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      December 24

      

      It was nine-fifteen p.m. on Christmas Eve, and Daphne Cardenas was tipsy and full. She’d just had really good sushi, a few glasses of red wine, and the best strawberry tart in the city. But she was at a Christmas buffet in the best hotel in the city, and that meant she wouldn’t be settling for only one of the tarts. She stood up from her table, where she was currently the fifth wheel among couple friends, and headed to the dessert spread to consider her next indulgence.

      The guy was looking at her. She felt it, and it was why she looked up from admiring the pavlova. He was not scanning the pastries, no chance. That look of intensity, that hint of recognition, that was meant for her. Or for a stray cat that wound up inside this guy’s car and scratched up the interior. It wasn’t hostile, but it wasn’t the warmest look either.

      Great, Daphne thought. Where did I meet this guy, and what did I do to him?

      She would need a moment or seven to figure this one out. Daphne was completely aware that there were people who hated her guts, for a variety of reasons. But this guy?

      He was handsome. No, hot. No, scorching hot. He seemed to be about her age. Did she meet him at work? Was he, oh shit, a former client? Did she leave any grooms unhappy with how she managed their wedding days?

      She would remember though. She would remember if she ever oversaw the ceremony of a guy like this one. She would have thought for a second about how she helped send another guy off the market. She’d jokingly mourn. Point was, she’d remember. So, probably not a former client.

      Was he a former setup? As a thirty-four-year-old, Daphne had gone on more well-intentioned setup-style dates than she could count. They came at her from all sides of her life, and when she was twenty-eight she was too polite and nice that she didn’t say no to any of them. This went on until she decided to stop giving a shit if she hurt feelings, so she said no to blind dates, but not before ending up on a date with someone she’d already seen, and not called. (“Oh God,” she said to one of them. “I guess I’ve confirmed that I have met ALL THE MEN and I’ve cycled back to the beginning!”) Yeah, that got her a new batch of people who would glare at her as she picked a dessert. Thankfully this happened in her thirties, when she was starting to redefine herself, and she decided that part of the redefinition was not caring whether she found a mate by a certain age.

      He couldn’t be one of those guys though, because no way did her matchmaker friends from high school or college or her aunts send someone who looked like him her way. None of them were that considerate.

      Maybe he looked different now? This guy sporting the glare also had the kind of curly longish dark brown hair she liked, the evening stubble she liked, the tats peeking out from the sleeve of the round neck black shirt, both things she also liked. If she had dated and dumped him, and he spent the intervening years building up the muscles, growing out his hair, getting inked, for revenge...well done. She was sufficiently shamed.

      She also no longer gave a fuck.

      “Excuse me,” she said to him. Sharp, direct. “Do we have a problem, you and I?”

      So that sounded a lot more confrontational when said aloud, but whatever. She was less easy to embarrass these days anyway, and if this cost her a chance with scorching hot glaring guy, then she’d shrug it off. She’d regret it for two seconds, but she’d live.

      He didn’t seem fazed though. Maybe his look softened a little, after being snapped at, but he didn’t back down.

      “No,” he replied. “No.” That second one was more to himself, like he was feeling it.

      Weird. So she got interrupted from her dessert selection for no reason, and he wasn’t even bothering to give her a lame pickup line. This was what happened when you were past a certain age? One silly thing after another.

      “Fine,” Daphne said. She turned around and picked up a panna cotta in a little shot glass, and left him there.
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      I am not full or tipsy enough for this.

      What was worse, the fifth wheel at a Christmas Eve dinner buffet, or this? Whatever the fresh hell this was? Because as soon as she sat her butt back down, he was approaching the table. Her table.

      “Great, now everyone’s here,” Greg said. Greg Delano, her friend. Fiancé of Helen Riva, who were couple-friends with Tamara and Pete, and then there was Daphne and the last empty seat. Helen had quickly jumped out of hers to hug this guy. Daphne tried to look deep into her panna cotta shot glass but she could feel his eyes on her, past his hug.

      She kicked Greg under the table. Her friend was a dick, but she wasn’t sure how this time. But there was obviously something fishy and it wasn’t the grilled tuna.

      “Hello again,” the guy said to her. He didn’t sound fake-friendly or fake-warm. He was civil. Friendly. Warm.

      Is this a date? Damn it. That would have been the quickest that she ruined a setup. He didn’t even get to sit down, before she completely did the wrong thing.

      Greg looked pleased with himself. Helen looked…it seemed like a complicated look right there. It was a look of being in on it, though.

      “Daphne Cardenas, this is Aaron Trinidad,” Greg said.

