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    Chapter One


    William Covington desperately needed a beer and a place to crash. Most of all, he needed a damn rooster to speak. Sweat beaded along his hairline from the sweltering July heat. Dust particles swirled through the air of the dirt parking lot where the KDVX live truck was stationed. The muffled sounds of a banjo from the bluegrass band on the main stage played in the distance.


    He urged the man in the bulky costume to look into the camera and say something. Anything.


    “What does Magic Mike mean to the people of Confluence?” William stepped closer and nudged the guy with his elbow, his arm sinking into the mass of feathers.


    The director’s monotone voice buzzed in his earpiece. “Miracle Mike, not Magic Mike. The rooster’s not a stripper.”


    “Miracle Mike,” William corrected.


    And he was interviewing a chicken. Rooster. Whatever. He held the mic closer to his guest’s glossy orange beak.


    Although the oversize mascot had chatted like a pro before the interview, he now remained silent. Rooster Man apparently took his performance art seriously because he pecked at the air and shuffled silently in place. Festival onlookers shifted backward as the costumed man bobbed his head in the hypnotic way of a chicken.


    A fluff piece about the annual Miracle Mike Headless Chicken Festival was fast becoming William’s journalistic downfall. Years of working his way up through larger and more exclusive news markets should have prepared him for a situation like this. He had investigated Wall Street scandals, extracted information from whistleblowers, and mastered the man-on-the-street interview. Now, in his debut appearance in the smallest television market he had ever worked, he couldn’t get a man in a rooster suit to cough up a sentence. Not even a word. Low-level reporting at the station was meant to introduce him to operations at his family’s television station, not humiliate him in front of the whole damn town.


    In the years he’d been gone, not much had changed in Confluence. The citizens still thrived on all things nutty—especially the legendary bird. A headless Miracle Mike costume, the mayor had decided, might chase off tourists and didn’t leave much breathing room for a full-size man. So the people of Confluence chose to celebrate the Mike of his youth with his head firmly attached. The tourists ate it up.


    The roving rooster made a show of pecking his way through the crowd and flapping his wings. Clearly the bird had his own agenda.


    William scrambled after him, the cameraman following.


    The director buzzed again in his ear. “Get him to talk, Cronkite.”


    Yeah.


    “Will you be running the marathon tomorrow?” William flashed a grin at the camera. He refused to be broken by an oversize cock.


    The rooster paused his movement and stood stiff. Unresponsive.


    William held his permanent smile while jockeying to get a response. “I saw you crossing the road earlier. I’m sure our viewers are curious to know why?”


    “Bwaak,” screeched the rooster.


    William’s hands itched to choke the chicken.


    “Keep it serious,” the director said, low and full of threat.


    William tossed his best what-do-you-want-me-to-do glare at the camera.


    Rooster man inexplicably burst into a rendition of the funky chicken dance.


    William moved out of the way, but the bird bobbed left when his oversize costume feet stepped right, and without even a cluck, he fell face-first onto William.


    Feathers, wings, red chicken feet, and William blended into one dusty jumble. He grunted as he reached for a wing, only to get a handful of feathers. They tumbled to the ground where the rooster lay sprawled—the top half of a William chicken sandwich.


    “There’s the money shot.” The director chuckled. “Cut back to the studio so these two can have some privacy.”


    William stifled his groan. He’d never live this down.


    The man finally rolled off and sat up to brush the dirt from his feathers. He yanked his costume head free. Perspiration soaked his red face. “Didn’t expect that to happen.”


    “Makes two of us.” William stood and helped him to his huge feet. “What was that all about, anyway?”


    Rooster dude wobbled as he stood, tugging the costume head back on. “Method acting, man. Chickens don’t talk.”


    “Gotcha.” The guy had dedication. Couldn’t deny that.


    William picked up his microphone and shook the dust off the KDVX station flag wrapped around it. He seriously needed that drink. Just like that, he had added one more tick-mark to his father’s list of Things William Managed to Screw Up. If he couldn’t handle a simple interview, how the hell would he prove he had the grit to run the family company? His father still hadn’t forgiven the debacle William’s foray into reality television caused, and that was a decade ago.


    It didn’t need to be so complicated. Move back to hometown? Check. Smooth the way to inherit family broadcasting company on upcoming thirtieth birthday? Check. Interview an uncooperative man in a rooster suit? Nope. Not in the plan.


