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ladies in Room Service are no exception! They’re both fun,
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Abby and Sasha, not only to be together, but also that both of them
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Riley.”—TBQ’s Book Palace
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“The leads have great chemistry and the author’s
writing style is very engaging.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian,
Waterloo Library (UK)

“Two strong women that make their way towards each
other with a tiny little nudge from some friends, what’s not to
like?”—The Reading Penguin’s Reviews

“Unlikely Match is super easy to read with its
great pacing, character work, and dialogue that’s fun and
engaging…Whether you’ve read Miss Match or not, Unlikely
Match is worth picking up. It was the perfect romance to
balance out a tough week at work and I’m looking forward to seeing
what Fiona Riley has in store for us next.”—The Lesbian
Review

Miss Match

“In this sweet, sensual debut, Riley brings together
likable characters, setting them against a colorful supporting cast
and exploring their relationship through charming interactions and
red-hot erotic scenes…Rich in characterization and emotional
appeal, this one is sure to please.”—Publishers Weekly

“Miss Match by Fiona Riley is an adorable
romance with a lot of amazing chemistry, steamy sex scenes, and fun
dialogue. I can’t believe it’s the author’s first book, even though
she assured me on Twitter that it is.”—The Lesbian
Review

“This was a beautiful love story, chock full of love
and emotion, and I felt I had a big grin on my face the whole time
I was reading it. I adored both main characters as they were
strong, independent women with good hearts and were just waiting
for the right person to come along and make them whole. I felt I
smiled for days after reading this wonderful book.”—Inked
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Chapter One

Ellison Gamble’s every accomplishment had come
through hard work, dedication, and tenacity. She’d made a career on
taking chances and doubling down on success. And it had served her
well in her forty-two years—she was more successful than she could
have ever imagined. But all those successes amounted to nothing in
this moment. Because this time she had gambled and lost. And there
was nothing she could do about it.

“Ellison?” Her fertility doctor, Dr. David Brinkley,
looked concerned.

“Hmm?” She knew he’d said something, but whatever
he’d said after I’m sorry, you’ll never be able to successfully
carry a baby to full-term had sounded like a rush of water in
her ears. And the loud, thunderous roar that followed that
statement made her feel like she was drowning.

“Here,” he said as he handed her a box of
tissues.

She accepted one to be polite, but she wasn’t
crying. She couldn’t cry. She was too shocked. She knew after her
most recent miscarriage that they’d have to reevaluate things, but
she wasn’t prepared to hear that just yet.

“I know this is disappointing, but we have options,”
he said as he came to her side of the desk. The pitifulness of the
situation wasn’t lost on her when he sat next to her in the seat
usually reserved for a patient’s significant other. She had none.
Like everything else she’d done in her life, she was alone in this
endeavor.

She looked at him. He had a kind and ageless face.
He was nearly twenty-five years her senior, but you’d never be able
to tell by looking at him. She only knew how old he was because one
of his nurses had let it slip when she’d started on this path
nearly a decade ago. Her physician had encouraged her to harvest
her eggs after her endometriosis diagnosis and had practically
insisted on it once her mother died of cervical cancer shortly
thereafter. That was about the same time her marriage to Peyton
Stroker had started to dissolve, when after years of promising to
start a family and telling Ellison she wasn’t ready yet, Peyton
dropped the bomb that she’d never wanted kids to begin with. And
try as she might not to hold contempt for Peyton, Ellison still
failed miserably. Because Peyton was every bit the charming,
silver-tongued art dealer in her personal life as she was in her
professional one. After all, she’d sold Ellison on a picture of
their future that was a fake. And a childless one, at that.

Ten years. a lot had happened in those ten years,
including the formation of her incredibly successful luxury real
estate firm, Gamble and Associates, of which she was beyond proud.
And though professionally she had prospered beyond her wildest
dreams, her marriage to Peyton had combusted. Her attempts at
subsequent romantic relationships had sputtered and flopped
following her divorce, and her efforts at becoming a mother had
stalled to the point of failure, it seemed. But not without
complications, miscarriages, and devastation first. Because though
she’d never wanted this day to come, deep down she knew it was
inevitable.

Dr. Brinkley placed a tentative hand on hers,
drawing her back to reality. A reality that reminded her that now,
though they were both a decade older since their first meeting, his
unwaveringly youthful face was in better shape than her apparently
hostile and aging uterus.

He looked uncomfortable by her silence. She felt bad
for him. No one wanted to deliver the news he just had. Too bad
hearing it was worse than giving it.

“Ellison,” he tried again.

She sighed. “I’m fine.”

She wasn’t. But she could wade through those
feelings in the privacy of her Maserati on the way back to the
office, where she was expected to be a totem of support for
everyone else. She’d use those twenty or so minutes to fall apart
if she needed to.

