
her brother's

ex

Kay Lynne

Copyright © 2023 by Kay Lynne

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted, or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review or scholarly journal.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

1

2

3

4

5

Other Books by Kay Lynne

About the Author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

1


[image: image]


I didn't realize it was Valentine's Day until I found myself surrounded by red roses and pink balloons in the shopping center parking lot.

I guess that's what happens when you haven't had a date in over a year, I told myself. Then I hesitated beside my car. 

I wasn't sure if I wanted to venture any farther. The whole place was surrounded by happy couples, even though it was the middle of the day. Banners proclaimed that the nearby restaurants were hosting cookouts to celebrate the occasion. Some of the stores had set up tables, blocking off a safe space where you could mill around and shop what was on offer, for up to seventy-five percent off.

Normally, I couldn't turn down a deal. I just wasn't sure I could handle all the hand-holding and kiss faces the couples around me were engaging in.

Tia, you're a big girl, just look the other way. No one says you have to be with someone to be here, I finally told myself.

Except my feet wouldn't move.

“I should′ve stayed home,″ a soft voice behind me said. It was filled with regret.

I turned and found a young woman in a floral dress making a pained face at the display in front of us. The hem danced around her perfectly shaped calves, hugging her chest and hips in all the right ways. By the messy bun on top of her head, and the way her leather purse clung to her elbow, I could tell she was here on an errand, before hurrying on with the rest of her day.

Then she caught my gaze and gave me a lopsided smile. “Sorry, I tend to think out loud. My ex was always on me about that. She kept telling me to keep my bubble thoughts to myself. Come to think of it, one of my ex-boyfriends did, too.″

I huffed out a laugh, shaking my head. That sounded like something my older brother, and close friend, Ben, would say. “I know someone who would make that exact same comment. My exes never said anything like that to me, though. The men were always asking me to wear more dresses, and the women were always saying I wasn't outgoing enough.″ 

I gestured to the event ahead of us. “They'd be all over this, if they were here.″

The woman smiled. “Mine, too. I'm Clio, by the way,″ she said, holding out her hand.

I took it, and nearly swooned at the way her soft, but strong, fingers molded perfectly around mine. “Tia. So, what do you think? Two single women, brave enough to enjoy V-Day treats by ourselves?″

Clio let out a nervous laugh, and tucked an invisible lock of hair behind her ear, even though it was already out of the way. “Would it be weird if I asked if we could just...pretend to be together while we shopped? Being around other couples right now makes me feel like I stick out too much.″ She wrapped her long arms around her stomach.

My own stomach flipped, butterflies dancing. “Not at all,″ I said, my mouth speaking before my brain could even comprehend that a gorgeous woman was saying something like that to me. 

Not that I wasn't attractive, too. I knew that I was, at least in a Plain Jane sort of way. Plus, being a designer and working at an interior design firm, I had style even when I was dressed down, like now, in skinny jeans and a baggy silk shirt.

Despite all of this bravado, though, I never once thought a lovely woman would ever casually, and totally randomly, suggest that we fake date to go shopping. Maybe if we were at a bar, or a club, or even some singles mingle event where meeting people was A Thing. But certainly not just while we were standing in a parking lot together, about to brave the most romantic day of the year.

Leaning into that boldness, I held out my hand again. “Shall we?″ I asked, wondering if she'd take the bait, or give me a polite smile before telling me to back off.

To my extreme relief, and eternal surprise, she took my fingers, huddling close. Now that I could really see her, I could've sworn I knew her from somewhere. I just couldn't have said when, or how. 

That, and my entire body was going hotter than the sun with the amount of contact I was getting after so long of a dry spell.

“Lead the way,″ Clio said, smiling up at me.

I smiled back, trying not to giggle, and directed us into the throng of romantically-minded people ahead.
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“I have a question for you two. Do you believe in love at first sight?″

Lana looked up from her computer, a teasing smile on her face. It was almost lunchtime on the day after my little fake-dating stint with Clio, and the interior design office was, for the most part, quiet. A few people milled around at their stations, but most had gone out to eat. 

It made me feel safer than ever about asking one of my best friends, and longest-running colleagues, such a personal question. It also made me feel okay about the fact that I had my phone on speaker while I talked to my older brother, Ben, and my work friend at the same time.

“Um, yes, of course, duh!″ Ben said from his end of the line. I rolled my eyes, more for Lana's benefit than for his. 

Lana grinned at me knowingly—she'd known about my brother's hopeless romantic tendencies for as long as we'd been friends. “Why?″ she asked now, closing her work and leaning towards me, her chin in her hands. “Did you finally decide you were in love with that guy you were hooking up with?″

I stuck a playful tongue out at her, shaking my head. “No. I actually ran into someone over the weekend. She was cute, and sweet, and we fake-dated to get some Valentine's Day deals for ourselves.″

“Aw!″ Ben cooed from the other line. “That's, like, one of my top ten favorite romantic tropes.″

Even Lana put a hand to her heart. “Oh that is cute! But no, I don't. Not unless it's with beautiful room accents. I'm still swooning over the ones you chose for the client. You should design my apartment, sometime,″ she said, standing up and handing me a folder.

“Sorry, Ben, gotta go, work stuff just appeared in front of me. Call you back soon,″ I said. He said his goodbyes, and I took the paperwork. “For the Somerset house?″ I asked, opening it.

She made a noise. “For the Grady Estate.″

I scoffed. “We just closed—″

“I know, and they want to fix something again.″ Lana grimaced. “Try not to take it personally. Some people are really hard to please, and some pieces are really hard to find.″

The blood fell from my face. “What pieces? What do you mean?″

She ducked her head, her hair curtaining her face. “They want some antique we have to go digging to uncover, since they claimed that they weren't able to.″

“Lana, that's not the kind of thing we do. We're not...conservators. We don't. even have those kind of connections! We do suburban upper class work, not mansion-style, millionaire places.″

She raised a hand in surrender, edging towards the door. “You don't. have to tell me. But they promised to pay us. Big. This could be a game changer for the company.″

I groaned, slapping the folder on my desk to follow her out. “I'm guessing Crystal knows?″ I asked, referring to our boss.

Lana made a face. “Not only does she know, she okay-ed it, and said you were the best person for the job. Just wait to say anything until after lunch. I'm one-hundred percent positive she'll be at your desk, softly knocking on the door, and begging you to please try this. I love her to death, but she's a people pleaser who can't say no. Plus, the money they're offering doesn't hurt.″

I groaned. “We better get bonuses if I can pull this off,″ I said, following her out of our minimalist office, and onto the city street towards food.

Lana pointed at my face. “You better get a bonus, at least, if you can do what they're asking. They did say they wanted it within a week, for a showing they're doing. They're interested in making their home look like the prize pig at the county fair, I guess. But Crystal, and that folder, should have more info for you,″ she said before I could protest, or demand more answers by asking more questions.

She did, however, put an arm around my drooping shoulders, pulling my dragging feet along. “You've got this, Tia. I promise. And if you don't., then at least the rest of the estate looks like the million-plus bucks they're all rolling in over there,″ she said, gesturing to a bistro on the corner. “Lunch is on me.″

“That it is, I think I need to lie down,″ I said. 

Unfortunately, that much wasn't an option. Instead, I took a seat as soon as we got in, even though the only table available was by the door. I needed to have a good think about what I'd just been asked to do. It wasn't going to happen if I had to worry about what sandwich I wanted to order.

So much for riding the high from my fake-date, I told myself. Then I opened my phone, and my browser, and immediately got to work.
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