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Ice Queen

High school counselor Aislin Kennedy’s charisma and
exuberance mask deep scars that prevent her from letting anyone too
close. Instead, she throws herself into helping her students. CEO
of a fashion conglomerate, Susanna Durr has been through three
painfully public divorces, and to say she’s given up on love would
be an understatement.

When Aislin agrees to help Susanna connect with her
daughter, Cynt, surprising feelings awaken for both of them. But
Aislin isn’t ready to trust again and Susanna’s track record is
intimidating. If the past were to repeat itself, it could break
Aislin for good.


What Reviewers Say About Gun Brooke’s Work

Treason

“The adventure was edge-of-your-seat levels of
gripping and exciting…I really enjoyed this final addition to the
Exodus series and particularly liked the ending. As always it was a
very well written book.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo
Library (UK)

Insult to Injury

“This novel tugged at my heart all the way, much the
same way as Coffee Sonata. It’s a story of new beginnings,
of rediscovering oneself, of trusting again (both others and
oneself).”—Jude in the Stars

“If you love a good, slow-burn romantic novel, then
grab this book.”—Rainbow Reflections

“[A] light romance that left me with just the right
amount of ‘aw shucks’ at the end.”—C-Spot Reviews

“I was glad to see a disabled lead for a change, and
I enjoyed the author’s style—the book was written in the first
person alternating between the main characters and I felt that gave
me more insight into each character and their motivations.”—Melina
Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library (UK)

Wayworn Lovers

“Wayworn Lovers is a super dramatic, angsty
read, very much in line with Brooke’s other contemporary romances.
…I’m definitely in the ‘love them’ camp.”—Lesbian Review

Thorns of the Past

“What I really liked from the offset is that Brooke
steered clear of the typical butch PI with femme damsel in distress
trope. Both main characters are what I would call ordinary
women—they both wear suits for work, they both dress down in
sweatpants and sweatshirts in the evening. As a result, I instantly
found it a lot easier to relate, and connect with both. Each of
their pasts hold dreadful memories and pain, and the passages where
they opened up to each other about those events were very
moving.”—Rainbow Reviews

“I loved the romance between Darcy and Sabrina and
the story really carried it well, with each of them learning that
they have a safe haven with the other.”—Lesbian Review

Escape: Exodus Book Three

“I’ve been a keen follower of the Exodus series for a
while now and I was looking forward to the latest installment. It
didn’t disappoint. The action was edge-of-your-seat thrilling,
especially towards the end, with several threats facing the Exodus
mission. Some very intriguing subplots were introduced, and I look
forward to reading more about these in the next book.”—Melina
Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library, London (UK)

Pathfinder

“I love Gun Brooke. She has successfully merged two
of my reading loves: lesfic and sci-fi.”—Inked Rainbow
Reads

Soul Unique

“This is the first book that Gun Brooke has written
in a first person perspective, and that was 100% the correct
choice. She avoids the pitfalls of trying to tell a story about
living with an autism spectrum disorder that she’s never
experienced, instead making it the story of someone who falls in
love with a person living with Asperger’s. …Soul Unique is
her best. It was an ambitious project that turned out beautifully.
I highly recommend it.”—Lesbian Review

“Yet another success from Gun Brooke. The premise is
interesting, the leads are likeable and the supporting characters
are well-developed. The first person narrative works well, and I
really enjoyed reading about a character with Asperger’s.”—Melina
Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library (London)

Advance: Exodus Book One

“Advance is an exciting space adventure,
hopeful even through times of darkness. The romance and action are
balanced perfectly, interesting the audience as much in the fleet’s
mission as in Dael and Spinner’s romance. I’m looking forward to
the next book in the series!”—All Our Worlds: Diverse Fantastic
Fiction

The Blush Factor

“Gun Brooke captures very well the two different
‘worlds’ the two main characters live in and folds this setting
neatly into the story. So, if you are looking for a well-edited,
multi-layered romance with engaging characters this is a great read
and maybe a re-read for those days when comfort food is a
must.”—Lesbians on the Loose

