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  Chapter One


There are numerous benefits to having a friend who 1) loves to bake; and 2) doesn’t have his own kitchen. A dozen of those benefits are coming out of my oven right now. 
“Cassidy, wait, let them cool first,” Tanner warns me. He’s holding his spatula in a threatening manner, like he thinks that’s going to stop my quest for chocolate. Too bad for him that I’m fast, and I’m not afraid of burning the roof of my mouth. I dodge the weak plastic weapon and grab the cookie he just deposited on the cooling rack.
Ouch.
Maybe I should have listened. Molten chocolate is searing my finger, but I have to maintain a neutral expression and pretend it doesn’t hurt. I refuse to show weakness, so I take a careful bite, trying to keep as much cookie as possible between my teeth, rather than touching any of my soft tissues.
Tanner is watching me in amusement, lips quirked in a grin. His annoyingly adorable dimple is showing. For some reason, that always irritates me. Partly because I don’t like thinking he’s cute.
“These are delicious,” I assure him. “And plenty cool enough to eat.” One of those two statements is accurate. I think. It’s hard to taste the flavor while protecting my tongue.
“I’m not falling for that. I can be patient.”
“Hey, cookies!” My brother wanders into the kitchen and takes one directly from the pan, sliding it off in a soft crumbly mess. “Ow! These are hot!”
“Good thing you took out an insurance policy for your fingers,” I comment. I’m not joking; his hands are worth a lot of money, though not nearly what his voice is insured for. As a world-famous musician, he’s rather dependent on both of those things for his career. And as his assistant, I’m rather dependent on them as well.
Powell drops the cookie on the marble countertop and wipes the melted chocolate chips on his shorts. “I’ll eat it later. I’m really just here to share some exciting news.” He pauses dramatically to ensure we’re both listening.
“Well?” I ask when his pause becomes a little too dramatic. He craves attention, and it’s been over a month since his last performance, so he’ll take whatever audience he can find, however limited and unwilling it may be.
“I’m getting married!” Somehow, he manages to make the proclamation with a straight face.
“Congrats!” Tanner moves to give him one of those manly handshakes that turn into half hugs. My reaction is less celebratory. I cross my arms and lean against the counter.
“No, you aren’t.”
“Yes, I am.” Powell widens his light golden eyes in earnestness, but he can’t fool me.
“Powell, you aren’t even dating anyone, and if you wanted an arranged marriage, wouldn’t I be involved in the vetting process? So, no, you aren’t. Tanner, stop congratulating him. He’s a liar.”
“No, Deedee, I am,” my brother insists, using my childhood nickname as if that will convince me of the truthiness of his words. “I mean, not, like, immediately; there’s no date set or anything.”
“Who’s the bride?” I ask because I’m pretty sure when you get married, another person is supposed to be involved, and as of the last time I talked to him—an hour ago—my delusional brother was still completely single.
“I don’t know yet.”
See, here’s something annoying about Powell: he is wholly incapable of telling stories. He does well in media interviews because questions flow in a predictable order, and he normally has been given advance prep on those, as well as talking points. In real life, prying information out of him is like trying to ask a two-year-old where they hid your car keys. You might find out eventually, but it will involve cajoling, threats, and listening to a lot of extraneous details.
“Okay, Powell, we’re going to start this conversation over again.” I’m speaking to him slowly, enunciating every word. “You want to tell us that you would like to be married at some point in the future. What is your plan for going about this?”
He sighs, annoyed that I’m talking down to him, but he’s aware of his conversational shortcomings. He knows my tone is justified. Or he should know—I’ve had to use it often enough.
“I signed up for a matchmaker service,” he finally provides the information that would have been helpful at the very beginning. “Have you heard of Felicity L’Amour?”
“The millionaire matchmaker?” Tanner asks in surprise. I wouldn’t have expected Tanner to recognize the name. Perhaps he’s taken paparazzi shots by their offices before.
“Yeah, that’s her. I met up with her when I was out in LA. She personally accepted my application. She’s going to find me a wife.”
Oh, I wish I could see that application. And I can’t help but wonder how large of a check accompanied it. I should have gone with him on that trip—Powell should never be allowed unsupervised.
“A wife? Or a girlfriend? Because you sound like you’re skipping an important step or two.”