    William rolled the sleeves of his collared shirt to his elbows. His jeans were covered in dirt from lying sprawled on the ground, and his not-camera-ready stubble itched in the stale summer air. Parched breaths filled his lungs as he helped the crew pack up cameras and load bags of equipment into the news van.


    “Thanks for helping out today,” said Al, the cameraman, as he collapsed a leg on the tripod. “You’re a lifesaver.”


    William shrugged. Lifesaver? No. He hadn’t done anything special. Sure, the reporter scheduled for the interview hadn’t shown so he helped out when the crew was in a pinch. That was teamwork, even if it ended with a chicken on top of him.


    “Hey, you see Parker yet?” William tossed the microphone into an open bag. Over an hour had come and gone since he planned to meet his oldest, best friend here. Parker was his last shot at a place to crash tonight.


    The cameraman grunted and pointed toward the crowd surrounding the news van.


    Parker emerged with a smirk. “That is one baked chicken.”


    In his overpriced suit, Parker had to be roasting. Unlike William, no sign of sweat appeared anywhere. Always dressed his best, Parker exuded Ivy League authority as the station manager.


    “About tonight.” William squirmed a bit.


    “Man, I told you, out by five,” Parker said. “I hate to do it, but I have to. Your dad’s clear on this, and right now he’s my boss.”


    “I can’t believe you’re on his side. He has his hooks in the whole town. I searched everywhere for a place to live today. I couldn’t even get a room at the Pillow Talk Motel.” William scraped a hand over his hair.


    Parker held up his palms and backed away, frustration etched in the lines around his mouth. “I’m Switzerland here. Neutral. I need my job. Talk to him.”


    William ground out the words, “Not happening.”


    “Your call.” Parker shrugged. “See you Monday at the station.”


    Over a decade of friendship, and that’s all William got. He didn’t want to add his family drama to Parker’s plate, but was it so wrong to want a little backup?


    It seemed that everyone in town had received a don’t-rent-to-my-long-lost-son decree from his father. Joe Covington always got what he wanted, and now he wanted to keep tabs on his son by forcing him to move back under his roof. Hell, it wasn’t William’s fault his mother left Crestone Broadcasting to him instead of his father.


    William massaged the ache in his temples as his last option drifted away. Whatever pride he had packed when he moved to Confluence vanished.


    He walked the three blocks to Love’s Travel Stop where he’d left his truck. He lowered the tailgate and sat. Forget about proving to everyone he could run his mother’s company. At this point, he couldn’t even find a place to live. His only option at the moment was a two-hour commute from a hotel in the next county over, but he wouldn’t be surprised if his dad’s influence reached across the state to Denver.


    Nearby, a kid messed around with rocks and a slingshot on the small grassy area bordering the convenience store. A large dog dripping slobber barked and bounded around the boy’s feet. The mutt appeared to be the unfortunate offspring of a one-night stand between Sasquatch and a grimy kitchen mop. At the release of the slingshot, he chased the rock across the patch of lawn.


    Something near the gas pumps caught the mutt’s attention. His ears perked, and he barked once.


    William glanced across the lot.


    A pretty brunette climbed from a yellow Ford sedan and slammed the door. Her long red skirt caught when it closed. Tethered, she engaged in a mesmerizing “Flight of the Bumblebee” dance until she wrestled the fabric free.


    William grinned, disappointed the cloth had surrendered. He wouldn’t have given in so easily.


    She sauntered past him while pulling her long hair up into a clip, exposing the soft white skin of her neck. This woman wasn’t department store pretty, plastered with product and buffed to a shine. No, she was naturally beautiful. Her full lips tipped into an utterly kissable pout, and the way her hips swayed when she moved—mesmerizing. He followed her with his gaze until she disappeared inside the convenience store.


    A golf-ball-sized rock whizzed past his fingertips to ding off his truck bed.


    He glanced to the boy and raised a questioning brow.


    The boy shrugged before he turned to toss rocks toward the creek.


    William thumbed through his contacts on his cell phone. Surely, he knew someone with connections for an apartment, a house…even floor space for a sleeping bag. He glanced up again when the brunette came out of the convenience store. She held a massive fountain drink in one hand while she fumbled with her keys at her car door.


