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Stop sitting there and mingle. That’s why I invited you to my daughter’s wedding!

Tristan Harding stared down at the text message with a grimace. He didn’t dare turn around and search for his agent who was undoubtedly piercing him with her icy eyes from somewhere in the room. 

He doubted his response would dissuade her, but he sent it nonetheless. I’m mingling with the people at my table. 

Moments later, his phone buzzed again.

You’re counting down the minutes until you can leave, tolerating that woman who keeps leaning against your arm and whispering in your ear, and scowling at that couple across from you.

He almost chuckled at Martha’s response. She was right, of course. 

He’s a jerk. He’s ogled no less than five women while his girlfriend wasn’t looking. 

Tristan hazarded a glance in Martha’s direction, but her head was bent down as she typed a response.

His phone buzzed again. Play Prince Charming another time. Mingle - or go home and write.

He grumbled under his breath as he placed the phone back into his jacket pocket. 

The last thing he wanted to do was engage in pleasant conversation.  But he also didn’t want to go home and stare at a blank screen. With an inward groan, he stood and turned toward Martha, giving her a saucy salute. She merely arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at him. 

Making his way over to her table, he briefly congratulated the bride and groom then turned to Martha. Before he could say anything, she held up her hand. “I don’t want to hear your excuses.”

She got up and came around, pulling him to the side like an errant child. 

“I’ve invited half of the publishing industry just for you.” His skeptical look caused her to backtrack a little. “Okay, maybe not half and maybe not just for you. The point is, I invited you to dazzle them with all the charm and wit that has made you a best-selling author.”

He pouted. “My superb writing skills made me a best-selling author.”

“That might have been true in the past, but these days you’ve been doing more moping than writing.” She waved her hand with all the flourish of a grand Broadway actress, her jewelry jingling with her movements. “In the absence of a book, I’m going to need you to peddle your charm.”

He touched his chest and gave her a look of feigned hurt. “I feel used.”

“Darling－” she touched his arm lightly, “－you need to move on. It’s been a year since Grace left you.”

“There’s nothing to move on from. I proposed. She laughed and said she couldn’t possibly leave the other men she was seeing.”

Martha rolled her eyes. “Look on the bright side. Regardless of her tacky and tasteless demeanor, dating her put you in the spotlight.”

He raised his eyebrows at her statement and argued, “So did the big spread in the tabloids saying I was dumped for a kid half my age who doesn’t know how to use a belt properly.”

“I know! Huge spike in sales.”

He stared at her incredulously. “Also, a huge drop in my heart.”

She scoffed. “Would you really want to spend your life with a flighty girl like that?”

He knew she had a point, but he only grumbled.

“Tristan, I’ve seen you hop from one woman to the next, each of them with their own unique flaws. But Grace - she had an abundance of shortcomings - and then some.” The last part was mumbled under her breath. “What exactly is so dreadful about losing her?”

He opened his mouth to respond but closed it. He didn’t quite know; nevertheless, since Grace’s rejection, he’d been unable to write or focus on anything. 

After his extended pause, she asked, “Could it be your ego suffered more from how she left rather than the fact that she left?” Without giving him time to answer, she ordered, “Go make the social rounds, smile and charm the guests, and then take me up on my offer and stay at my vacation home. It’s in a quaint little town with absolutely nothing to do.” She pointed one tapered nail in his direction. “Nothing to distract you from writing the next Alfred Buchanan novel.”

He sighed in resignation, knowing her offer was more command than an invitation. As he started to walk away, he turned and said, “I can’t picture you living in a small town. You exude New York glitz and glamour.”

“Why thank you,” she said with a flourish. “It’s all how you sell it, Tristan. And that’s exactly what you need to go do.” She shooed him in the direction of a group of publishing executives.

Forty-five minutes later, he’d made his obligatory rounds and charmed the room. The only upside was talking with a group who was interested in making the Alfred Buchanan series into a TV show. That was until someone suggested Grace play the sassy computer analyst in the series. 

One man clapped him on the back as he said, “She’d be perfect for that role.”

Tristan grimaced at the suggestion, and the woman standing next to him scoffed, “Don’t be ridiculous.” He smiled down at her, but that was his mistake. As if his smile was an invitation for more, she began zealously trying to tell him how awful Grace was for dumping him. “She may be beautiful, but she’s way too cold for you.” The woman kept leaning closer to him, failing to notice her drink was tipping sideways. Before he could stop it, the drink spilled across his jacket sleeve.

“Oh, my goodness!” 

Tristan shooed away her effusive apologies and used the debacle as an excuse to escape to the restroom.