My brother takes another cookie—not the one he dropped—and pokes the top cautiously to test it, before shoving the whole thing in his mouth. We wait an impossibly long time for him to finish chewing before he finally responds. “I’m ready to settle down. I’m putting a ring on the finger of the next woman I fall in love with. Should be soon.” He speaks with the utmost confidence, as though thousands of women are lined up, eager to rush to the altar with him. Truthfully, they probably are. I could post a notice on one of the fan forums, and he’d be inundated with photos of women in wedding dresses who have been praying for this opportunity.
This is not a new development either. Powell has been marriage-ready for years. Many men at his level of looks and popularity prefer to play the field, but he’s always been a serial monogamist. Sadly, his last girlfriend cheated on him. Her infidelity didn’t break his heart since that particular relationship was more publicity-based than love-based, but his feelings were hurt, and his resultant drinking binge led tangentially to the explosive murder of his close friend and former bandmate, Jace Monroe. So overall it wasn’t a great situation.
I plaster a fake smile on my face. “That’s wonderful! I’m going to call Mom and Hank and tell them. Do you want me to start planning an engagement party? Tanner, you’re a portrait photographer. Can we hire you to do the engagement shoot?”
“I’ll do it for free as my wedding gift,” Tanner offers. “But I want to post the pictures online for my portfolio.”
“Fantastic. I’ll have Powell’s attorney draw up a contract. Now let’s talk venues. Those tend to book well in advance, so we should start making some calls. I’m thinking next spring? Maybe up in Sedona? Powell, will I be a groomswoman, or do you think your bride will want me on her side? I’m picky about dress colors.”
“The wedding photography is a bigger job; I’m not up for that,” Tanner jumps in on the planning with me. “I’ll help you find someone though. You’ll want at least three still photographers and two videographers, and maybe a drone? People are doing interesting things with those lately.”
“Okay, enough,” Powell interrupts. He would have stopped us sooner, but he’d shoved two more fresh cookies in his mouth. “I’m not ready to plan the actual wedding. Besides, my fiancée will probably want some input on that. And you two aren’t funny! I was making an important announcement about some major changes in my life, and you’re turning everything into a joke.”
“We’re happy for you, I promise. It’s just all so sudden.” I can’t help but keep teasing him. I mean, he is trying to buy a bride. That’s certainly a tease-worthy event.
“I bought you a membership too, Cass. Maybe we’ll have a double wedding.” My brother’s grin is somehow menacing, and I no longer find any humor in this situation.
“No, you didn’t.” Surely enrollment in a dating service would require my consent. He can’t just sign me up; he can’t forge my signature. I mean, literally, he can’t. He’s tried before but can’t get it through his head that just because I’m female doesn’t mean I dot my i’s with hearts. It’s a giveaway every time.
“I sure did. I didn’t get you the guaranteed package, but you’re now a happy member of the LoveMatch Singles Network. Our intake interviews are the day after tomorrow, and our first event is next weekend. You’re welcome.”
Oh, how I want to throw something at him, but the only things within reach are too good to waste by bouncing them off his face. Damn Tanner for making delicious cookies.
“You’re . . . you’re looking for a boyfriend?” Tanner sort of stutters the question, and an uncomfortable vibe settles over the kitchen.
“Absolutely not. Powell, you had no right to sign me up for anything!”
“But you’re single.” He shrugs as though he’s done nothing wrong and enrolling me in an expensive matchmaking service is a common and normal thing for an older sibling to do. “Why not make a positive change?”
“This isn’t funny anymore,” I protest. “You’re the one looking, not me. I shouldn’t have to hang out with a bunch of desperate people with ticking biological clocks.”
“Is that what you expect? The parties are mostly going to be full of rich people who are too busy to bother with dating apps and want to outsource the work of finding a partner.”
“That doesn’t sound any better! I don’t need to outsource my dating life.”
“You haven’t been doing a good job insourcing it either. Why not try something new? Cass, we almost died recently. Isn’t it time to start living?”
“Powell!” I protest again, but he’s not looking at me anymore. His eyes glaze over, he hums a few bars, mumbles something about ‘time to start living’ and abruptly leaves the kitchen. But he does grab a cookie on the way out, which causes me to yell after him. “POWELL! GET BACK HERE!”