“That was fantastic. It’s so sweet and romantic. Both
women had their own ‘demons’ and they didn’t let anyone be close to
them. But from the moment they met each other everything felt so
natural between them. Their love became so strong in a short time.
Addie’s thoughts threatened her relationship with Ellie but with
her sister’s help she managed to avoid a real
catastrophe…”—Nana’s Book Reviews

The Supreme Constellations Series

“Protector of the Realm has it all; sabotage,
corruption, erotic love and exhilarating space fights. Gun Brooke’s
second novel is forceful with a winning combination of solid
characters and a brilliant plot. The book exemplifies her growth as
inventive storyteller and is sure to garner multiple awards in the
coming year.”—Just About Write

“Brooke is an amazing author. Never have I read a
book where I started at the top of the page and don’t know what
will happen two paragraphs later. She keeps the excitement going,
and the pages turning.”—Family and Friends Magazine

Fierce Overture

“Gun Brooke creates memorable characters, and Noelle
and Helena are no exception. Each woman is ‘more than meets the
eye’ as each exhibits depth, fears, and longings. And the sexual
tension between them is real, hot, and raw.”—Just About
Write

September Canvas

“In this character-driven story, trust is earned and
secrets are uncovered. Deanna and Faythe are fully fleshed out and
prove to the reader each has much depth, talent, wit and
problem-solving abilities. September Canvas is a good read
with a thoroughly satisfying conclusion.”—Just About
Write

Sheridan’s Fate—Lambda Literary Award
Finalist

“Sheridan’s fire and Lark’s warm embers are enough to
make this book sizzle. Brooke, however, has gone beyond the
wonderful emotional explorations of these characters to tell the
story of those who, for various reasons, become differently-abled.
Whether it is a bullet, an illness, or a problem at birth, many
women and men find themselves in Sheridan’s situation. Her courage
and Lark’s gentleness and determination send this romance into a
‘must read.’”—Just About Write

Coffee Sonata

“In Coffee Sonata, the lives of these four
women become intertwined. In forming friendships and love, closets
and disabilities are discussed, along with differences in age and
backgrounds. Love and friendship are areas filled with complexity
and nuances. Brooke takes her time to savor the complexities while
her main characters savor their excellent cups of coffee. If you
enjoy a good love story, a great setting, and wonderful characters,
look for Coffee Sonata at your favorite gay and lesbian
bookstore.”—Family & Friends Magazine

“Each of these characters is intriguing, attractive
and likeable, but they are heartbreaking, too, as the reader soon
learns when their pasts and their deeply buried secrets are slowly
and methodically revealed. Brooke does not give the reader
predictable plot points, but builds a fascinating set of subplots
and surprises around the romances.”—L-word.com
Literature

Course of Action

“Brooke’s words capture the intensity of their
growing relationship. Her prose throughout the book is breathtaking
and heart-stopping. Where have you been hiding, Gun Brooke? I, for
one, would like to see more romances from this
author.”—Independent Gay Writer

“When we first picked up this book we glanced at the
author’s profile and upon finding that Gun Brooke lives in Sweden
wondered how on earth she could write a believable story centered
around something as American as Hollywood. But, she did it, and did
it big. …You can’t put this book down. Brooke’s ability to weave a
story through her characters has us anxiously waiting for her next
effort.”—Family and Friends Magazine

“Brooke gets to the core of her characters’ emotions
and vulnerabilities and points out their strengths and weaknesses
in very human terms.”—Just About Write
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Chapter One

Aislin drummed her fingertips against the steering
wheel of her well-used Ford Focus to the rhythm of the old Phil
Collins song her mother used to love as Phil hit the massive drum
solo. This section always gave her goose bumps and reminded her of
when her mom would sing along with her idol and perform the drum
solo on the edge of their stainless-steel sink.

She was turning the corner to get off the main
shopping street of East Quay when the engine gave a strange
grinding sound, and the car began to jerk.

“No, no, no.” Moaning, Aislin managed to coast to a
free space at the side of the smaller street she’d turned onto and
park. She turned off the ignition and cautiously tried turning it
on again. The starter engine cranked, but that was it. Nothing more
happened.