He didn’t look like he believed her. “Look, we were
friends long before you became my patient. And as your friend, I
call bullshit on that.”

Ellison laughed. She’d been instrumental in securing
a sale on his city home as well as negotiating a sweet deal on his
weekend home in the country long before she’d become his patient.
David was a good man. And his husband Cole was absolutely darling.
That was why she’d taken the steps to come to his practice to
achieve the one thing she wanted more than anything in this
world—to be a mother. She trusted him. She always had. And through
her lowest fertility lows, he had been there with a strong hug and
a level head. David never seemed to lack optimism or solutions. And
she needed both right now.

“I’ll be fine, eventually.” She humored him.

He gave her another look before continuing. “We have
some choices.”

She waved him off. “I’m not—”

“Listen,” he tried again, his voice calm and full of
empathy. “We have two eggs left. We’re all out of donor sperm, but
that’s an easy fix. Pick some more, and let’s fertilize those last
eggs.”

She was okay with this option. That part felt like a
fresh start since she’d picked the last donor during her divorce
from Peyton. Though she was sad that donor was no longer available,
she knew there were thousands of more choices now since then. She’d
figure that part out. “And then?”

“And then we try the surrogate route. Past testing
has shown that the eggs are good, but just to be sure, we’ll test
them once they fertilize, and we’ll try again.”

“With someone else’s significantly less hostile
uterus,” Ellison replied sarcastically.

“Exactly.”

“And if that doesn’t work?” Ellison didn’t want to
know that answer, even if she felt like she might already know.

He shook his head. “We’re not there yet. Think about
surrogacy. You already have the eggs. And we know how hard you had
to work for those.”

That was an understatement. She’d gone through
dozens and dozens of injections, hormone treatments, painful egg
extractions, tests, and scans to get those eggs. And at forty-two,
she knew those were likely her last. If there was any chance of her
having a biological child, those eggs were it. But they’d have to
grow in someone else, it seemed.

“That’s a lot of control you’re asking me to
relinquish, David,” she joked. “You think I’m just going to be able
to put my precious little DNA sacs in someone else and sleep
soundly at night? We both know I’m too Type A for that.”

“DNA sac isn’t exactly a medical term, and a
trained professional would be doing the implantation, not you. So I
think we’re good.” He smiled. “We might have to medicate you to
sleep, but I know a guy for that.”

“You’re too good to me,” she replied.

“I do what I can,” he said with a shrug. She
appreciated his fake nonchalance. She needed the levity of sarcasm
and teasing right now. She could get through the rest of this
meeting if they could keep it light.

“Okay, so what do we do now?”

He stood and returned to his side of the desk. She
watched as he opened a folder and procured a brochure for her.

“Full Circle Surrogacy?” Ellison read the name aloud
as she thumbed through the trifold.

“There are a few options in the area, but I’m
friendly with one of the partners that runs this group,” David
replied.

Ellison looked at all the happy couples in the
pictures as she skimmed over the words on the page—she’d read this
more carefully later. She smiled at the multiple gay couples
pictured. It was important to her to work with companies that
represented her community.

David pointed to a particularly handsome couple as
he said, “That’s Kevin and Philip. They’re friends of mine and
Cole’s. They have the most beautiful twin boys. Full Circle helped
them build a family they otherwise wouldn’t be able to have.”

The one David identified as Kevin was older with a
dash of gray at his temples and in his goatee. Philip was equally
handsome with a clean-shaven face and square jaw. He looked like a
younger version of Alex Landi.

“God, they’re obnoxiously attractive. Aren’t
they?”

“They’re the worst. Kevin is constantly being
mistaken for Idris Elba. And I’m personally offended by Philip’s
jawline.” David rolled his eyes. “No one should be gifted with such
beauty. It’s unfair to the rest of us.”

“Agreed,” Ellison said as she closed the brochure
and slipped it into her purse. “I’ll give this some real
thought.”

“Good. I’m glad.” David met her at the door to give
her a hug. “Call me in a few days, and let’s see where you’re
at.”

“I will,” she promised.

“Oh, and Cole wants to get drinks again soon,” David
added as he opened the door for her. “Give us a few dates that work
for you, and I’ll make it happen.”

“Sounds good,” Ellison replied. “I’ll be in
touch.”

She made her way to her Maserati, slipping into the
driver’s seat and shutting the door as she let out a long, slow
exhale. She started the car and focused on the purr of the engine
that she loved so much. This car had been a gift to herself, one
that was completely over the top and entirely necessary. Though she
had beautiful clothes and expensive taste, this was the third
version of the first real extravagance that she’d ever bought
herself. Well, besides the multi-million-dollar beach house she
almost never stayed in.