“I thought you weren’t allowed to disturb him when he drifts into songwriting mode,” Tanner says. He’s correct. When Powell gets that vague dreamy look, I’m supposed to make sure he has a notebook or recording device and clear the area, so he can write a hit and make another couple million dollars. However, that’s not what my brother is doing.
“He’s faking.” I slam my hand down on the counter in frustration, which only results in a stinging palm and a greater level of frustration. “If he were actually writing, he wouldn’t have paused for a snack. I hate when he does that!” He doesn’t do it often, but this is how my brother ducks out of uncomfortable conversations. He’s probably heading off to his bedroom to scroll through a catalog of LoveMatch bachelorettes.
“Was he really serious?” Tanner removes the final batch from the oven and carefully transfers them to the rack, keeping a cautious eye on my thieving hands. “About the dating service?” His voice is slightly higher than usual, as though making an effort to keep his tone light.
“Yep. When he makes a decision, he sticks to it. If he’s decided he’s getting married, you better make sure you have a suit that fits.”
“You think I’d be invited?” Tanner seems absurdly pleased by his hypothetical invitation to a not-yet-existing wedding.
“Why wouldn’t you be? If Powell didn’t invite you, I would.” And I’d buy him a tailored suit, too. Otherwise, who knows what ill-fitting rag he’d show up in? He spends all his time behind cameras, so he’s not one to care too much about his own appearance.
“I don’t know, sounds like you’re getting a LoveMatch, too. Your new boyfriend won’t like you bringing me to a family event.”
“I’m not interested in dating,” I remind him. I don’t like talking about boyfriends with Tanner.
“But you’re going to your intake appointment?”
“Yeah, I guess so. It’s paid for.” I’ll go for Powell’s sake though, not mine. I need to accompany him to the matchmaking events, help weed out the women who are after a piece of his fame and fortune.
“Of course, money is the reason. You certainly can’t ask for a refund.” Tanner turns his back on me and starts washing the remaining dishes. He usually cleans as he goes, so baking trays are all that’s left. He’s scrubbing rather harder than necessary.
“Stop being like that. You know this is my job. I’m Powell’s assistant. Sometimes I have to do things I don’t want to.”
His shoulders tense for a moment, then relax. “Sorry. I was just caught off guard by the whole matchmaker thing. Jace’s fans aren’t going to be happy. They want you to stay single forever.”
“Ugh. Don’t remind me.” When Jace died, his will identified me as the love of his life, and our ‘story’ has been thoroughly romanticized in gossip blogs and fan forums. The sad truth is that, while he may have been in love with me, he never made that clear in life, and I never reciprocated. But I’m media savvy enough to know what will happen to me if I ever admit that, so I smile and pretend. Only a few months have passed since the media got their hands on a copy of the will, and I’m already tired of the attention. I was tired of the attention about five seconds in, actually.
“Well, I guess I’m done here.” Tanner dries his hands and begins packing the cookies into a couple of boxes. I don’t honestly know what he does with all that he bakes, but he always leaves plenty behind as a thank you, so I’m not overly concerned with the rest.
“Are you okay?” I ask, because he’s moving rather stiffly, and his cheerful mood of earlier has completely evaporated.
“I’m fine. I’m happy for you and your brother and how lucky you are to be offered the chance to find happiness with the special match of your dreams.” I recognize that last part—it’s the tagline from LoveMatch commercials.
“Sarcasm is unbecoming in a man,” I inform him. Inwardly, I’m cringing. I don’t want to join a cheesy club for singles. And I want to smooth this over; I don’t like when Tanner gets all weird and rude. “Want to stay and hang out? Go for a swim?”
“Can’t.” He rarely turns down an opportunity to jump in my pool, so I’m surprised. I’m even more surprised when he gives his reason: “I’m on my way to a poker game. That’s why I made the cookies.”
“You can’t play poker!”
“Why not? You and I aren’t in a relationship, you can’t tell me what to do.” Where did that sudden defensiveness come from?
“Tanner!” He possesses the singular ability to go from zero to offended in no time flat. He is so ridiculously prickly sometimes.
“No, Cass, I’m serious. You can’t tell me what I’m allowed to do with my free time. Don’t act all mad just because I don’t want to swim with you.”
“I meant you can’t play because you can’t bluff. Your stupid dimple gives you away all the time. But never mind. Go lose all your money, see if I care.”