Letting her forehead thud against the wheel, Aislin
cursed the car, herself, and life in general. Usually she was the
first one to spot a silver lining, but the recent months had been
challenging, to say the least, and the car was just another symptom
of it all. She tried to remember if she was still a member of the
roadside-assistance service. When had she paid that bill last?
After her school cut her hours, even though students these days
needed a fulltime counselor more than ever, she’d had to pick up
work whenever possible doing just about anything. Paying the
service that could help her out now had not been her top
priority.

Pulling out her cell phone, Aislin located the
number to the service and called, while crossing her fingers on her
other hand. Two minutes later, she knew that crossing fingers was
just a waste of effort. She had let the roadside-service bill stay
unpaid, obviously. Sighing, she debated if she should call a tow
truck anyway, but too much time was left at the end of this month’s
salary. She had passed a bus stop just before she turned the
corner, which would have to do. Grabbing her briefcase, purse, and
coat, which she had tossed onto the passenger seat, Aislin stepped
out into the cold November evening. After she put on the coat, she
looked for her gloves and scarf in its pockets, but they weren’t
there. Wonderful. They had to be in the office, which meant she
wouldn’t have access to them until Monday.

As she turned the corner, she could tell it was, as
always, a busy Friday evening in the shops lining the street. The
large mall outside East Quay was popular among the inhabitants most
days, but for some reason, the people of this town kept up the
tradition of doing their shopping, eating, and drinking on the main
shopping streets that framed the square. Here, in the old days,
farmers had sold their produce and flowers, and the nearby
shopkeepers had flourished. These days, if it hadn’t been for the
loyal inhabitants of East Quay and its surrounding villages, the
town center would have died, as it had in so many other places this
size.

The bus stop sat just outside one of the most
popular coffeehouses, Mike’s Little Nook, owned by the same women
who ran the Sea Stone Café in the marina. They were members of a
world-renowned music improvisation group that had once and for all
put East Quay on the map. This recognition helped keep the town
alive and attracted both tourists and new inhabitants.

Aislin had been born and raised in the south part of
town, where she had grown up with her parents and four older
siblings. In her eyes, being reared in East Quay had been a
blessing and a curse. She had loved her hometown during the
summers, but she hated the winters. After going to college in
Texas, and enjoying the climate there in the colder seasons, she
had returned and gotten a job at her old high school as a
counselor. Only then had she realized how much had changed and how
much was the same. She reconnected with old friends, and soon they
slipped into old patterns, which meant quite a bit of partying and
occasional one-night stands.

The cold wind found its way under Aislin’s collar,
and she didn’t have to push to talk herself into getting a hot
pumpkin latte. She stepped into the cozy environment of Mike’s
Little Nook and found a vacant stool at the counter.

“This seat occupied?” Aislin asked a young woman
sitting next to it.

Flinching, the girl, because she was very young,
whipped her head around to look at Aislin. “What? Um…no? I don’t
know. I don’t think so.” Despite the expertly applied makeup, and
the girl wore lots of it, Aislin estimated her at somewhere around
fifteen or sixteen.

“I’ll take my chances,” Aislin said, placing her
briefcase on the floor next to the stool and climbing up. She
nodded at the young man who worked behind the counter. “A large
pumpkin latte, please.”

“Coming up.” He gave a thumbs-up and began working
the machine by the wall. “Want whipped cream?” The smile on his
narrow face was only too familiar. Aislin knew both men and women
found her pretty or cute. She had been called exactly that since
she was a baby. She could still remember how grownups had pinched
her cheeks when she was a toddler, exclaiming how adorable she was.
This young man was no exception. He had taken one look at her long,
auburn curls, her bright-blue eyes, and her full, pouty lips, and
thought, cute, even adorable, and perhaps even written her off as
not very bright. So tiresome.

Returning her attention to the girl, who seemed to
be clutching an empty coffee mug, Aislin thought she saw traces of
tears on the olive-tinted cheek closest to her.