    A loud bang echoed across the lot. Glass fell from the car window, the small pieces falling in chunks to the pavement. A scream ripped from her lungs, and she flung herself to the ground.


    His heart stuttered. He ran to her side and crouched, heaving a hard, fast exhale. “You okay?”


    Blood seeped from a gash where her bare knee had collided with the asphalt. Sticky orange soda and little pieces of gravel littered her clothes. She pushed herself up. The woman was naturally pale, but at the moment, her skin had gone white.


    He grasped her wrist to help her sit. Her pulse raced under his thumb.


    She leaned against him as he helped her to her feet. When she trembled, he placed an arm around her in case she fainted—he didn’t need a rooster replay.


    “What was that?” She scanned the parking lot.


    He jerked his chin at the boy. “Kid over there is shooting rocks with a slingshot.”


    The young kid stood with his mouth gaping. His dog’s tail thumped the grass.


    “A kid? You’re kidding.” The woman blinked hard and pushed hair from her eyes. A scent of orange soda mixed with coconut drifted from her. The women he usually dated preferred designer perfume from pricey department stores, not a siren song of the tropics. Her vulnerable chestnut-colored eyes moved to him, and right then he decided his favorite color was brown.


    “What’s your name?”


    “Lu-Lucy—” She stopped and bit at her lower lip. “Just Lucy.”


    A flicker of recognition sparked in her eyes. Being identified as a TV personality was part of the on-air gig for William, but as a new journalist in Confluence, this was the first time he caught that flash of awareness here.


    “Well, ‘Just Lucy,’ I’m William.” He walked her to a picnic table on the grass.


    She slumped to the bench.


    He pointed at the boy, then snapped his fingers to his side, issuing an official summons. The kid moped to where Lucy sat.


    William kept his words firm. “Something you need to say to the lady?”


    “I—I—” the boy began. “I didn’t mean to break your window. It was just a rock.”


    William crossed his arms. “Where’s your mother?”


    The boy lifted a shoulder. “Don’t got one.”


    William blew out a long breath.


    As if on cue, a brawny police officer bolted from inside the gas station. He stalked toward them with the authority of a sheriff in an old-time western movie. The dog let out a deep wrrrooof.


    “Dad,” the boy whispered, his eyes wide with fear.


    The officer glanced at Lucy, the slingshot, and over to the shattered window. His mouth dropped in an exact replica of the boy’s. “What happened, Simon?”


    Tears spilled down the boy’s face. “It was my rock.”


    The towering cop briefly closed his eyes. “Apologies for my son. I’m Jeff Lawson, Chief of Police here in Confluence.”


    “Chief Lawson, I’m William,” he replied. “This is Lucy.”


    “Call me Jeff.”


    Lucy sat taller. “It’s my car.”


    “Ma’am.” Jeff bowed his head slightly and surveyed her oozing knee. “I’ll see to the window repair, and that knee may need stitches. Real sorry for my boy.”


    “I’ll be fine. It’s just a small cut. It’s just my window…” She waved her hand toward the car.


    “I know a guy who’ll replace it.” He pulled out a cell phone and tapped in a few numbers. With only a few words, he arranged for an on-site fix and then shoved it in his pocket. “He’s on his way. I’ll deal with my son and be right back.” He snatched the slingshot with one hand and the back of Simon’s collar with the other. “C’mon.”


    Simon mouthed “Sorry” over his shoulder and tripped along beside his father. The dog trotted after them, cheerful and oblivious. While Simon climbed in the front seat, Jeff opened the back for the dog and slammed the door before climbing into the driver’s side.


    William eyed Lucy and sat beside her as the cop drove away.


    “I can’t believe a kid broke my window.” She bit at her thumbnail.


    He shrugged. “Who else would have a sling shot and a piss poor aim?”


    “An errant hijacker, bandit, or…pirate?”


    He chuckled. Elbows on the table, he leaned toward her. “We don’t get many pirates in Colorado. And bandits and hijackers usually don’t strike this early in the day.”


    “I thought Colorado would be better than this.” The sarcasm didn’t entirely mask her embarrassment. “I’m going to have to move back home if you don’t have pirates here.”


    William grinned. Pretty and funny.