I hate the way his lips quirk and his ridiculous obnoxious annoying dimple flashes while he tries to think of a cutting response. But all he can come up with is “I guess I’ll see you later,” and he and his baked goods go out the door.






  
  Chapter Two


Twelve dozen red roses have just shown up on my doorstep, accompanied by an impressively large gold-wrapped box of chocolates, and an envelope addressed to me. 
“Powell, did you order me flowers?” I shout. I’m not stupid enough to bring them inside. We’ve been attacked enough lately, and even though the people who tried to commit murder-via-bombing are either in jail or incapacitated, I’m still wary.
“Red roses are for romance,” my brother says, coming up behind me and looking over my shoulder at the extravagant display. “So, no, definitely not from me. Tanner?”
I have to laugh at that. “Why would Tanner send me flowers?”
“I don’t know; you still haven’t told me what’s going on with you two. I just know that during the three weeks I was out of town, he was over here every single day.” He arches a brow expectantly, like I’m about to confess to a torrid love affair.
“What makes you think he was here?” If he was spying on me through the security cameras, I’m going to enact revenge by leaking embarrassing photos. I have a whole file of them: bad hair days, drooling in his sleep, the unfortunate see-through pants incident.
“I recognize my own house.” At my blank stare, Powell adds, “I follow him on SwiftaPic. He posts a lot. Plus, Omaha keeps me updated. He tells Mike, and Mike tells me.”
They’re playing a game of security guard telephone. I’m lucky that’s all Omaha—our neighborhood gate guard—passed along. It’s true, Tanner was over here nearly every day during Powell’s trip. He even stayed overnight in one of the guest suites several times. But that’s because I was almost murdered recently, and sometimes I don’t like being alone. Some nights I was scared. I did crash at our parents’ house a few times, but Mom was beginning to get concerned about me, and I don’t like to worry her. Tanner is my friend. He doesn’t mind staying up late and watching movies or spending afternoons by the pool. And he doesn’t make me talk about uncomfortable subjects. He’s content to sit in silence.
Powell nudges me. “So, who sent them? Check the card.”
“I don’t want to touch it in case there’s a bomb.” As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I realize how ridiculous they sound. I’m trying to overcome my paranoia, but it’s only been a little over a month since our attack. My face may have healed, but my nerves haven’t.
“Want me to call Mike and have him bring a bomb squad here?” Powell teases. No, I don’t need his security expert to come out, cast a skeptical glance at the mysterious offering, and break down into hysterical fits of laughter. “Besides,” my brother adds, “This is probably your welcome package.”
“Welcome to what?” I reluctantly pick up the oversized bouquet to bring it inside. Powell grabs the gold box and rips off the outer layer of foil on the way to the kitchen—to see if they’re melted is the excuse he makes.
“Read the label,” I reflexively remind him.
“Peanut-free facility,” he points to the writing on the package. The box is still factory sealed, so it should be fine. After his recent hospitalization, he decided he should enroll in one of those allergy desensitization programs, ones where doctors carefully feed little bits of the allergen to train the immune system to eventually view them as less of a threat. But since it’s life-and-death related rather than music related, my slacker brother hasn’t scheduled anything yet.
I’m too busy opening up the other envelope to argue with him when he starts helping himself to my chocolates.
“Dear Ms. Cassidy Corbitt—they got my name wrong—welcome to the LoveMatch Millionaires’ Circle,” I read aloud. “Powell, what the hell is this?”
“I told you I bought you a membership.” His voice is garbled by stolen candy.
“Yes, but Millionaires’ Circle?”
“Of course.” He finally swallows and clears his throat. “You’re a millionaire. That’s where you belong, so that’s the level I enrolled you at. It gets you admission to all the swanky events. They’re very exclusive.”
“Where’s your welcome package?”
“I’m in the guaranteed match level, and they sent me diamond cufflinks. So there.”
I don’t know what that childish retort is supposed to mean. Wait. “Are you jealous that I got chocolates and you didn’t? Powell, they gave you diamonds.”
“I already have cufflinks; I didn’t already have a box of chocolates. Try one of the round ones—they’re caramel.” Empty wrappers are piling up on the counter, even though he’s only had the box open for two minutes. And I haven’t had any yet! I swat his hand before he can grab another.