“I hope I didn’t make a mistake. A mocha latte might
have been the better choice. At this rate, I might get tired of the
pumpkin lattes way before Christmas.” She paused. “I’m Aislin, by
the way.”

The girl looked at her again, her dark-brown eyes
guarded. “Hi. I’m Cynt.”

“Cool name. Can you recommend anything to go with my
latte?” Aislin scrutinized the menu written on blackboards on the
wall next to the impressive coffee machine the young man was
working.

“I had the veggie pie. It was good.” Cynt shrugged,
but Aislin thought she could see her relax marginally.

“I’ll take your word for it.” Aislin waited until
her latte was done and then ordered a veggie pie. The young man
beamed at her, and she couldn’t help but sigh as he left.

“He’s pretty obvious about liking you.” Cynt turned
her stool more toward Aislin.

“I could tell.” Aislin sipped the pumpkin latte. At
least the guy also knew how to make a really good drink. Then
again, he wouldn’t have been employed at this café if he
didn’t.

“Just as I can tell that you’re not even remotely
flattered.” Cynt crinkled her nose. “Boys can be so obvious at
times. And they don’t even realize it.” She huffed.

“Probably true.” Aislin didn’t have a lot of
experience with what boys liked or disliked, as she had known she
was a lesbian since she was ten years old. That hadn’t stopped boys
or men from coming onto her from her high school days onward. “And
you’re right. I don’t find it flattering, just exhausting.”

“I know what you mean.” Cynt colored. “I’m not
saying that boys, or girls, for that matter, come on to me like he
did with you just now. I attract attention for completely different
reasons that have very little to do with me personally.”

Aislin came close to asking how that made Cynt feel.
She did that sometimes, slipped into her work persona when she was
around kids, but now she reeled herself in. “How do you mean?”

“I tend to either slip under the radar or…” Cynt
plucked at her utensils.

Aislin waited patiently.

“Or they’re just being nice to get invited to shows
or to my house.” Cynt’s voice was barely audible among all the ones
around them.

Aislin regarded the girl sitting next to her. Cynt
had beautiful long, chocolate-brown hair kept in a simple braid.
Her eyes were large and slanted behind glasses that rested on her
short, straight nose. Dressed in what Aislin now realized was a
school uniform, she had placed a black coat across her lap.
“Shows?” Aislin wondered what that could mean.

“Fashion shows, or shoots, or even makeup launches.
Stuff my mom is involved with.” Cynt closed her fist around the
fork, holding it as if she were about to stab someone. Aislin
wasn’t worried.

“Ah, well, those are popular things with many
girls—and boys as well. Do you mean they expect you to buy their
friendship by providing these perks?” Holding on to her mug, Aislin
leaned in so nobody would overhear, focusing on Cynt.

“That’s one way of putting it, but yeah.” Though
Cynt was clearly trying to sound cool and casual about her
situation, the tension around her eyes revealed her pain.

“That’s not right, and definitely not fair.”
Suddenly angry at the kids around this girl for being assholes,
Aislin felt a twinge of pain in sympathy.

“Agreed.” Cynt pulled up her cell phone and tapped
at the screen. “Oh. That’s my mom. She picks me up here most
afternoons.” Cynt’s face changed into something entirely different
when she gave a crooked smile. “Killing two birds and all that. I
have somewhere to wait that isn’t school, and I can eat.” She
turned to the guy behind the counter. “Hey, Fred?” Now her voice
was stronger, and as she stepped off the stool, Aislin saw that she
was about her own height. She had seemed smaller before.

“Yeah, Cynt?” Fred said and came up to them.

“Put Aislin’s meal on my tab, please.”

Aislin gaped. “No, wait a minute—”

“Humor me.” Cynt donned her coat and slung her
backpack over her shoulder. “You’re the first person who’s actually
talked to me like a human being in ages. Please.” She kicked the
toe of her left shoe into the floor.

Aislin genuinely wanted to object but was certain
she’d hurt Cynt’s feelings. “Okay.” She smiled. “Thank you. I’ll
treat you next time.”

