

      Brigid closed her eyes briefly and sucked in a breath. She was going to kill Grady, abandoning her to this fresh hell with her boss and the biggest kiss-ass in the department. Matthew would just have to find another groomsman and brother. Matthew wouldn’t mind. He’d understand, right?

      A warm hand settled on her lower back and a man leaned over her. His clean, masculine scent, not clouded by the heavy cologne so many of the law partners and associates wore, washed over her and she relaxed. Grady. Finally. 

      “Sorry I’m late, honey.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Did I miss anything?”

      She let out a relieved breath. “You’re right on time, honey. This is Bill Peterman, my boss, and his wife, Louise. This is Grady Coughlin.”

      Grady shook Peterman’s hand. “Pleased to meet you, sir, and Mrs. Peterman.”

      “Coughlin? Any relation to Matthew?” Louise asked.

      Grady had no problem carrying on a conversation with anyone. Brigid envied that skill. She felt like his arm trophy, as if this was his event and she was his date. Within a few minutes, he and Louise were chatting as if they were old friends, casually, comfortably, as if they had known each other forever. Meanwhile, Brigid’s skin was crawling with a desperate need to escape. As if sensing her tension, he placed one hand on her lower back and rubbed in light circles, soothing her and igniting a different kind of heat. She sighed and relaxed into him.

      “Yes, he’s my older brother,” Grady said, after Peterman asked about his relation to Matthew again. “In fact, I stopped to see him before I came over here. I got held up for a few minutes with Caroline’s parents.”

      Terrence’s perfect girlfriend—tall, thin, blonde, and beautifully dressed—walked up and the Petermans turned their attention to them, congratulating them on their engagement. Meanwhile, Brigid leaned into Grady, who leaned down as if they were sharing sweet nothings. His body pressed against her, warming her against the chill of the air conditioning, and she longed to rest against him, but she resisted, needing to remain strong both as a lawyer and a woman. She could not afford to show any weakness, no matter how good his hand felt on her lower back and how much she relied on his steadying presence.

      “Where have you been? Was I not clear on the time?” She kept a casual smile on her face, but the words were sharp.

      “I waited outside until ten after, then Matthew found me and I’ve been trapped with him ever since. Where were you? Tied up at work again?” His voice roughened, a hint of anger in his tone, his hand stilling.

      “I didn’t have to come from outside. This is where I work. I just took the elevator to the top floor. Why didn’t you call me?”

      “I tried, and it went to voicemail. So, you were working late?” His tone held a note of censure, but she ignored it. He pulled his hand away, and she mourned the loss of the connection, but straightened. She didn’t need or want to be seen as dependent on him.

      “I always work until seven or later. Damn, I left my cell downstairs.” She glanced back at him. “Nice suit.”

      Seeing him in casual clothes hadn’t prepared her for how sexy the suit would look on him. The low hum of arousal that had started with his touch simmered hotter. It had been too long, and she’d been too busy with work to find some personal time. Maybe she needed to make the time before the wedding.

      “You were very specific when you called.” His voice was neutral, but the undertone was still there and made her pause and stare up at him, wondering what the problem was.

      Louise turned her attention back to them. “What do you do, Grady?”

      He smiled. “I’m a contractor, mainly houses and renovations, but I specialize in historic preservation.”

      She cocked her head, speculation in her gaze, and Brigid went on alert. “You mean like museums?”

      “No, I take old houses and renovate them to historical accuracy.” Grady took a sip of his beer casually, not picking up on the subtle put-down.

      “I see. Is there a lot of business in that?” Peterman asked, skepticism in his voice, along with a note of judgment.

      Brigid tensed and opened her mouth to step in, but Grady replied smoothly. “There can be, especially in the midtown area. But it’s a small market, which is why I do other work. Building houses, doing renovations.”

      “Really? Houses? Do you do additions and formal living rooms?” With a slightly predatory expression, she drew him away, linking her arm with his. “I have a few people to introduce you to, plus a potential business opportunity. You don’t mind, do you, Brigid?”

      Their voices faded as she led him toward a group of people at the other side of the room, Brigid watching in bemused silence and concern. Grady could handle himself with any crowd, but this group was more predatory than he might be used to, and she’d hate to see him insulted or treated poorly because he didn’t work in a lofty office like they did.