“Those are mine. If you’re forcing me to join a matchmaker club, I’m keeping my benefits.”
“So, you will join? Good. I wasn’t sure, what with Tanner and all . . .” He trails off and looks at me expectantly. That’s the second time he’s managed to bring Tanner up in the past few minutes. Powell needs to get over this obsession.
“Nothing is going on there. We’re just friends.”
“Are you sure? Because I think—” 
I slap his hand harder as he sneakily makes another attempt at my treats. I’m on to this game, using Tanner as a distraction. Nice try. Powell should know better anyway; Tanner’s too much a relationship kind of guy, and I’m too much the opposite.
“I think you should shut up about Tanner.” I pick up the letter again. “I think I should find my”—I scan the page—“soulful love match, who reaches deep into my heart and completes me. Powell, come on. What kind of crap is this? How did they sucker you in? You’re smarter than that.”
“There’s a guaranteed level. Felicity promised she can find me true love. That’s what I want. But I need your help. I signed you up so you can go to the events with me. You’re . . . I hate to say this and please don’t get a big head over it, but you’re a better judge of character than me.” 
That’s sweet but misguided of him since the last person I befriended tried to murder us both.
“I knew that about us. Why can’t I go as your assistant? Why do I have to be matched too?” I’d rather follow him around with a clipboard, taking notes and checking off boxes. Pretty? Check. Maternal instincts? Check. Puts up with Powell’s nonsense? Check.
“It’s the only way. There are all kinds of non-disclosure agreements we need to sign. For the millionaire level and beyond, the events are very exclusive, and they don’t want people gossiping about them. After I commit to someone, I’m required to do a couple of publicity statements and recommendations. But before that, nobody can know that I—that either of us, actually—are clients. Felicity doesn’t want people signing up just to meet me.” If it’s meant to be a secret, maybe he shouldn’t have mentioned any of this in front of a member of the press. Tanner won’t tell anyone though.
Ah, my search through the paperwork uncovered those NDAs. A copy of the full contract is here, and I am appalled at how much my brother is shelling out for my membership. “If my level costs this much, what are you paying for your guarantee?” I ask, after I pop my eyeballs back into their sockets. This is absurd.
“About twice that, plus a premium when I become serious with ‘the one.’” He shrugs, seemingly unconcerned with frittering away so much money. “It’s worth it, Cass.”
“At these prices, I should hope so. Your bride better come with her own engagement ring.”
“I have to buy a six-figure ring,” he admits, wiggling his own fingers as though imagining what a rock like that would weigh. “One of my choice, though.” 
Likely from an approved list of designers, all of whom provide kickbacks to LoveMatch.
“You had to sign a contract about what ring you purchase? That’s ludicrous. Are you going to get a choice of woman, or is Felicity buying you one somewhere? This whole guarantee sounds kind of creepy and possibly like a very expensive prostitution scam.”
“No, it’s not like that. I’m starting to think your soul is utterly devoid of romance.” He blinks and that familiar song-idea haze settles over him. But I’m not letting him run away this time, so I poke him in the chest.
“And I’m starting to think you’re too gullible. Did you have your lawyer read the contract before you signed?”
“Of course.” He glares at me indignantly, offended that I could possibly suggest that he may have made such an oversight. Then his eyes dart from side to side guiltily. “I mean, I meant to. I don’t remember if he ever got back to me.”
“Powell! What’s wrong with you? You need to protect yourself and your assets! Is what Felicity doing even legal?”
“If it wasn’t legal, she’d have been put out of business by now. LoveMatch Singles Network has been around for over twenty years.”
“Really? I thought they were new.” I’ve been hearing their ads a lot lately—so has Tanner, apparently—but I don’t recall having heard of them prior to the past couple of months.
“They used to be only in New York and LA. Felicity is expanding to other cities. The Phoenix branch is the latest addition. That’s part of why she’s excited to have me onboard, and it’s how I know I can trust her. If I give her a good endorsement, they gain a foothold over the cheaper knock-off versions. If she screws up with me, I plaster that all over social media. And then what happens to her business?”
While I’d like to tell my brother he’s full of himself and not nearly as important as he thinks he is, he’s actually right in this case. His name sells products. His endorsement will be marketing gold for Felicity. Conversely, he can destroy her with a single negative posting.