      Aaron slid into his thick, puffy, overly upholstered seat, bounced a little bit on it like a big little kid. The vibration that immediately coursed through her body made her realize that their chairs were touching, and damn how intimate.

      “Hello again,” she said to him, game face on.

      “So glad you had time to meet us here, Aaron,” Greg went on to say. “I hope we didn’t take you away from anything. But I figured a bachelor like you won’t have anything planned for Christmas Eve, right? I know what that was like.”

      She winced at that, and was taken aback that a subtler version of the same expression touched his face. Maybe he also hated Greg’s guts. Plus points for him, despite the strangeness at the dessert station.

      “You know I show up when it’s work,” he said, voice not as bouncy as earlier body language. “Because I’m a professional.”

      “Well that’s up for debate, isn’t it? Not like you’re certified or anything.”

      Oh my God. And then Daphne was keenly aware of how rigid her back had become, and probably his too, conveniently hidden by their puffy chairs.

      “So, what’s good to eat here?” Aaron asked, already pushing himself up again.

      “The lobster,” Helen said, and Daphne saw the pity.

      “Anyway,” Greg said, never mind that Aaron was already halfway out of earshot. “Aaron used to be our wedding planner. We invited you both here tonight so he can turn over his work for the last few weeks to you. And now you’ve met. Enjoying dinner, Daphne?”
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      Daphne wanted an explanation for this whole drama but now that she was getting it, she didn’t want it after all. Greg was talking, and probably thinking he was doing a convincing job of seeming human, ugh. What an ass. She was friends with a genuine asshole.

      “I can’t do this,” she said, cutting him off.

      “You already said yes.”

      “I know I did, but I’m saying no now. This isn’t right.”

      He didn’t even flinch. Maybe it was something the truly evil were incapable of doing. “There’s no wrong or right in business, Daphne. Professional or unprofessional—and this is totally professional.”

      “Not totally, when you’re ending his contract just because you don’t like him.”

      “His opinions about spending my money give me reason enough to fire him if I don’t trust him. And he’s getting paid for services rendered so far anyway.”

      There were people out there who’d call her cold and unfeeling, but even for her, this stung. Aaron Trinidad had been planning the Greg and Helen wedding for months, and he was getting replaced, by her, exactly one month before the big day.

      “You’re not paying him for day coordination then?” she asked. “Because he’s obviously not going to be doing it.”

      “Of course not. And don’t be all ethical on me. You’ve taken over for fired planners before, I know it.”

      “Because they screwed up,” Daphne said. “Because they disappeared. Because they were frauds. This guy who was doing all the work is here, and seems like he’s not a fraud or that huge of a screw-up. What did he do wrong?”

      “About the wedding? Nothing. But Helen is talking to him now about turning everything over to you, and he’s supposed to do it properly. Smooth transition.”

      “I said no.” Daphne didn’t like how sleazy this all suddenly seemed, and her reputation was worth something by now. “You’ve only got a month. Wait it out and if he’s that good, then he’ll be fine.”

      “We’re giving you the rate you asked for.”

      “It’s not about the money, Greg.” Hopefully he didn’t see through that white lie. Every peso helped. Daphne’s lifestyle was as glamorous as the best clients expected her to have, because appearances mattered. “And January is a really busy month for me.”

      They were at the outdoor grill, old friends Greg and Daphne, pretending to line up for seared tuna but actually discussing the terms of this transition. Somewhere on the other side of the restaurant, old friends Aaron and Helen were probably doing the same. Icky icky business.

      How long had Greg been Daphne’s friend? Too long, definitely the kind of old friend you meet during your formative years, the one who saw you when you didn’t look or feel beautiful, the kind who would take a three a.m. call from you and pick you up no matter which side of the highway you happened to be on. Damn it, why didn’t she cut ties with him sooner?

      “Tell me the truth,” she asked her friend, like she was trying to access the sixteen-year-old version of him again. Still stick-thin, hair floppier. “Or I’m walking away from here, right now. I’m dead serious.”

      Greg’s lids dropped, and for a second Daphne thought she saw real vulnerability and emotion in his eyes. But maybe it was smoke from the grill, and the breeze from the bay. Who knew what vulnerability looked like on him anymore; almost two decades of their friendship and she’d seen and heard a lot of evidence of his dickish behavior.

      “Helen’s in love with him,” he said.

      What? No. But...of course.

      “Well, maybe not now,” Greg added. “Not lately. But she carried a torch for that guy all through her early twenties. Like your thing with Dopey.”

      “You mean Dopey’s thing for me.”

      “Anyway. You know what I’m talking about. It was unrequited and when we first met, I could tell she was holding back on me because she was waiting for him.”