      “Well, it looks like Louise may have found her contractor and I’ll have a few checks to write. Brigid, will we see you tomorrow in the office, or are you leaving early?”

      Terrence smirked at her. “I’ll be there.”

      Grady looked across the room at her, a hint of panic in his eyes, realizing the crowd was less interested in his business than he’d thought. She grinned and picked up the not-so-subtle challenge from Terrence, even though she almost always worked on Saturdays. “Of course, I’ll be there. I have a few small loose ends to wrap up. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll rescue Grady. Gentleman.”

      She walked across the room and, as promised, she rescued Grady from a group of women, feigning a need to greet her boyfriend appropriately. She drew him into an alcove in the hall. He reached for her and leaned down to press a kiss to her lips. She slapped a hand to his chest and pushed him away.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Kissing my girlfriend?” He pulled back and frowned at her.

      “We’re not dating. This is just a favor, since Mike couldn’t make it.”

      “Mike?” He growled, brows furrowing. “Who the hell is Mike?”

      “A guy I went to law school with. He works in the DA’s office. He usually goes to these events with me, but he had a case or something tonight.”

      “On a Friday night? Oh, wait, he’s like you. All work and no play.” Grady scowled. “When are you going to lighten up and learn there’s more to life than work?”

      She glared at him. “Look, all I need is for you to pretend to be my boyfriend and not make any other business connections, especially no jobs, okay? I can’t afford for you to be working for one of them and they find out this is all fake.”

      “Don’t worry. Have you heard about Louise Peterman’s kitchen she had done last year? I mean, she asked her contractor to tear down a load-bearing wall because it impeded her Feng Shui or something bizarre like that.” He shuddered. “The woman has high maintenance written all over her. No thanks.”

      “Well, see that it stays that way,” Brigid grumbled.

      She started to slip by him, but he slapped a hand on the wall, holding her in place. He lowered his head and forced her to look at him. “Now, about this Mike guy. I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.”

      She scowled at him. “I’m not seeing him. He’s a friend, and it’s a business arrangement. Neither of us has time to date so we go to business functions together. It’s no big deal. Now, can I go?” She crossed her arms and tapped her foot impatiently.

      He dropped his arm and stepped back. “Fine. But this isn’t over.”

      “It is for me.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as they reentered the party, Matthew called for Grady to introduce him to some of the partners, leaving Brigid alone to navigate the room, just the event she had been trying to avoid. A date was the perfect foil for her social anxiety, but she couldn’t get in the way of brothers, especially when one of them was the reason for the evening. A low rumble in her stomach reminded her she hadn’t eaten since the small salad at lunch. And scotch on an empty stomach was a recipe for disaster, in more ways than one. She made her way to the buffet, where several appetizers and finger foods were laid out, stopping dead at the sight of one of the partners all alone, filling a plate.

      Elizabeth Wardwell was an older woman, in her fifties, attractive in a stern schoolmarm way. Her hair had once been black but was now liberally streaked with white in the classic salt and pepper coloring. It was cut in a blunt bob at her shoulders and straight bangs across the forehead, adding to her no-nonsense attitude. She was a tough partner on the interns and junior lawyers, but fair, and acted as a mentor to some of the women lawyers, including Brigid. But Ol’ Barracuda Betty, as the juniors all called her, was a ball-buster, and no one wanted to be on her bad side. Peterman was bad enough, but Barracuda? No thanks. 

      Before she could turn and be swallowed up by the crowd, the other woman saw her. She arched an eyebrow, her version of a summons. Brigid froze, then pasted a polite but deferential smile on her face and approached the woman. 

      “Ms. Anderson. I hear good things about you from Bill Peterman, despite his investment in the old boys’ network. Well done.”

      The note of approval tinged with disdain confused Brigid, so she settled for a very neutral response. “Thank you, Ms. Wardwell. I’m gaining valuable experience with Mr. Peterman.”

      “You’re lucky he lets you do anything at all. Either you’re incredibly competent or your colleague is incompetent.” The older woman waved a hand, as if the answer was irrelevant. “By the way, I met your young man. Coughlin’s younger brother, isn’t he?”

      Bewildered by the sudden change in topic and not sure if she should have been offended, Brigid said the only thing that came to mind. “Yes, he’s Matthew’s younger brother. We’ve been friends for several years.”