“That’s true for you, but I still don’t understand why you’re roping me in. If you hit it off with someone at one of these events, I’m sure you’ll see her outside of the events, too, and I can make my character judgments then. I don’t need to be physically present at the start of the relationship.”
“When’s the last time you had an actual real-life boyfriend?” he asks but continues before I can answer. “Your freshman year of college, right before you dropped out. That’s it. Other than that, what’s your record? Three, maybe four dates? Maybe it’s time you give yourself a chance to open up to somebody. I think you could be really happy if you had a boyfriend who loved you and cared about you. Since you reject everybody I ever suggest, you may as well try this method. You don’t have anything to lose.”
“Fine. But I don’t like it.” I slam the papers down on the counter, take my chocolates, and retreat to my room. Yes, I will end up going with him, and yes, I will subject myself to personality tests and whatever else the intake entails. But I won’t be happy about it. And I won’t share any more of my membership bonus.


      [image: ]Powell’s allergies mean I have to get rid of all of the flowers, so after an hour of pouting and chocolate eating, I load them up and take them to Star Fitness. I figure they’ll brighten up the front desk, and anyone who wants a bouquet can help themselves. I’ll need to make a little ‘free to a good home’ sign, and I’m done with them. Plus, I can hop on a machine and work off all the calories I just consumed.
As I’m pulling into the parking lot, I spot Tanner’s van. It’s a rundown junky looking thing, but the dents are all strategically placed for cosmetic de-appeal, and the rust is fake. Since he lives in it, he keeps the outside camouflaged for safety reasons. His strategy works. Nobody has ever broken in, though he claims he had his tires stolen once, probably by someone who thought it was an abandoned vehicle. He’s lucky he isn’t towed regularly.
I park my cute little Boxster next to him, right as he’s getting out and grabbing his gym bag. Perfect, I could use an extra set of hands.
“Are you here for the spin class?” he asks when he sees me. “Best put on some lipstick. I’m taking pictures before my workout today.” We have a bartering arrangement: he takes photos for the gym’s website and SwiftaPic account in exchange for a membership. It benefits us both. This is the nicest—and most expensive—gym in town, a place he could never afford. And he’s building up my follower count and providing excellent marketing that I don’t have to delegate to someone on my payroll.
“I was . . . but I don’t want my picture taken. I’m glad you still have your van. I was afraid you’d lose it at your poker game.”
Tanner laughs at me. “You think I’d gamble my van? I was playing with a group of photographers. The ante was a quarter, Cassidy. The largest pot was about eight bucks and a lens cap.”
“Oh.” Given his characteristic frugality, I should have assumed that.
“What kinds of poker games do you go to?”
“I once saw Xander lose his watch, a Jaguar, and a hyacinth macaw, all on one hand.” To be fair, my least favorite of Powell’s former bandmates had won the bird earlier in the evening and didn’t really want it. He was mad about the vehicle, though. Not so much the watch, but that’s because it was a well-crafted knock off. “I wasn’t gambling, I was there to support Powell, and keep him out of the game. He’s like you, he can’t bluff.”
Tanner’s lips are twitching. He can’t decide between criticizing the wealthy in general or Xander specifically. Personally, I’d go with mocking Xander. He’s an easy target. Finally, he comes to a decision, runs his hands through his permanently disheveled hair and asks, “Jaguar the car, or the animal?”
“Use your imagination.”
He’s struggling to avoid making one of his disparaging ‘rich people’ comments, but it’s still all over his face. “If Powell doesn’t play, why did he go to a poker game anyway?”
“We don’t turn down yacht parties.”
“You . . . I don’t know why I even ask.” He slings his bag over his shoulder and starts to walk toward the gym, pausing when he realizes I’m not coming with him.
“Wait! Can you help me unload these flowers first?” I pop open my trunk to reveal the bundles of red roses, belatedly realizing I should have put them in boxes.
“Wow, somebody has a secret admirer,” he says. “Or maybe not so secret? Who are they from?” There’s a hint of something in his voice that almost sounds like jealousy. He’s got no reason to be jealous. I’m sure he has admirers aplenty.
“These are from Felicity L’Amour, as a symbol of all the romantic gifts I am going to receive from my new boyfriend, identity to be determined at a later date.”