      It sounded like he was telling the truth. At least, Daphne could totally believe how someone like Helen could crush on Aaron for that long. It was entirely possible, damn those tats and that hair.

      “You hired him to plan your wedding.”

      “She did! Of course I wouldn’t. It should have been a red flag for me that she insisted, and now they’ve spent all this time together. I don’t want this kind of stress thinking she’ll run away with the guy we hired, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Does he actually like her? That way? Because my time is not cheap, Greg. I’m not going to take this on as a favor for you to fire me or stiff me later on when you realize how paranoid you’re being.”

      She and Greg did one of those stare-downs and she saw it, some hint of anger. Actual distrust, toward the other guy. “I won’t fire you. I don’t want any surprises either.”

      “Fine,” Daphne said, stretching out the word as long as her conscience would allow. “Fine. Damn it.”

      “You owe me,” Greg said.

      “I know that. But this is it, finally, Greg. You can’t call in another favor like this again. Unless you’re dying or something.”

      Then Greg’s face lit up because of the radiant smile that came over it. “Of course, of course. Consider us even forever.”

      “And you pay him his complete contract,” Daphne added. “As if he did day coordination. Exactly what you signed to.”

      “Done,” Greg said too quickly. Daphne maybe could have negotiated for more, but she was at a loss just then. “We’re good?”

      She sighed. “Yes.”

      “You’ll meet with him day after tomorrow.”

      “The day after Christmas, you mean.”

      “Yeah. Thanks, Daphne. I’m very grateful. You know why it had to be you, don’t you?”

      Daphne winced. “Because no one else in the industry owes you?”

      Greg laughed. “We can afford someone else, someone just as good as you. But you’re you.”

      “Which means what?”

      “You’re gorgeous, and single. And from the looks of it, Aaron’s type. If you end up hooking up with him, three birds with one stone, Daphne. My wedding goes as planned, Helen’s residual pining is crushed, and you get laid. It all works out!”

      Greg didn’t even complain when the little bowl of room temperature gravy not-so-accidentally soaked his coat and dripped onto his pants. Nothing dry cleaning wouldn’t fix, he’d said. She wasn’t the first person to hurl gravy at him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      December 26

      

      He asked to meet her at a tea shop, exactly the one she’d been planning to visit as soon as she had a chance. It was suspicious, like he had tapped into her idle thoughts somehow. She walked into the coziest little tea place she’d ever seen and couldn’t help it, couldn’t help feeling the delight that unfurled in her chest, then letting it make her smile. She caught herself looking happy a split second later and tried to wipe it off.

      This was a job.

      It was not a date.

      Why the hell did Helen Riva’s wedding planner look like that.

      Daphne liked being early for meetings. Arriving late wasn’t just awkward, but in her book the first person to complain about traffic gave up the upper hand in negotiations. They were frazzled on the way, and not only did it show, they admitted it. They admitted not being totally mentally there. She would never.

      This is why your dates don’t like you, she reminded herself. A date wasn’t a business meeting with negotiations—no wait, that was exactly what they were. She’d had a few guys rush to meet her at the restaurant twenty minutes late and complaining about whatever emergency, and she would sit there, serenely, and listen to them whine about all the things that made them late for her.

      Like a peek into the future, and she instantly knew she didn’t have the patience for it. Or them.

      So she was ten minutes early for her first meeting with Aaron Trinidad, and damn it, he was already there. Settled in, his arm lazily draped over the empty chair beside him, black coffee already drained to a third of a cup.

      The agenda for the day was right there in front of him. A large notebook, scrapbook style. The fingers of his other hand curled around the spiral binding.

      “Hey,” she said. “You’re early.”

      “Always,” Aaron replied. “How was the traffic?”

      Damn you. “Not bad at all. I know how to get here.” Before taking the seat across from his, Daphne pulled something out of her bag and deployed it—a hook, one of those things that you dangle off the edge of the table so you can hang your bag on it. He watched her work on that, amused.

      “You’ve never seen this before?” Done with it, she finally sat down.

      “I have. It’s a nice statement.”

      “It’s a hook for a bag.”

      “It means you don’t hang your bag on anyone else’s hook.”

      “It doesn’t have to mean anything, Aaron. It’s my first time here. You come here often?”

      “Need a recommendation?”

      She knew from reading reviews that this place carried dozens of variants of tea. Also, she liked it. She was a tea person. Friends knew this about her; she got tins from all over the world as gifts.

      Need a recommendation, my ass.

      “No, thank you.” Her eyebrow reacted to this though the rest of her face hopefully did not. There was a menu in front of her and she looked down at it instead. “I love tea. I’ll make my own choice.”