      “Interesting choice of partners, Ms. Anderson.” Elizabeth picked up a plate and walked over to a tall table on the side, leaving Brigid no choice but to follow.

      “How so, Ms. Wardwell?” Again, with the neutral responses. They were safer, especially when she wasn’t sure where the partner was going with her questions.

      The woman studied her intently, as if weighing a decision. “Our life is difficult as women in a male-dominated world. We’re either bitches or bedmates. I don’t see you as a bedmate, so that leaves one option. If you want to get ahead, you’ll have to accept being called a bitch. Can you handle that?”

      “What does this have to do with my choice of partners?” Brigid asked. 

      “With men, it’s easier. Traditionally, they marry a woman who is the perfect hostess, knows how to work the room at parties, and deal with the everyday life. With women, our challenge is finding a man willing to be that person for us, willing to support our careers without feeling threatened or intimidated by our success. Now, if both parties are career minded, you have a different problem. Who will back down if you decide to have a family? One party always has to give in. Or you take two different paths, and one day you wake up and find out that you have nothing in common. Or maybe you find out he’s been doing his assistant at lunch and your marriage is over. Do you understand?”

      “Not really.” She decided on honesty. Supposedly, it was always the best policy, although in this case, she wasn’t so sure. She didn’t know why the partner had decided to unload on her right now and she was worried this was a trap. Experience had taught her that advice was never free and everyone always had an agenda. What was Betty’s?

      “Can your young man handle the long hours, the stress, and the demands of your job?” She arched her eyebrow and tapped a finger on the tabletop.

      “Well, first off, he’s not my young man. He’s just a friend. Second, he’s a contractor, so he has his own business to think about.” Uncomfortable with the questions raised by the woman, Brigid deflected. “To be honest, I haven’t really thought about this much at all.”

      “I like you, Ms. Anderson. No need to look so terrified. I know what the junior lawyers call me. Barracuda Betty. I’m proud of that name. I see a lot of me in you, and I think you could be an excellent lawyer. But you have some personal decisions to make. Are you prepared to do that? Do you know what you want?”

      Brigid was stunned by the compliment paid by the partner, both the comparison to herself and the part about being an excellent lawyer someday. She almost missed the question posed. Sensing it was not a rhetorical question, especially as the silence dragged on and people milled about them, giving them a wide berth, Brigid weighed her words. Finally, she said, “I haven’t thought about the future beyond making partner.”

      Elizabeth stood, wiping her hands on her napkin carefully. “You’d better consider it. The law makes a very cold bed partner, and you should make your decisions now while you have a choice. Your partner will be in a position to help you or hurt you. Your promotion relies not only on your work but on your connections and on the cases you can bring into the firm, cases coming from your contacts. A contractor might not be a position to help you in your future here at the firm. He’s a nice young man and has done well for himself, owning his own business and carving a niche out for himself. But ask yourself this. What can he offer you for your future?”

      She turned to walk away, and Brigid held up her hand to stop her. “Ms. Wardwell? Do you ever regret your choices?”

      Elizabeth turned around, a guarded look on her face. “Of course not.”

      Why didn’t Brigid believe her?
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      Grady shook hands with yet another partner at the firm and avoided the openly curious looks from the wife. He’d already been asked for three business cards and questioned about his extra services, beyond his contracting skills. He hid the shudder behind a bland smile and explained that he had run out of business cards. He could have gotten some substantial business at this party, but the potential complications for Brigid and for Matthew just weren’t worth it. Besides, he had enough business for the next couple of seasons and a waiting list for work into the next year. The predatory gleam in a couple of these women’s eyes confirmed the decision for him.

      After making polite, exiting remarks, Matthew steered Grady toward the bar and gestured for a couple of drinks. He leaned against the high bar and scanned the room.

      “Thanks for coming tonight. I know how busy you’ve been and taking next week off is difficult for you,” Matthew said.

      Grady shrugged. “How often does your brother get married? Twice, three times?” He flashed a quick grin at the sour look his brother shot him. “Seriously, my crew can handle the jobs here, and I have the one to finish on Whitby, anyway. You sure Caroline doesn’t mind me working while I’m out there?”

      Matthew’s lips tightened. “She asked the entire wedding party out before the wedding as a reunion for all of us. We haven’t seen each other in four, maybe five years. I know you weren’t part of our group back then, but she wants you included, wants to bring you into the family. So, you can escape for a while, but not long. Even I can’t bring work with me.”