A light flickered and then vanished in Cynt’s eyes,
and she gave Aislin and Fred a small wave with her fingertips and
walked out of Mike’s Little Nook. Aislin turned back to face the
counter and found Fred still standing there, wiping the same part
of the surface over and over.

“That was nice of her.” Aislin needed something
neutral to say.

“She’s a sweet girl. In here most days after school
until that witch of a mother deigns to pick her up.” Fred pulled a
face. “Some people shouldn’t have kids.”

As much as Aislin had been of the same opinion on
occasion, she still wasn’t comfortable with him bad-mouthing a
woman she knew nothing about. The kid had talked about fashion
shows and makeup launches. If her mother slaved away at one of the
big department stores, who was Aislin to judge?

She didn’t encourage Fred to keep going, but instead
pulled out her cell phone to check the time. Six p.m. How long
after school had Cynt waited for her mother, not that Aislin was
about to criticize a working mother for doing her best to put food
on the table. Obviously, the girl went to a private school, judging
from the uniform, and that could well be why her mother had to work
long days. The tuition alone at such places was steep. Aislin had
made it one of her priorities to be a whiz at finding scholarships
and grants for the kids in her school.

After gulping down the rest of her veggie pie,
Aislin asked for the rest of her pumpkin latte to go and left the
café, feeling self-conscious for having a stranger treat her. Who
knew what the mother would say when she learned Cynt had spent
their hard-earned cash like that? Then again, Aislin had never
heard about anyone having an account at a coffee shop. Perhaps the
mother was well off? Thinking back, Aislin remembered the quality
of Cynt’s coat was high-end, and her backpack…had it been a
real Prada? Nah. Who in their right mind gave a teenager a
thousand-dollar bag to bring for school?

Approaching the bus stop, Aislin considered herself
lucky that her bus came after only five minutes. It was crowded,
but she was going to the very last stop and managed to weave
through some youngsters she recognized from her school. One of
them, a boy in ninth grade, saluted her in a funny gesture and
shoved his friend aside.

“Here, Ms. Kennedy.” He motioned for a niche
normally meant for people accompanying someone using a
wheelchair.

“Thanks.” Aislin smiled at the boys, noting
bemusedly that two of them blushed profusely. Great. She didn’t
engage in conversation but pulled out her cell again and clicked on
her Facebook page. Some of her friends were discussing which club
they were planning to go to, and Aislin hoped they’d settle for
staying in East Quay. She usually was the designated driver when
she went clubbing, and as she was going to have her oldest brother
fetch her car with his tow truck as soon as possible, she knew her
friends would be disappointed. Her mother kept saying she spoiled
her friends by being too accommodating, but normally Aislin didn’t
mind. She typed in a short message to the Facebook group she and
her friends had created and let them know the car had broken
down.

“You can drive my Toyota,” Corinne wrote back
instantly.

Aislin sighed. So, they’d decided on Providence
after all. “What about the new club close to the marina?” Aislin
mentally crossed her fingers.

Several scowling emojis showed up from Chloe and
Mellie. Aislin was about to agree to Providence, when LuAnn wrote,
“Oh, yeah. I forgot about that one. YouMeShe? That’s the name,
right? Let’s do that one!”

Immediately when their formidable leader, a position
LuAnn had earned for being the most levelheaded of the four while
they were in high school, voiced her opinion, the other three
didn’t argue.

“It might be fun to check out the locals for a
change.” Chloe sent an emoji with sunglasses and a heart. “That
means we can share a taxi.”

Or take the bus, if it doesn’t get too late.
Aislin sighed in relief. Fixing the car would probably cost her
quite a bit, and not having to go all the way to Providence for a
night out with her friends would save her some money. It didn’t
matter that she wouldn’t be driving her friends around. She never
drank when they were out, and her friends had long stopped buying
her drinks and asking about her abstinence.

They had all kept in touch during their college
years on different campuses, and when they returned to the East
Quay area, they were older, slightly wiser, and, in Aislin’s case,
sober. You subjected yourself to some things only once. She squared
her shoulders and gripped the pole she was clinging to as the bus
turned a corner. Struggling to type on her phone, she wrote a “see
ya 2night” to the girls, finally relaxing and starting to look
forward to trying out the new club.