“You’re definitely going through with it? I thought you might have changed your mind.”
“Only for Powell’s sake. I can’t send him out into a pool of sharks alone, can I?” I mean, I could, but I don’t trust that he’d emerge unscathed, in either his heart or his wallet.
“You know what your problem is?” Tanner asks, a sure sign he’s about to insult me.
“Lack of help unloading all these roses?”
“No, you’ve got that.” He scoops up an armload, wincing as a few thorns find his unprotected forearms. “Your problem is that you’re a pushover. You never stand up for yourself.”
“That is categorically untrue.” I gather the rest of the unwanted membership perk and use my foot to slam the trunk shut.
“It is. It’s absolutely true. You present this façade of a strong independent woman. When I first met you, I thought you were completely emotionless and stony. But then I eventually realized that you hide everything deep down inside. And instead of asserting yourself or doing anything for you, for yourself, you just sort of . . . obey.”
“Excuse me?” I’m about to find out if I can break a bouquet over his head. “I am not obedient. And I’m not a pushover.”
“You are. Like right now, you’re about to prostitute yourself out because Powell asked you to. It’s not what you want, it’s not what you need, but you’re going to participate anyway. Everything you do is because your brother wants you to, or because it helps his career and enables you to stay in the background. When I helped out with that magazine photo shoot of you after Jace died and left you all his new music, I noticed something. You were just going through the motions. I don’t know exactly what you were feeling because you don’t believe in showing anything other than stoicism, but you clearly did the shoot out of a sense of obligation, not because you wanted to. You parroted whatever Powell’s publicist told you to say, and I don’t think any of it was real. Even later, after you were almost murdered and had your face broken, you kept every emotion locked down tight and did whatever the FBI and the publicist said afterward. Don’t you ever want to be yourself? Make a choice for you, not Powell?”
“Tanner,” I keep my tone even and firm, which he must love since it’s further evidence of me keeping my emotions locked down. “Powell pays me a salary to be his assistant. Sometimes my work is easy. Sometimes, it’s stupid. Sometimes I attend yacht parties filled with wild animals, other times I find myself at a matchmaker club trying to find a sister-in-law. It’s all part of the job.”
“I don’t think it is. I think it’s part of you going along with everything and doing whatever your brother asks. If he wasn’t paying you, would you still go?”
“Of course. If I wasn’t working for him, he’d still be my brother and my closest friend. Human beings do helpful things for the people they care about. Are you telling me that if one of your siblings asked you to please attend a singles event with them, where food and drinks are provided, you wouldn’t go?” I had to throw in that reference to the food, because Tanner never turns down a free meal. He’s frugal. He likes to go down to the Herberger Institute and sit through talks, just for the free pizza. Sure, he claims he’s there to learn stuff, but I’m almost positive his primary motivation is not having to pay for lunch.
“I’m not the person any of my siblings would call,” Tanner admits. “I would do something like that for my friend. But not all the time. And I wouldn’t go to a singles party if I was interested in anybody.”
“Okay?” I’m not following.
He stares at me for a moment, green eyes narrowed, before he lets out a long sigh. “Fine. Whatever. Let’s take these flowers inside so you can show them off.”
“I’m putting a free sign on them so people can take them to their loved ones. If you had anyone you cared about, you could help yourself, too.”
“If only,” he mutters, following me into the building.
Here’s the joy of having an assistant, the kind of thing Powell takes advantage of: the assistant manager is at the desk, so I hand off the distribution of the flowers to her. “Can you set these out around the lobby with some free signs?” I ask. “I’d like them all gone today.”
“Sure.” As Adriana is bustling around, setting up a display, I am going to go hop on an elliptical. If I’m getting dragged to my LoveMatch intake, I’m going to sweat my frustrations out with cardio—but not in a spin class with an annoying and unnecessarily sullen paparazzo.






  
  Chapter Three


The LoveMatch offices are in downtown Phoenix, in an outwardly generic brick office building. We arrive a few minutes late, because Powell is a celebrity and celebrities, even those who own watches worth more than the average house, are notoriously unpunctual. Time waits for them, and nobody even calls them on it. Well, I do. That’s why I spent most of the drive over here pointing out that our appointment was supposed to start at one o’clock. Powell has never been late for a performance, but with everything else, he’s flexible. 