      Brigid strode into view, headed for the buffet table, and Grady’s eyes tracked her. 

      Matthew studied him for a long moment. “So, you’re here with Brigid? How long has that been going on?”

      The words were casual and nonthreatening, but Grady sensed an underlying tone that he couldn’t quite place. Caroline had introduced them four years ago, while Brigid was in law school. Grady sensed Caroline was looking for another couple to hang out with, especially when Matthew was so busy building his law career. Matthew was trying to reconnect with the brother he hadn’t seen in more than a decade thanks to the clusterfuck that was their parents’ divorce and their mother’s abandonment of her younger son, Grady. He and Brigid hadn’t really warmed up to each other, being too focused on their own businesses and not seeing much in common with each other, but fate and a matchmaking friend kept throwing them together and one night, alcohol and repressed sexual tension combined to create an explosion of lust and desire that both realized they had something in common. And so, a friends-with-benefits relationship was born.

      He didn’t really date, even though they never had an exclusive relationship. He didn’t know if Brigid did. Knowing how many hours she worked, including weekends, he wondered if she had time for it. So, the relationship, such as it was, worked for them. Only now, with his business settled, and Brigid heading into her third year at the firm, he was starting to think long term. Could they have a future together?

      “Grady?”

      Brigid had been cornered by an older woman and her face had gone carefully blank. Her work face, he often called it. The mask she put on when she had to be scrupulously professional and not let anyone see the woman inside.

      “Who is that woman with Brigid?”

      Matthew let out a soft laugh. “Damn. Ol’ Barracuda Betty. Elizabeth Wardwell, one of the partners here.”

      “Should we rescue her?”

      Matthew mock shuddered. “Hell no. I like my balls right where they are, thank you very much. Besides, I have a couple more people to introduce you to.”

      He handed Grady a beer from the bartender and grabbed his own scotch and steered his brother toward an older couple standing several feet away. The older man was leaning down to listen to the woman, who had her hand on the crook of his arm, head tilted up to speak with him. They weren’t lawyers, not mingling with the lawyers in the crowd, but they clearly were comfortable in the environment. Their clothes reeked of money, and she wore tasteful jewelry that didn’t come from a low-end department store.

      As if sensing their approach, she turned and a broad smile crossed her face, hands raising as if about to hug Matthew. “Matthew! We’re so proud of you, honey. And… Grady?” Her eyes widened and her hands dropped.

      Grady’s feet stuttered to a stop as he faced the woman he hadn’t seen in several years. The woman who had abandoned him after her divorce from his father. The woman who chose his older brother and didn’t care enough about him to even see him.

      He pivoted on his heel and walked away. Not even for Matthew could he endure this meeting. Not tonight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Grady stormed out of the large room and into a hallway, the door closing behind him, shutting out the noise from the reception. His head spun from the sudden confrontation with his past. Dammit, he should have known she would have been here. Her son had made partner. She wouldn’t miss that, no matter how many times she missed her younger son’s events, birthdays, graduations, never mind his daily life.

      Grady would have to see her at the wedding, and he hadn’t yet figured out how he’d deal with that. The shock of seeing her felt like a slap in the face. He sat on a bench in the hallway and took several deep breaths, trying to calm his racing heart. He had to go back in there. Brigid would kill him for running out like that, but he needed a minute. Or ten.

      The door opened, and he braced himself, expecting Matthew. It closed again as someone sat on the bench next to him, and he glanced over to see Brigid. He hadn’t expected her to leave her partners, where she was supposed to network, just for him.

      “I know lawyers are boring, but I never thought you’d break speed records to get out of there. What happened?” For once, her tone wasn’t biting or demanding. Instead, it was soft. 

      “Did Matthew send you out here?” His voice sounded raw to him, gravelly and painful.

      She shook her head. “I saw your face. Trust me, that is not a look I ever want to see on anyone’s face again. What happened?”

      He leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs as he took several deep breaths. She laid a hand on his back, tentatively at first, then slowly rubbing it to soothe him. But still she said nothing, just waited. And that had to be killing her. Brigid was never patient and always faced things head on.

      Finally, he straightened and said, “I saw my mother.”

      Her hand paused. “Your mother.”

       “Yup.”