Chapter Two

Susanna placed her purse on the semicircular
cherrywood table in her hallway as Cynthia stomped up the stairs
toward her room. Honestly, the girl couldn’t get more sullen if she
tried. And it felt utterly unfair, as Susanna had been on time for
once after more or less hanging up on the chairman of the board of
her conglomerate of companies.

“Cynthia? Wait.” Reaching for patience, something
she had become good at faking many years ago, Susanna shrugged out
of her coat. “You know what my work entails.”

“I do.” Cynthia stopped in the middle of the white
staircase but didn’t come down. “The thing is, I said no to an
invite from the only girl in school who gives a damn about me—”

“What do you mean? You’ve had the entire class over
many times. You have tons of friends.” Frowning, Susanna put her
phone on the wireless charger on the table.

“Right. Sure. Compare true friendship to a bunch of
teenagers who come for free food, a pool party, and, let’s not
forget, gift bags worth several hundred dollars each.” Her mouth
twisting into an ugly grimace, Cynthia glared at her mother.
“Anyway. Alyssa is having a party and invited me, but as you said
we were going to have movie night, I turned her down—”

“Alyssa? I don’t remember you mentioning her.”
Susanna placed a hand on her hip, mainly to keep herself from
gesturing to Cynthia to get to the point.

“Mom!” Cynthia slammed her palms onto the railing,
which apparently stung enough for her to grimace again. “I canceled
my plans for you—and you made new ones and canceled your plans with
me.” Cynthia’s chin trembled, and she continued up the stairs.

“But Cynthia…this came up at the last minute. These
are important business connections that will only be in East Quay
this weekend. They expect me to—”

“I hope they don’t expect you to keep your goddamn
word, because that won’t last.” Cynthia yelled the words from the
top of the stairs, and a few seconds later the door to her room
slammed shut.

Furious at how Cynthia spoke to her, for it was
unacceptable, Susanna hung her coat in the hallway closet. She was
not thrilled to have to cancel on Cynthia; in fact, she had
agonized over the decision, but Cynthia knew how much
responsibility being the CEO of several companies that employed
tens of thousands of people entailed. If Susanna didn’t keep ahead
of the competition, these people would lose their livelihood.
Fashion, makeup, jewelry, accessories, magazines, haute couture…she
commanded the most successful companies in all these branches on
the East Coast. Perhaps living in East Quay instead of Manhattan
was a mistake after all.

Footsteps approached, stirring Susanna out of her
reverie. Glancing up, she saw Lovisa, her live-in housekeeper,
approach.

“Was that Cynt I heard?” Frowning, the middle-aged
woman glanced up the now-empty staircase.

“It was. She hates me. Again.” Susanna pinched the
bridge of her nose. “She’s going to be home alone tonight.”

“I see.” She heard nothing judgmental in Lovisa’s
voice, but there might as well have been.

Susanna’s phone rang, and she glanced at the screen.
Vincent, her personal assistant. “Yes?” Susanna answered after
tapping the speaker symbol.

“The Italians have decided on where they want to go
after dinner.” Vince sounded apprehensive, which didn’t bode well.
After having worked for her more than three years, very few things
rattled him.

“Just tell me,” Susanna said and sighed as she toed
off her four-inch heels.

“A new club has opened in the marina, called
YouMeShe. Apparently, it has created enough buzz for them to have
read about it,” Vince said.

“I see.” Susanna really didn’t. She rarely went out
for any other reason than representing her company, and the suits
she usually dined with weren’t set on going clubbing. “Text me when
you find out the demographic, the dress code, who owns it, et
cetera.”

“Absolutely.”