    He moved his hand to her shoulder in what he hoped was a comforting gesture. “Who can I call for you?”


    “No one.” Something a whole lot like disappointment flickered across her face.


    “Then I’ll stay with you.” Not like he had anywhere else to be at the moment, given his lack of housing prospects. Besides, he was a moth to her flame, or some crazy shit like that. Whatever drew him to her, he wasn’t ready to leave.


    She glanced to him, her gaze flicking to his lips, and the air around them went heavy. The blood in his veins pulsed uneven.


    Her gaze slid to his hand resting on her shoulder.


    What the hell was he doing? He jerked his hand away.


    The moment broken, she dug through her purse and tugged free a makeup compact. A giant black smudge of asphalt darkened her cheek. The clip had dislodged from her pinned-up hair so loose waves fell down her back. He liked it better down.


    A glance in the mirror, and she grimaced.


    She went back to rummaging through her purse and a small note fell beside his arm. He reached for the paper and began to hand it back when he caught the words and paused.


    Camelot Garden Estates


    First left at the Confluence exit…


    She snatched at the note. “What are you doing?”


    “Nothing,” William said quickly. “Just thinking.”


    “That could be dangerous,” she spoke under her breath.


    “You have no idea.”


    Funny, he had been all over town today and hadn’t thought of Camelot Gardens. That rundown neighborhood still existed? The lady who owned a bunch of property there used to drive his father crazy during his years on the city council, opposing him on everything. If she was still around, maybe she held a grudge?


    Lucy wiped the cut on her knee, removed the tabs from a Band-Aid, and stuck it on.


    “Do you know someone who lives at Camelot Gardens?” he asked.


    Her features turned guarded, and she paused longer than necessary. “I have a friend who used to live there.”


    “Yeah? So do I.”


    Camelot Gardens was so rundown it was an awful idea. Then again, it was better than no idea.

  




  
    Chapter Two


    God, God, William had aged well. Lucy Campbell’s whole body had tingled when he touched her arm, but damned if she was going there again. All these years later, and his presence still managed to override all her brain circuits dedicated to reason. The ones that turned her into a stammering lunatic, high on lusty intoxication, were still on alert.


    Sure, it was only a broken window. And a bruised knee. With a side of throwing-herself-on-the-ground embarrassment. The years melted away, the clock struck twelve, her coach fizzled into a pumpkin, and she turned back into the mess-of-a-girl Lulu. On cue, her stomach somersaulted and begged for a bag of potato chips. She ignored the plea.


    True to his word, Chief Lawson had arranged for a replacement window. It had taken hours, and she was exhausted.


    She clicked on the speakerphone and drove away from the gas station.


    Her best friend Katie chirped at her. “Lulu, where the hell are you?”


    “A kid threw a rock at my car. I had to get my window fixed.”


    “Omigosh, are you okay?”


    “I’ll be fine.”


    “Are you at the house yet?”


    “Nope, headed there now.”


    “Okay, I’m glad I caught you before you got there.”


    Best friends since they were roommates in college, Katie Edwards was the only person in the world Lucy trusted. Katie had left Confluence two weeks ago when she received a promotion to Denver. She arranged for Lucy’s transfer to KDVX, the local television station, and promised the house she’d arranged for Lucy would be perfect.


    Lucy was done taking handouts from her parents. Done with relying on them. They had the best intentions. Wanted her to realize her dreams without the struggle, but she was ready to do things on her own. They’d encouraged her to rent a luxury three-bedroom condo on their dime. She’d decided to rent a place she could afford instead—baby steps to releasing herself from their grip.


    “Listen, promise me you’ll give the place a chance,” Katie continued.


    “Why wouldn’t I? It’s a place to live,” Lucy said.


    “It’s just not your usual house. But the people are great.”


    Confluence was the next step in her fledgling career in broadcast journalism. The minute she stepped into her first journalism class, a spark had lit inside her. She was born to expose the truth. She never stayed in one market too long, and she loved that part of the business. Always moving. Always able to pick up and move onto the next opportunity.


    “You’ll never guess who I saw.” Heck, she couldn’t even believe she’d seen William again after all of these years.


    “Who?”


    “William. The guy from Florida.”


    “Get. Ouuut.” Katie’s words were filled with disbelief. “Did he remember you?”