She ran her hand along the smooth leather of the
steering wheel as she thought of the house that sat uninhabited
most months of the year. She’d bought that on a whim after Gamble
and Associates had begun to flourish. It was both a distraction and
a reward for surviving her divorce. The property was
gorgeous—walking distance from a private white-sand beach—and only
an hour from her office. But the house that had previously occupied
that land had been in shambles. So she’d spent more than a year and
a half on construction to start new—building it and healing
herself—from the ground up. That had been her first taste for new
construction. A taste that was further piqued when her star Realtor
Trina Lee and her now-girlfriend Kendall Yates got into a sales war
over the luxury condominiums of the Harborside in the Seaport. Soon
after Trina bested Kendall—and bedded her somewhere along the
way—Ellison had started her own commercial building project with
the Newbridge on the Gardens. She entrusted the success of that to
numbers phenom Lauren Calloway and up-and-comer Jax Pearson. None
of her team had let her down, and due to their incredible and
continued successes, Ellison had been able to build her own dream
home. One that sat empty except for a few weekend stays here or
there. But those were few and far between.

“Because you made the beginner’s mistake of putting
in more bedrooms than you could fill,” she said to herself as she
pulled out of the parking lot and headed in the direction of her
office. “A typical beginner’s bet—foolish, rash, and
overenthusiastic.”

That was the truth of the matter. The house was
everything she’d ever dreamed of—designed with the highest luxury
and function and perfect in every way. She’d agonized over every
detail, every fixture, and every drawer pull. It was the most
magnificent beachfront home she had ever seen. And it was the
product of her vivid imagination and deep pockets. And she had no
one to share it with. A five-bedroom, five-and-a-half-bath
McMansion with a separate guest residence over a three-car garage,
all for exactly one person—Ellison.

The tears she’d held at bay until this moment
started to fall, and the gravity of David’s statement settled on
her chest like a hundred-pound weight. She’d never carry her own
child. She’d done everything in this life by herself. All of her
greatest accomplishments had come by her own hard work and
determination. But no amount of trying would fix this. Nothing
could fix her. She was the broken piece this time. And like
the too big dream house that sat empty, waiting in vain for life to
fill its halls, her heart felt just as hollow. Just as empty. She’d
never give birth to her own child, and the sooner she came to terms
with that, the sooner she could bury that dream. The sooner she
could try to accept David’s suggestion. If only she had any fight
left in her heart to try.


Chapter Two

Katie Crawford’s head was pounding. She wasn’t sure
if it was because she’d collectively slept five hours the last two
nights or because the spa was busier than it had ever been, and she
was completely ill-prepared for the type of face-to-face client
interaction that filling in for Marcio would require today. But she
was sure it was a combination of the two. She was short on sleep
and patience. And stressed. Stressed about her mother. And about
how expensive everything seemed to be. Every little thing seemed
like more than she could handle, and she couldn’t remember another
time in her life when she had felt this utterly helpless.

“Katie,” Shaina Farrington said. Her best friend and
work colleague looked concerned. “You want me to get that?”

“Get what?” Katie asked as she rubbed along her
temple.

“The phone.” Shaina gestured to the blinking line
before her. “It’s ringing.”

“Oh, that’s not just in my ears?” Katie asked as she
clumsily reached for the phone.

“I’ll get it. Maybe get some water or something,”
Shaina said as she caught the receiver that flew out of Katie’s
hands, giving her a sympathetic smile.

“Thanks,” Katie said as she slipped out from behind
the desk in the direction of the small but posh break room between
the reception area and the treatment rooms.

She opened the door and let out a sigh of relief to
find the quaint space uninhabited. She grabbed a bottle of water
from the staff fridge and dropped onto the plush faux-leather couch
in the corner. She sipped the cold beverage, closing her eyes as
she silently counted down from ten, trying to calm her nerves and
steady her breathing.

She had really, really needed today off. But she’d
also needed a distraction. So when Marcio had called out of his
reception position last minute, she jumped at the chance to pick up
more hours and make more money. Even if working the desk was her
least favorite job. She’d do just about anything, and her boss,
renowned spa owner Pietro Ferrazi, knew that. He didn’t hesitate to
ask her to fill in last minute, and they both knew it was because
she’d never say no.

She leaned back against the couch as she took in the
pleasant and soothing smell that was in this room—like every
room—in the Indulgent Tranquility Spa. She had to give it to
him—Pietro had found the perfect fragrance to calm and relax. Katie
wondered if she could bathe in this scent. She would bet he had
samples of this in bath bombs in his office. Maybe she’d ask
later.

Not that she had a working bathtub to indulge in an
essential oil soak. She’d given up her apartment when it became
evident that her mother was unable to live alone, but she had
sorely underestimated the disrepair her childhood home was in.
Nothing worked, everything leaked, there were boxes piled high in
most of the rooms—it was a condemnable mess. But she had nowhere
else to go. She’d sold everything she had of value to help her
mother out. As it was, she barely had anything left to her name
besides her clothes and her car, Bertha. She sighed. Bertha needed
an oil change and probably an exorcism. She was held together by
duct tape and a prayer, and the rattling on the highway had gotten
worse of late. So she either had a poltergeist in the back seat, or
that car—like her patience—was on its last leg.