      She resumed her stroking. “I’m going to need a bit more, Grady.”

      He slapped his hands on his thighs and stood. “I haven’t seen her since I was eight. That’s it. Nothing more to tell.”

      Brigid stood and grabbed his arm, hauling him around to face her. “Hang on a minute. Nothing more to tell? You haven’t seen her in over twenty years, and you’re going to say that’s it?”

      “Hey, you knew Matthew and I grew up apart. It’s no big deal. Children of divorce are all sorts of fucked up. Besides, we’re not dating, so we don’t need the chitchat, right? Let’s go back in.” He cocked his eyebrow at her and tilted his head to the door. “You don’t want to miss out on all the brown-nosing, do you? I’ll bet I can get at least three more business contracts out of tonight.”

      He walked toward the door, and she raced after him. “Don’t you dare, Grady. You promised not to take any work from my colleagues.”

      He whirled around so fast she ran into him. “Would it be such a big deal if I got some work tonight? Maybe if I expanded my business, that would make everyone think better of the home contractor. Maybe I’d be good enough for them. Good enough for you.”

      “Grady, I never thought you weren’t good enough. It’s just this isn’t your kind of crowd. They’re pretentious and challenging.”

      “So why do you stay? There are plenty of firms where you could be a lawyer.”

      “This is the best one in Texas and in the Southwest overall. Why should I give up my dreams to go somewhere else?”

      He laughed, the sound rough and raw even to his ears. “Yeah, the almighty dream. Brigid, ask yourself whose dream is it—yours or your father’s?”

      He opened the door and stalked inside without waiting for a reply. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Hell, he wasn’t sure she even knew, and now was not the time for that discussion. But the time was coming when they had to talk about who they were and where they were going. Only, he was afraid of what her answer would be.

      Before stepping inside, he scanned the room. Brigid didn’t need to worry about him getting too involved in her world. He’d already had one woman abandon him for this world. He wouldn’t let another one do it, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Brigid stood at the tall table, her hand clutching the empty glass like a life preserver in the sea of hostile lawyers. After she and Grady had come back inside, they had stayed together for a while, and then they had been split by conversation. She still wondered what the hell he’d meant about his mother. She had known the relationship between him and Matthew had been odd, but she had never been one to pry into it. Now she wished she had. But he had shut her down quickly, throwing her own words back at her, about them not being in a relationship. At least he didn’t say they were just fucking.

      Damn. She had bigger issues to deal with, like her own career and her own life. Too many questions thanks to Barracuda Betty. She was barely into her third year at the firm, and she had plenty of time to think about her personal life. But it was becoming more and more obvious that her entire life and choices were being scrutinized as part of her career path. Her plan needed to be revised. Immediately.

      “So you and Grady are getting serious. I knew it!” Caroline’s ecstatic voice interrupted Brigid’s reverie.

      “What? No, absolutely not.” Brigid whirled around and leaned into Caroline, poking a finger at her chest. “Don’t be getting any ideas, Caroline. He was just convenient. Nothing more. Besides, he should be here for his brother.”

      Caroline smirked. “Matthew could have invited his family any time he wanted. In fact, his mother and stepfather are talking with my parents right now. Grady didn’t need your invitation.”

      “Still, I needed a date.” Brigid grumbled, still off balance by her previous conversation.

      “Well, I think you two make a cute couple. You need him, at least someone like him. Brigid, you’re too serious. You need to relax instead of working all the time. One of these days, you’ll have an ulcer, the way you’ve been going.

      Brigid pressed a fist to quell the burning in her stomach, hiding it behind her empty glass of scotch. Check that off her list.

      Grady and Matthew chose that moment to join them, although, judging by the grim look in Grady’s eyes, he might have overhead some of their conversation already. She snuck another glance at him. Yup, he was pissed all right. Damn. She didn’t have time to walk him through this now. She had partners to impress.

      She lifted her glass to Matthew. “Congratulations, partner. You deserve this.”

      He grinned and clinked her glass. “Someday it’ll be you. Peterman likes your work. And now Elizabeth Wardwell has taken an interest in you? I don’t know whether to congratulate you or pity you. Hey, your glass is empty.”

      Grady smoothly slid the glass out of her hand. “I’ve got this. Anyone else?”

      “Thanks, Grady.”

      They watched him weave his way to the bar, then Matthew cleared
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