    “Nope.” And why would he? The last time she saw William, she’d been a gawky, overweight seventeen-year-old with horrible acne, braces, and thick eyebrows. He’d known Lulu Campbell, intern on the Beach Nights reality show.


    Eight years had been plenty of time for her to transform into a swan. She now sported clear skin, straight teeth, and two well-groomed brows.


    “Did he grow warts all over and turn into a toad?”


    “Not even a little bit of a toad.”


    “Damn.”


    The same golden eagle eyes and crumpled L.L. Bean charm had melted her like an ice cream cone dropped on a hot sidewalk. Rich brown hair trimmed short but long enough to have a smidge fall to his forehead. He was tall, at least six foot, likely more. Two delicious dimples popped when he smiled, and crinkles fanned from the sides of his eyes. Those hadn’t been there all those years ago when she’d crushed on him in Florida.


    In her summer internship with that film company, she pretty much did all the jobs that no one else wanted to do and ran errands for the cast and crew. Which, at the time, included William.


    He disappeared one day, and she never saw him again…until today. What the heck was he doing in a small town like Confluence, anyway? “It’s good he didn’t remember. I can’t be known as Lulu.”


    No. Now she was Lucy. She had worked hard to shed her former self. She wouldn’t go back to the girl she had been.


    “There is nothing wrong with Lulu. I liked her. I still do.” Katie’s voice went soft. “He wasn’t very nice to you.”


    “He just didn’t know I existed.” There was a difference. “If he’s going to be in Confluence, I’ll avoid him.” She didn’t need a reminder of the person she used to be. The person everyone made fun of.


    “Or maybe he’ll get the plague or something awful. I can hope,” Katie replied cheerfully.


    Gravel crackled against the car’s undercarriage when Lucy turned into the drive. “I’m here. Oh my God, Katie. What have you done?”


    “Just give the place a chance.” The line went dead.


    A dilapidated sign, white with yellowed edging, announced the neighborhood as Camelot. The o and t were slightly crooked so at first glance it simply read Camel. Instead of a neighborhood, Camelot Estates was series of squat, one-story buildings that had likely been an extended-stay motel, last remodeled in 1963.


    No, no, no. Lucy parked the car and climbed out, squinting into the setting sun.


    Perhaps being dependent on her parents wasn’t such a bad idea after all? If she’d known this was all she could afford then she might’ve reconsidered handling her living arrangements on her own.


    But…no. She could handle this.


    An elderly woman emerged from the yellow unit at the end. The woman’s personality and clothing bloomed as colorful as the plastic blue, pink, and purple flowers in the window boxes attached next to each doorway. She reminded Lucy of an exotic bird that had flown too close to a lightning storm. Once beautiful, that was clear. Now she had that look of someone who went through hell and lived to tell about it. Singed around the edges with a few fried circuits.


    “You’ll be Lucy, Katie’s friend?” she asked in a sweet-tea Southern accent. Her smile revealed yellowed teeth to match the Camelot sign. “I’m Dixie, your landlady.”


    The idea of living in a motel triggered a burst of anxiety. “Is this the house you’re renting me?”


    Lucy waved a hand toward the door where Dixie had emerged.


    “Oh, golly, no,” Dixie assured her.


    Lucy let out a breath.


    “This is mine. That ’uns yours.” Dixie gestured to the unit next door.


    Crap on a croissant.


    “Um, Dixie?” She smoothed her skirt with sweaty hands. “This can’t be right. Katie told me the house is, well, a house.”


    Dixie’s sweet tea manners soured. “That’s a house if I ever saw one. And the lease is signed, so no backin’ out now. Here’s your key.” Dixie produced a glittering rhinestone Elvis keychain from her worn cardigan.


    Lucy swallowed hard and pasted a grin on her face. She struggled for words. “Thank you,” she said finally.


    She squeezed the King in her hand as Dixie padded along in front of her.


    The thin metal door opened to a room with dark wood paneling, lime green shag carpet, and an orange floral couch. A bouquet of bleach and industrial-strength Mr. Clean pierced the air inside.


    Double crap on a croissant. If she clicked her heels together three times, maybe a tornado would whisk her away.


    Dixie buzzed about the room, flicking on lights and opening thick, polyester curtains. “We all share the washer and dryer up at the community room. You’ll find the Coke machine there, too.”