“How did I get here?” Katie asked no one.

“You applied for a massage therapist job three years
ago and became obsessed with the on-site esthetician, unable to
leave without being her friend and learning her craft, further
deepening your soul-sister connection, and nurturing your
sister-from-another-mister bond with your Nubian queen bestie.”
Shaina’s voice was a welcome surprise.

Katie opened her eyes to find Shaina perched on the
table in front of her. Her brown eyes sparkled, and her flawless
complexion taunted her. Thank God Shaina had helped her learn to
manage her naturally oily skin. Because besides being the best
friend she’d ever had, Shaina’s professional insight was
invaluable. “This is true. But be honest—before me your life was
very boring.”

“So boring,” Shaina said with a solemn nod. “I was
barely keeping myself awake at work. You know, like you, just
now.”

Katie frowned. “I wasn’t sleeping. I was
meditating.”

“You were snoring,” Shaina said. “But it was cute
snoring.”

Katie wanted to argue, but her headache felt like it
was finally receding, so she decided not to push it. “Are all the
clients checked in?”

“Yup and there’s a gap in the schedule for the next
few minutes, so we’re good. I put up the Be Right Back sign
so I could make sure you hadn’t crawled out the window and fled in
Bertha.”

“We both know I’m not flexible enough to fit through
that window,” Katie said as she motioned to the small window on the
far side of the room. “Not to mention, I’m sure you would have
heard Bertha making her getaway if I had.” Bertha just about always
backfired as she pulled away these days. It wasn’t uncommon to see
people nearby jump when she accelerated from a stop.

“That car needs to see a professional,” Shaina said
as she pulled Katie up to a standing position. “And maybe you do,
too.”

Katie frowned as she stepped into Shaina’s embrace.
She was right. Her life was a mess right now.

“You want to talk about it?” Shaina asked as she
swayed them in place.

“What’s to talk about? I put my mother in a
long-term care facility this morning and just fell asleep on the
staff couch. Basically, I’m winning at life.” Katie had to bite the
inside of her cheek to keep from crying. Her mother’s stroke three
months ago had felt like a surreal nightmare. And yet, here she
was, barely keeping it together and very much awake. Well, mostly
awake. Sleep gave her no peace when her waking hours reminded her
of her mother’s decline.

“Hey,” Shaina said as she pulled back. “That was the
best decision for you and her. You know that.”

“I know,” Katie said as she looked down, unable to
bear the pity in Shaina’s face. “But it doesn’t make it any easier.
If I had known all of this was going to happen, if I had moved back
sooner…”

Shaina guided her face up by her chin, brushing a
tear off Katie’s cheek as she shook her head in disagreement. “You
were living your life. And that’s what your mother wanted. And
you’ve been here ever since the accident, making sure she got the
best care possible. You’ve done the best you could. That’s all you
can do.”

Katie didn’t feel like she’d done her best.
Desperate for a fresh start after high school, she’d gone to
college across the country and stayed there, only coming home for
holidays and occasional long weekends. But all that changed a few
years ago over Christmas when her mother fell asleep at the wheel
while driving home from her overnight hospital shift as a nurse.
The single car accident put her mother in a coma for months, and
when she awoke, it was clear she had a traumatic brain injury.
Katie left her life in California and became her mother’s full-time
caregiver, adjusting her work schedule the best she could around
the aides and nurses she employed privately. But her mother’s
recent stroke took away what little independence she had retained
after the accident—she was no longer able to participate at all in
her own self-care, even the little she had been doing before. And
what was worse, now her mother was barely there at all. They had
managed to maintain some of their mother-daughter familiarity
before, but now…Katie hated to think about the stranger she was to
her mother.

Her mother barely spoke, and when she did, it was
mostly nonsensical word salad. Katie’s heart broke for so many
reasons—the least of which was that she knew New Beginnings’
long-term care facility wasn’t an option she could financially
sustain for very long. Even if it was the only option she could
come up with. Because Katie was still in debt from her mother’s
first hospitalization after the accident and the newest
rehospitalization, and her mother’s increased care needs had proven
to be too much for home care. To make matters worse, the house
wasn’t suitable for her mother’s needs, and its neglected state had
made it unsafe for her.

Katie had yet to forgive herself for abandoning her
mother to chase her California dreams. It was a decision that she
regretted endlessly the more her mother slipped away. They could
have had so many more moments together—so many memories—had she
stayed. And try as she might to make up for lost time between her
shifts as a massage therapist, it was clear that Mae Crawford
needed more help than Katie could provide, and New Beginnings
offered her the best care money could buy. Too bad Katie didn’t
have any.