As I expect, nobody comments on our tardiness. Instead, we are welcomed with applause the moment we step into the lobby. Powell is in his element. Applause makes him glow with health and beauty and recharges his depleted reserves. He flashes his magazine-ready smile, raises his hand in a wave, and thanks them for their effusive welcome.
Meanwhile, I’m shivering and digging through my bag for my pashmina. One thing about summer: it’s boiling outside, but businesses keep their air conditioning set to arctic chill. Once I’m wrapped in warm cashmere, I can look around at the crowd of employees and discover the horror of the building. Yes, the horror. The room we are in is . . . pink. Very, very pink. Like a semi-truck carrying Valentine’s Day decorations crashed into a vat of strawberry ice cream, and the contents of both geysered out, drenching every available surface. For a company that charges such exorbitant rates, I would have expected they could afford something classier.
Felicity herself has flown out from the Los Angeles offices for this meeting. She practically dances out from the crowd of clapping employees and greets us both with double cheek kisses.
“Mr. Corbitt, I am so thrilled you are joining us. I assure you, love is in the air! And your beautiful sister! Oh, my poor Ms. Corbitt, I am well aware of your past heartache, and I am here to help you heal.” She dramatically places a hand over her own heart, as if to show me where she plans to heal me. She is, of course, referring to the loss of Jace Monroe, and the mischaracterization of our relationship memorialized in his will. I swear, Jace’s referral to me as the love of his life will haunt me forever. It doesn’t help that the same people who killed him later made an attempt on Powell’s and my lives as well. That just added more drama and intrigue to the whole thing.
“I’m not sure I’m ready to move on,” I tell her, in as sorrowful a voice as I can manage, in an effort to use the pretend relationship to get me out of trying to find a real one. Powell shoots me an annoyed glare. He knows the truth, but he also knows better than to argue about it publicly.
“Don’t worry, baby sis, I’m sure that in time, the right man will come along to teach you how to love again. I have high hopes for you. And if not, I support your choice to be a spinster. I’ll even buy you robotic cats.” He throws an arm around my shoulders in an affectionate hug.
“Robotic?” Felicity asks, not getting my brother’s joke.
“Just because you’re allergic doesn’t mean I can’t have real cats to keep me company and eat my body after I die alone,” I remind him, with a sharp elbow to the ribs. “I’ve made my peace with that.”
“No! No, no, no, no! Ms. Corbitt, I will not allow you to give up on loooove!” Felicity pronounces the word love as though she’s imbuing it with magic, as though that word is the only thing that matters in the entire world. I am not going to enjoy this process. “Now, please, please, both of you come with me, let us begin this journey together.”
She links Powell’s arm in hers and leads us down a pink-walled hallway with pink marble floors to a conference room that is mercifully slightly less pink than the rest of the place. It is full of flowers, though, and Powell immediately balks.
“Don’t worry, these are silk,” Felicity assures him. “We don’t use real flowers because they are dying, and what kind of symbolism is that? No, silk flowers, like the love you will find, will last forever! Please, take a seat. My assistant will bring you a drink.” She claps her hands, and the lights dim. A screen lowers from the ceiling. I didn’t see her hit a button, so I wonder if it is clap activated? I try to discreetly clap my hands under the table, but either that’s not the trigger, or I wasn’t loud enough.
A well-built man in a tight pink polo shirt and white pants enters with a tray of drinks. We are provided rosé champagne—to celebrate loooove!—and bottles of water. As Powell sips his champagne and I open my thankfully non-pink water, a video begins playing on the screen. The opening scene is provocative, to say the least.
“Whoa,” Powell mutters. “If the rest of those clothes come off, I’m leaving.” Good, I’m glad he doesn’t want to sit around watching soft-core porn with his sister.
“Loooove,” Felicity’s voiceover starts. “That magical connection bringing two souls together. Loooove. What we all seek, and what only I can help you find.”
The couple on screen fades out and is replaced by Felicity, wearing a swirling pink gown and a white fur stole. 
“Greetings, seekers. I’m Felicity L’Amour, and I am here to bring you the love you deserve. Welcome to LoveMatch, where all of your dreams can come true!” Her accent wavers between American and something vaguely but generically European.
The remainder of the video has the production values of a mid-nineties
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