As he sped down the hallway toward the bathroom, he pulled up short as he ran into the couple from his table. With a brief scowl at the man, Tristan nodded to the brunette woman as he passed them in the hallway and rounded the corner to the restroom. 

Maybe she’s dumping him. He deserves it, he thought to himself as he stepped into the bathroom.

The man from the table with the wandering eye was like salt on the still raw wound of his own breakup.  Pulling a handful of paper towels from the dispenser, he dabbed what moisture he could away from the sleeve as he mulled over what Martha had said earlier. Was his ego the reason he was still lamenting over Grace’s rejection? 

With one last sigh at his reflection in the mirror, he pulled open the restroom door, ready to duck out and head home before Martha cornered him again.

Before he could escape, he pulled up short as he was about to turn the corner.

The couple was still there, but the tone of the man’s voice more than anything made him pause. “One of the things that made me fall in love with you was how driven you were, Caitlin. It was cute the way you planned everything, had everything set down to the smallest detail.”

Tristan stepped back behind the wall that would have taken him around the hallway smack dab into the couple. From his vantage point, he could see her face, and from the way she was smiling up at him, she didn’t realize the rest of the conversation was going downhill fast. Part of him wanted to step out and reveal himself, stalling the heartache that was about to cross her beautiful face. But instead, he slid into the shadows and hoped neither of them would come his way. 

The man continued. “But all that planning - it’s the thing that’s driving me crazy now. You have no heart. There isn’t a spontaneous bone in your body.”

Tristan winced. If this guy was trying to let her down easy, he completely missed the mark.

Her beautiful face fell, and Tristan wanted to go out and let the guy have a piece of his mind for callously hurting her.

She lifted one slim shoulder and argued, “That’s not true. What about our trip? That was last minute.”

He laughed. “That woman has been asking you to come home for two years now. You’ve been stalling her because you haven’t found a way to make contingency plans for any of the obstacles you're going to face going home.”

Her brow furrowed at his words. “Still, it was spontaneous.”

The man scoffed. “If I recall correctly, you said bringing me home would be a great tactical decision.”

Tristan winced again.

The man brushed her arm gently as he continued to cruelly shred her heart with his thoughtless delivery. “I saw our life together and you had it planned down to the smallest detail. I want some fun before I settle down and commit to something crazy like that.”

The man’s words brought up the pain of Tristan’s own rejection. 

After a moment, he saw the man walk off down the hallway and hoped the woman would do the same. Instead, she sniffled, and her chin quivered. 

Just then, his phone vibrated in his pocket.

Hastening to turn it off, he hoped it was not as loud as it seemed in his ears. 

The woman peeked around the corner, and her large brown eyes held his. There were unshed tears hovering on her lower lashes as she asked, “You heard all of that?”

Tristan held up his hands and stepped out of the shadows. “I’m sorry,” he began. “I didn’t know what would be worse, letting you two know I was there, or just hiding and hoping you never found out.”

There was no anger in her voice as she said, “Your phone spoiled that plan.” 

“Yeah.”  He patted her on the arm and said, “For what it’s worth, that guy is a jerk. I’ve been watching him all night.”

The woman sniffled again and shrugged. She was surprisingly holding it together, and he began to wonder if she felt bad about the breakup after all. 

Tristan laughed and added, “I mean - who takes someone to a wedding to break up with them?”

The tears that she’d been holding in check spilled at his words.

“Oh, hey. I’m sorry,” he said, reaching out and pulling her into his arms. You're just as bad as her boyfriend. Great delivery.

He awkwardly patted her back as she cried on his tuxedo. When she dried up, she stepped back and opened her purse. Pulling out a few tissues, she said, “He made fun of me when I put these in there. I said you never know...he knew!”

He gave her a look of understanding. “You’re better off without him.”

She finally looked at him. “What am I supposed to do now?”

He didn’t know what came over him. Later, he would argue that it was her beautiful brown eyes staring up at him with tears pooling on her long lashes. Or that the whole scene had triggered an emotional response from his own heart-rending breakup. 

“I’ll tell you what you’re going to do. You can’t leave until the bride throws the bouquet, so we are going to dance until then.” 

“Dance?”

“Yes, let’s go show him that he hasn’t ruined your night.”

He held out his arm, and after a moment, she reluctantly pulled her arm through his. 

As they stepped onto the dance floor, he pulled her into his arms and twirled her around, trying to nonchalantly get a view of the man who dumped her. He spotted him over in the corner of the room, chatting it up with the blonde from their table. Perfect couple

































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
7

A ) PZ
MIGHELLELYNE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.png
MICHELLE LYNN BROWN





d2d_images/image004.png