“What am I going to do?” she asked Shaina, like she
asked her reflection every night. There was no way even picking up
extra shifts would cover the cost of that facility. She could
manage three, maybe four months before her and her mother’s savings
were depleted. And that was if she kept working herself ragged
seven days a week. It all seemed so hopeless.

“Cry it out for a few more minutes before you come
back out there and finish up the front desk duties,” Shaina said,
hugging her one last time. “Then you’re going to let me take you
out for dinner and drinks and get a good night’s sleep.”

That sounded like heaven. Well, except for the go
back to work part. “Okay.”

“One day at a time,” Shaina said with such
confidence that Katie momentarily believed her. “Now let’s get out
there before Mrs. Grossman files a complaint with Ferrazi and we
both end up jobless.”

“Don’t joke about that,” Katie said, picking up her
pace. “New Beginnings isn’t cheap, and I’m already working double
overtime.”

“I know you are,” Shaina said, her voice full of
compassion. “You’re a good daughter, Katie Cat.”

“I hope so.” But Katie felt that was as far from the
truth as possible. What kind of daughter put her
fifty-eight-year-old mother in a home? Evidently, she did.


Chapter Three

Ellison was scanning her email as she walked, trying
to distract herself from the car ride and the emotions she’d
stifled once she’d pulled into the parking lot at work. An email
from the management office of her luxury apartment building had
just arrived, informing her that Mr. Stetler and his new wife would
be renovating the unit next to hers in the upcoming weeks, which
Ellison didn’t care much about. What she did care about was
that the timeline for the work was projected to last until the end
of the summer. Fucking great.

“Ellison,” Pietro Ferrazi lunged out of her
peripheral, startling her. “I’m glad to have caught you.”

Ambushed was more like it. She composed herself,
glad that her oversized sunglasses hid her red-rimmed eyes. “Oh?
What can I do for you?”

“Ah, it’s what I can do for you,” he said as he
stepped beside her, matching her cadence.

She cast him a brief glance. Pietro had recently
opened a new location to his extremely popular Indulgence
Tranquility Spa in the building adjacent to Ellison’s office. From
what she understood, his Newbury Street location was bustling, and
this location was both to accommodate demand as well as an
experiment to attract a younger clientele. If the seemingly always
full parking lot in front of his building was any indication, he
was doing just fine. And since her office managed the rental
agreement for the building owner, GM Enterprises, she could also
attest to the fact that his rent was early every month.

“I’m listening,” she said without breaking her
stride. She was listening, but only to be polite. Small talk
was the last thing she wanted right now. She didn’t mind Pietro—he
seemed nice enough, though they’d only had a few interactions—but
she just didn’t have time for him.

“Listen, I know you’re busy.”

Uh-oh. That was something someone said right before
they were about to inconvenience you. Her waning patience started
to plummet.

“I am,” she said, careful to keep a small smile on
her lips. She’d perfected that trick throughout her years of luxury
realty work—it was important to maintain an air of congeniality
even if the client, or spa owner in this case, tested her patience.
She’d never fully embraced that you catch more flies with honey
than with vinegar proverb, but she did know that appearing to
be open-minded had secured her numerous sales and professional
victories. She’d built her entire career on seeming unflappable and
rarely losing her patience even in the most stressful or high
stakes of situations. That was a trait she’d inherited from her
mother, but not one that she hadn’t had to work very hard at over
the years. She knew remaining calm and in control was the best
option. Always. Even if she felt anything but that right now.

“Right. Which is why I wanted to circle back to our
discussion a few weeks back. I’d like for you to take me up on that
offer of a massage and spa treatment.” Pietro stepped into her
path, slowing her progress. “It would mean a lot to me to have your
input. It’d be on the house, of course.”

Ellison raised an eyebrow in his direction. He’d
come into her office a while back and offered all the Gamble and
Associates team members a series of free treatments—she assumed to
drum up business. She knew that Trina and Lauren had taken him up
on his offer and raved about the spa afterward. But what did he
want with her? Trina and Lauren would certainly have more peers to
advertise his services to than she would. It wasn’t exactly as if
her friend pool was spilling over these days.

“I’m happy to pay for any services I use,” she said
as she stepped to the side. “I’ll review your spa options and let
you know if I’m interested.”

Pietro sped up to catch her again. “Whatever you
choose will be my treat. Please.”

Ellison stopped short, and he nearly stumbled into
her. She was no longer interested in this volley of pleasantries.
She’d been counting on the last few moments of quiet from her car
to her office to stifle her lingering emotions from her appointment
with Dr. Brinkley, and Pietro was wasting her few precious steps.
“Is there something you need?”

Pietro looked like a deer caught in headlights. He
ran his hand over his thin mustache as he stalled. Finally, he
said, “Business is going well. And I know you’re friendly with the
building owner. I’d like to pursue expansion here—”

“And you want my input on the quality of your spa to
help sway that request?” Ellison took a moment to appreciate how
anxious Pietro must be to even ask this of her.