      That she did, calling the server and asking for a grape-and-cherry blend with a black tea base, and asked for it hot.

      “Just refill my coffee for me,” Aaron said, when the server paused to look at him.

      “That’s all you’re getting?”

      He shrugged. “I know what I like.”

      “How decisive of you.”

      He smiled at her. Boyish. But not too boyish, right? Because he was Helen’s age, and Helen was thirty-three. Still, she knew from meeting an impossible number of men aged twenty-five and up that youthfulness was a choice, and on some it didn’t look good.

      On him…

      She paused, then smiled. “Aaron, I want to say, I don’t like doing this. I told Greg as much, that changing planners so close to the day is insane, and I’m not particularly comfortable with the reasons.”

      “What’s his reason?”

      She bit into her lower lip. “There’s no good reason. But we can do this, can’t we? Since we’re stuck in it anyway. We can be professionals and make sure their day goes smoothly, and if anything screws it up it’ll be them, not you, not me. You think?

      “I got them to agree to pay you your full contract,” she continued. “So you can choose how involved you want to be, from this point on. It’s not fair, what they did to you.”

      This was a mess, and it was probably best to walk away from it. He was given an out; he should take it.

      “Hey,” he said. “I’m sorry it was weird when we first saw each other. Helen texted that you were taking over, but that was when I first saw her and talked to her about it. She never actually said I was getting fired until I got there.”

      “I’m really sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. I kind of guessed it, because Helen’s texts were weird. Sometimes she gets that way, and I know something’s up.”

      Well, if the firing had been Greg’s idea, then yeah, Helen wouldn’t be rushing to explain it. How awkward.

      “But we’re here, and this is work. January 24,” Aaron said, cracking his notebook open to the first page, which contained a handwritten checklist. “That’s the day, and most of the work’s been nailed down. The ceremony will be at Sacred Heart at four p.m., and the reception at the Ruby Shores Club at seven.”

      “You were able to block off the entire venue?”

      “Ruby Shores? One hundred eighty guests, the entire club.”

      “It’s an hour from church to reception, with the traffic. At least.”

      “You’re saying what?”

      She craned her neck, tried to look at his checklist from her angle. “There are nicer churches near Ruby Shores, and hotel ballrooms in the same price range nearer Sacred Heart. Was there a booking problem or something?”

      “Sacred Heart is Helen’s childhood parish,” Aaron said. “Her family still goes there. And Ruby Shores...because Helen likes roof decks.”

      “Oh. Well then. Can’t argue with what the bride wants.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “Show me the deposits for the venue?”

      “Here.” He’d divided his notebook into sections, color coded, and reception was green. He found the page where he’d secured the receipt for the club reservation and turned the notebook around so she’d see it right-side up. Daphne reached for the page and tore it right off—

      Which was apparently the wrong thing to do because he gasped like she had nicked him with something sharp.

      “Hey! What the hell?”

      “What?” She said it innocently, severed page flapping in her right hand. “I have a different filing system.” She used clear books, and was in the middle of pulling one out from her bag. “I put all the receipts together...anyway, it shouldn’t matter. Give me your notebook?”

      He pulled it toward his body, protecting it from her. He still looked a little shocked. “I don’t think so.”

      “What? Really?”

      “I think I’m going to hang on to this while you haven’t been briefed completely. Wouldn’t want you to lose context once you tear out my pages.”

      “You’re kidding me. You’re bothered by this? I’m just...reclassifying the same info!”

      “You shouldn’t do that until I’ve told you everything. Absolutely everything. You don’t know the client like I do.”

      “Oh I know Greg pretty well,” she said with an inadvertent little sneer.

      “Is he an ex-boyfriend or something?”

      How awful. “No!” Then she sighed. “But we go way back. And this is a job, it doesn’t matter what I think of him.”

      “Well, I know Helen,” Aaron said. “I know her a lot more than you do, and I think you’ll agree that this day should be about her.”

      “This is my career, Aaron. I think I’ve earned the right to think I’m good at it,” Daphne said through gritted teeth.

      “I didn’t say you weren’t. I’m pretty sure you will be better at this than me every single time, every client, for as long as you and I live.” He sounded like he meant that. “Except this time. Except this client. Helen can be a complicated person but I know her, Daphne.”

      “How well do you know her, exactly?”

      His eyes rolled up. “I’m her friend. Known her since high school. Platonically.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Helen’s always had a boyfriend. I don’t date people already in a relationship.”

      Work meeting, work meeting. For some reason she kept losing control of this fact, kept sliding into the date template, when
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