Susanna disconnected the call and started up the
stairs. She had counted on being home after dinner and drinks, but
now it seemed as if it would be far too late for her taste.
Wonderful. She passed Cynthia’s door and stopped, letting her hand
hover, debating whether to knock. Just as she pulled her hand back
to start the forward motion, she heard Cynthia’s cell phone give
that god-awful noise her daughter claimed was a renowned rock band.
Perhaps it was a sign that Susanna was getting old when she thought
it sounded more like suffering animals.

Not about to stoop to eavesdropping on her child,
Susanna strode down the hallway to the master suite at the other
end of the house. As she entered it, her sanctuary in blue, cream,
and gold, her phone pinged. She tapped it and read Vince’s
text.

“Demographic: 21-35, very inclusive. Dress code like
any high-end NY club. Owned by a company called VEMM.”

VEMM? Susanna had never heard of it. Perhaps since
the club was new, the company was too? She shrugged and opened the
door to her walk-in closet. High-end New York club. Twenty-one to
thirty-five-year-old demographic. Charming. And inclusive. What the
hell did that mean?

Susanna began browsing through the hangers among the
clothes she had yet to wear, some specially made for her by some of
the finest designers in the world. Black was always a safe bet at
these places, right? Still, it would have to be appropriate for the
very high-end restaurant she was taking the Italian
delegation to first.

“Mom?” Cynthia interrupted Susanna’s train of
thought.

“Yes?” Turning around, Susanna tried to interpret
the look on Cynthia’s face.

“I talked to Alyssa. I’m still welcome, but I need
something to give her. I mean, it’s her birthday, or was, earlier
in the week.”

“Take anything from the boxes in storage.” Relieved
that Cynthia wasn’t going to drill her dark eyes into hers, the way
she’d been able to do ever since she was five, Susanna tried for a
smile. “I really am sorry this came up.”

“Whatever.” Cynthia didn’t return the smile, but at
least the venom in her voice had disappeared.

Susanna hated that word. She found it
passive-aggressive and dismissive in a horrible way. “Will there be
adult supervision?” Belatedly, she realized she knew very little
about Alyssa’s party.

“Yes. The invitation said that Alyssa’s mom and
older sisters will be there.”

“And when does it end?”

“Midnight.” Cynthia looked over Susanna’s shoulder.
“Are you wearing that?”

“Midnight is too late.” Starting to become
concerned, Susanna checked the time. Seven. “When does it
start?”

“In an hour. That’s why it ends a bit late. That’s a
cool dress.”

“What?” Susanna turned to the clothes rack. She had
pulled a hanger from it without looking. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m
trying to decide.”

“Where are you going?” Cynthia jumped up onto the
dresser and pulled one leg up, hugging it to her chest. Her eyes
had softened, and she smiled faintly.

“Dinner at Destiny’s Door, and don’t laugh now, but
clubbing at a place called YouMeShe.”

Cynthia’s eyes grew larger. “Really? Then that’s the
dress you want to go with. You can’t wear one of your staple black
dresses. Whoever you’re schmoozing will think you’re predictable
and boring.” Raising her chin in a clear challenge, Cynthia
motioned to the dress.

Not sure if it was entirely a compliment, or if it
was at all, Susanna regarded the dress that certainly wasn’t
boring. “All right.” She placed it on her bed and returned to pick
up some less conspicuous shoes, and lingerie, her mind returning to
the party Cynthia was going to. “All right. I’ll have a car collect
you at midnight. The driver will escort you to the front door, and
Lovisa will be here to make sure you’re all right.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Cynthia jumped off the dresser. She
left the master suite, and Susanna felt a surge of regret that
their movie night had been canceled. She had looked forward to
spending the Friday evening with her daughter and then getting a
chance to catch up with work afterward. Checking the time, Susanna
decided to skip the bath and instead have a shower. She admitted
reluctantly that she felt worn out after these last two weeks of
negotiations with the Italians. Once the contracts were signed, her
company would own the majority of the shares in a European fashion
house, which was right now co-owned by the up-and-coming
designers.

Having shed her work clothes, which always made her
feel like she was shedding her skin and becoming someone else, she
stepped under the spray of warm water and moaned quietly. Her
shoulders were always in knots, especially like this after















cover.jpg
 Gun Brooke .