“Well, the quality is superb. I have no doubt that
you will find that to be true.” Pietro straightened up, standing a
bit taller. “I, of course, want you to be satisfied. But I also
want you to see the sustainability of a business like this. With
more space, we could offer so much more in the way of treatments.”
He paused. “I want you to try the spa because I’m confident in our
ability to bring relaxation to your existence. But I also want you
to see the space for yourself and perhaps relay those observations
to the building owner to help my pitch for expansion be more
successful.”

Ellison reached into her purse and pulled out her
business card. “My cell is there. Have them put me in the system,
and I’ll call later to set something up.”

“Thank you,” Pietro said as he slipped the card into
the breast pocket of his designer suit.

“I think you’re placing far too much weight on my
opinion, though, Pietro,” she said as she continued toward her
office door. “I just collect the rent checks.”

Pietro shrugged. “Anyone can collect rent checks. If
the incredibly successful GM Enterprises chose your office to
represent them—and your office, which has its own indelible legacy,
agreed to take on such a menial task—then your opinion must matter.
I’m willing to bet the expansion of my business on it.”

Ellison liked his tenacity. She favored those
willing to take risks because with great risk came great reward.
And that was something she’d built her career on. “I’ll be in
touch.”

He smiled and bowed his head, holding the door for
her as she entered her office.

She took a deep breath as she stepped over the
threshold, shouldering the responsibility of being a boss with each
step of her Manolo Blahniks. The time to mourn was over for now. It
was time to get to work.

 


* * *

 


Ellison rubbed her forehead as she looked at the
seemingly endless stack of papers before her. Today had been long
enough already.

A knock at the door got her attention.
“Ellison?”

She looked up to find Jax Pearson, one of her
younger, rising star agents, standing by the door with another
stack of papers. Jax’s journey in life and in work had been long
and complicated, but Ellison was glad to have been a part of it.
Jax had come to her as a dedicated but anxious trainee with the
best intentions but had needed to be groomed and sculpted into the
capable and talented salesperson they were today. With Ellison’s
guidance and Lauren and Trina’s assistance, Jax had surpassed their
own expectations. Ellison had known they would, but Jax had to see
it for themself. And since their top surgery last year, Ellison had
noticed a steady change in their confidence and success as well.
Jax had earned every triumph, and she couldn’t be happier about
it.

“Tell me those aren’t for me,” Ellison said, wearily
eyeing Jax’s paper stack.

Jax winced. “I can put them on Lauren’s desk and
pretend they aren’t.”

“Put what on Lauren’s desk?” Lauren showed up over
their shoulder with that carefree, breezy smile that she wore so
well. Where Jax was a rule follower and meticulous about lists and
notes, Lauren was everything but. Ellison assumed that their
friendship worked because they were so different. Lauren made
everyone feel welcome—she was an open book. And a numbers phenom,
though you’d never know that by her model-good looks and easygoing
nature. She was brilliant, and she brought a different perspective
to realty and life. She’d helped Jax come into their own. Lauren
was an asset here.

“These papers that Ellison doesn’t want,” Jax
replied.

“It’s true. I don’t want them,” Ellison said as she
leaned back.

“Then put them on Trina’s desk. That way you’ll
never see them ever again. It’ll be like they never existed in the
first place,” Lauren supplied with a wink.

“I heard my name.” Trina’s voice sounded from behind
Lauren. Ellison’s doorway seemed to be the new gathering place.

“Did you hear something?” Lauren teased as she
looked at Jax. The mischievous reference to Trina’s diminutive
stature caused Jax to snort.

“You mean besides all the moans coming out of Thea’s
back seat this morning before the staff meeting?” The playful edge
to Trina’s voice wiped the smile right off Lauren’s face. Trina
pushed Lauren aside and stepped into Ellison’s office with a
teasing grin of her own.

Trina completed the best friend trifecta before her.
Trina was sure of herself like no one Ellison had ever met. She was
a masterful Realtor and charming beyond measure, with a wardrobe
and fashion sense to envy. And though she always looked like she
stepped off the page of a fashion magazine, she wasn’t cold or
aloof. She just didn’t put up with anyone’s bullshit. She could be
sharp—prickly, even—to those that crossed her or her friends. But
Ellison knew she loved deeply and was loyal to the core. If Trina
had your back, you’d be fine. Because what she lacked in height,
Trina made up for tenfold in everything else that she did.
Confidence being number one.

Lauren’s cheeks pinked as she cursed under her
breath. “I told her that was a bad idea.”

“So, things are going well with Thea, I assume?”
Ellison asked, amused. Lauren had fallen in love with Thea
Boudreaux, the daughter of an old family friend that Ellison had
asked Lauren to help with the sale of their Maine dairy farm. From
what she could understand, the relationship had come as a surprise
to both Lauren and Thea, but she could see their match was strong.
They were cute together—Lauren’s city slicker humor and wit paired
well with Thea’s country grown charm and strength. They were the
perfect rom-com mix for success.

“Uh, yeah.” Lauren’s blush deepened. “It is.”

“I’m glad,” Ellison said, and she was.

“They’re ridiculously cute,” Trina said as she
examined her manicure. “It’s annoying, actually.”

“Oh, please. Do you and Kendall have matching
pajamas yet? Or did you just stop at matching diamond rings?”
Lauren joked.

Trina held up her right hand and fluttered her
fingers, the large diamond band twinkling as the light caught it.
“She’s a smart woman. She put a ring on it and everything.”

“On the right hand,” Jax teased before cowering
slightly in response to Trina’s death glare.

“Better than the wrong hand,” she said,
admiring the no doubt flawless stones. “This is just totally our
speed right now. I’m soaking in every delicious moment of it.”

Ellison smiled at the genuineness of Trina’s
statement. Trina and Kendall had moved in together at the end of
last summer, and Ellison assumed it was only a matter of time
before there were wedding bells in their future. Kendall was every
bit Trina’s match, a feat not for the faint of heart. But Kendall
had loads of heart. And patience. And money, thanks to her family’s
successes in addition to her own. Trina was a happier and gentler
person with Kendall in her life. Ellison was happy for her as
well.

“Anyway,” Lauren said, bumping Trina’s hip and
distracting her from staring affectionately at her right ring
finger. “We’re getting ready to head to The Mirage for drinks.
Would you like to join us?”

Ellison wanted nothing more than to avoid the stack
of paperwork Jax was still holding hostage, or the empty house and
creeping depression that awaited her when she got there. She still
had a lot to unpack about her appointment with Dr. Brinkley
earlier. She could only avoid it for so long. “I’d love to,
but”—she beckoned for Jax to bring her the papers—“I have to sort
through this. And by the looks of it, I’ll be here until
morning.”

“Some of it’s mail,” Jax offered. “Maybe that’ll go
quick?”

“Maybe,” Ellison said as she looked up at the full
brown eyes before her. Jax’s kindness flowed off them like an
ocean. She let herself bask in it for a moment. “If I finish early,
I’ll text you.”

“Score,” Lauren said with a fist pump. “Trina’s
buying.”

Trina laughed, rolling her eyes. “It’s the least I
can do to repay that parking lot performance you gifted us all with
this morning.” She fanned herself. “But maybe Thea should buy me a
drink after that eyeful.”

“I hate you,” Lauren deadpanned.

“You love me,” Trina challenged.

Lauren sighed. “I do. Dammit.”

“C’mon.” Trina ushered her and Jax out the door.
“The sooner we stop bothering Ellison, the sooner she can join us
at the bar.”

“Maybe,” Ellison added, though she doubted she’d
make it. She thoroughly enjoyed her team. And perhaps if things
were different—and she weren’t their boss—she’d be as close with
them as they were with each other. But she was grateful for the
relationship she had with them anyway. They welcomed her with open
arms, and she made sure to show up as often as she could to show
her appreciation for that. But she knew that tonight was not that
night. Tonight, she needed to be alone.

“Maybe,” Trina said with a nod. “But the likelihood
improves with fewer distractions.” She motioned to Lauren and Jax,
who seemed to be engaged in a tickle fight. “And by distractions, I
mean these two goofs.”

“Have fun,” Ellison said with a wave as she watched
them head out toward the parking lot.

As the last of the remaining staff trickled out, she
sorted the stack of papers into important documents,
advertisements, and mail. The quiet of the office was a welcome
accompaniment to the tedious task in front of her. But the quiet
didn’t last long. Because her cell phone started ringing and didn’t
stop.

“Ellison Gamble,” she said. She didn’t recognize the
number, but that wasn’t unusual in this business.

“Hello, gorgeous! This is a reminder call from
Indulgence Tranquility Spa for Sarah about your upcoming massage on
Thursday at ten a.m. We can’t wait to see you—have a relaxing day!”
The friendly automated female voice disconnected before Ellison
could sort out what had happened.

Ellison felt badly that Sarah—whoever she was—wasn’t
going to get her reminder call, but before she could dwell on it
any longer, her phone rang again.

“Ellison Gamble,” she said. This number was also one
she didn’t recognize, but it seemed to be only a digit or two off
from the last number that called her.

“Hello, gorgeous! This is a reminder call from
Indulgence Tranquility Spa for Beatrice about your upcoming
pedicure on Thursday at three p.m. We can’t wait to see you—have a
relaxing day!”

Ellison disconnected the line only to have the phone
ring in her hand again. She answered the line without speaking, and
sure enough, that same overly cheerful voice was there, this time
notifying her of a facial rejuvenation session for Christopher.

“What the fuck is going on?” The phone rang again
and again, and before she knew it, her voice mail was full. Why was
the spa next door calling her with every appointment notification
under the sun? She’d never been there, nor had she ever booked
a—Pietro. Dammit. He must have added her name to their call system,
and something got fouled up.

She put her cell on silent and reached for her
office line as she looked up their number. Hopefully this was
something she could quickly rectify over the phone. She couldn’t
run her business with her voice mail at capacity full of wellness
and bikini-wax reminders.

“Indulgence Tranquility Spa, this is Katie,” a
pleasant-sounding voice answered. Ellison breathed a sigh of
relief. She’d noticed the spa hours when she’d tracked down the
phone number online, and it seemed they would be closing shortly.
With the luck she’d had today, she was sure she’d have missed
them.

“Hi, Katie, my name is Ellison Gamble. I seem to be
receiving all the appointment notifications for the entire
spa to my personal cell phone. And now my mailbox is full. Is there
a way you can remove me from the system to stop the call
inundation?” Ellison thumbed through the mail pile as she spoke,
separating bills from junk mail.

“Oh my. Of course. Let me just take down your
information, and I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you,” Ellison said before relaying her
contact information and disconnecting the line.

She paused her sorting to clear her voice mail
between calls, but when they continued, she tossed her cell to the
side. She figured they would need a few minutes to rectify the
issue, and there was no point frustrating herself while they fixed
it.

She dropped a pile of junk mail in the trash, but a
small card missed the bucket and floated down to the floor by her
feet. She must have missed that when she was sorting—that’s what
she got for multitasking. She scooped it up and groaned when she
read the front. The handwriting was unmistakable—loopy and
carefree, almost juvenile. It was exactly the type of handwriting
an annoying twentysomething bubbly blond ex-cheerleader type would
have. This was the handwriting of Ilaria Forrest-Stroker, Peyton’s
new young wife.

“What could you possibly want from me?” Ellison
asked with a sigh as she opened the envelope. Ilaria, for some
reason completely unfathomable to Ellison, had repeatedly reached
out to her once she and Peyton got together. She’d even invited
Ellison to their wedding. Ellison had politely declined, but she’d
sent a small gift. She wasn’t an animal, after all. Plus, Ilaria
seemed nice enough, if not a little naive. Personally, Ellison felt
a little sorry for her. She knew how manipulative and emotionally
devoid Peyton could be.

She got the card about a quarter of the way out
before the image at the top made her freeze. Her breath caught in
her throat, and her heart rate increased as a wave of nausea swept
over her. No. This had to be some sick fucking joke, right?

Her hand shook as she discarded the envelope. The
embossed image of an ornate antique stroller at the top of the
expensive card stock mocked her as she reread the card over and
over. Peyton and Ilaria were having a baby. Peyton. The same woman
who had convinced her for years while they were still married to
push off her dream of having children only to end that marriage
when she admitted that she’d never wanted kids to begin with. That
Peyton.

The card slipped from her hands when her cell phone
rang, startling her. She fumbled to reach it, her hands still
shaking from the shock of the announcement and the accompanying
invitation to the baby shower she would never attend. It didn’t
occur to her that the phone shouldn’t ring while it was on silent
until she recoiled at the name on the screen. Peyton was calling.
She must have called enough times in a row to engage the emergency
break-through setting on the phone.

The nausea quickly turned to rage as the ringing
continued. All of this morning’s suppressed feelings rushed back to
the surface, and before she could stop herself and calm down, she’d
slid her thumb across the screen and answered the call.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” she hissed into the
receiver.

“Shit, I was trying to reach you to warn you. But
your line has been busy for like an hour, and your voice mail is
full. I had no idea she’d sent you the—” Peyton evidently still
rambled when she was nervous.

“Pregnancy announcement?” Ellison could barely get
the words out. The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on her—here
she was, childless and desperate to be a mother, while the woman
who left her because she didn’t want children was about to become
one. With someone else. “And here I thought you never wanted kids.
Wow, Peyton. Just, wow.”

“I never would have—It’s not—” Peyton stumbled, and
that enraged Ellison even more.

“The card stock is nice. Expensive. And the
calligraphy is a wonderful touch. Clearly this was given a lot of
thought. Lots of love went into this. And planning, I bet. Like the
way one plans to have a child and be a parent for the rest of their
lives. Big leap, that decision. Right, Peyton?” Ellison made sure
her voice dripped with sarcasm. “Seems like that wasn’t such a hard
choice to make with someone else, huh?”

“Ellison,” Peyton tried. “It was never about you. I
didn’t want kids. Things have changed.”

Oh? This should be good. “And what changed, Peyton?
Are you suddenly less selfish?”

The line was silent.

“I didn’t think so.”

Peyton sighed. “We agreed it was time.”

“You agreed? Or she decided it was time, and you
weren’t looking
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