    Lucy quietly tapped her sling-back heels together. Click. Click. Click.


    Nothing.


    “Wow, there’s a bit more space in here than I expected,” Lucy said, grasping for something, anything, to compliment. “And it’s…clean.”


    Dixie frowned. “Katie didn’t give us any problems. I expect the same from you.”


    “No, of course not.”


    Dixie moved through the room, fluffing the pillows on the couch. “That’ll be the kitchen, and over there’s your room. Bathroom is on the other side. Now, you’ll have to remember the air conditioner is a bit iffy sometimes. Call me. I’ll send my Jeff over to fix it.”


    Lucy attempted to keep up. “Jeff?”


    “My son lives across the way. He’ll come help with your bags.”


    The apartment was small, simple, clean…and ugly.


    Dixie headed for the kitchen and made herself comfortable in a metal chair at the Formica table. Boomerang designs stenciled in vibrant orange and yellow decorated the surface of both the chairs and the table. She retrieved a full pack of worn and crinkled cigarettes from her pocket, tapped one out, looked at it warily, and then slipped it back in. “Will you be on TV like Katie?”


    She hoped so. Someday. Mostly, she’d be behind the scenes. Where she’d always been. “No, I’m behind the camera this time. Producing.”


    “Whatever that means,” Dixie said blandly. “We sure were proud watching Katie on the TV each night. Made us feel like royalty having a real-life television star next door.” Dixie made a face at Lucy’s beat-up appearance. “You’ll want to clean up, I’m sure.”


    Her hot pink fingernails scrolled across the screen of her cell phone, and she lifted it to her ear. “Jeff, it’s your mother. Come help the new girl unload her bags.” She clicked the off button without waiting for a response.


    “Thank you.” Lucy inched toward the bathroom to clean up.


    Dixie hauled herself to her feet and headed for the door. The whole wall rattled when she closed it behind her.


    Lucy turned on the bath faucet and balanced on the edge of the tub. Warm water swirled at her feet as she peeled away the Band-Aid on her knee. With her skirt hiked to her thighs, she angled her body to rinse the debris free. Water poured down her leg, and a hiss formed on her lips. Her swollen knee looked as if a colorful plum had sprouted there. Glass had punctured her outer calf, and bits of skin had scraped off her shin. She wiped away the grime, refusing to focus on her deeply crushed pride.


    The tub drained while she patted her legs dry with a rough towel. With a resolution that the rest of the night would get better, she pinched color into her cheeks, ran a hand through her hair, and stepped out of the bathroom just as the chief of police she’d met at the gas station brought in the last of her bags. He caught her eye and grimaced.


    “You’re the handyman?” Lucy asked, dumbfounded.


    “I suppose so, yes. Although, I’ve never thought of myself like that.” He lifted the bags to the sofa. “I didn’t realize you were Katie’s friend.”


    The room appeared to be two sizes too small for him. The ceiling loomed an inch above his head, like Alice in Wonderland after the Eat Me cake.


    “I’ll just…unpack,” she said, anxious for him to leave.


    “Katie told me you could use a friend,” he said with unvarnished authority.


    Lucy began to reply when the door opened, and the full force of Dixie erupted into the room. “Everyone’s settled,” she said to Jeff before turning to Lucy. “Lizzie, our neighbor right next to you, died a week ago. She was only ninety-eight. Bless her heart. We got a new tenant there, too. Been a busy day ’round here.”


    “I’ll head over and meet her,” Jeff said.


    “Him,” Dixie corrected.


    “I’ll go welcome him to the neighborhood.” Jeff gave a curt nod to Lucy as he hunched to fit through the doorframe.


    “He’s handsome.” Dixie crossed her arms over her chest.


    “Excuse me?”


    “Your neighbor.”


    “Well, that’s”—Lucy paused, searching for the right word—“nice.”


    “I know what happens when a good-lookin’ man and a woman live close together. I’m a God-fearing Christian lady, so no for-ni-ca-tion in my houses.” She finished with a withering stare.


    “I, uh, promise not to…fornicate.” The last word caught uncomfortably on Lucy’s lips.


    Dixie held her head high when she rambled from the house. She slammed the door, shaking the very foundation.


    Lucy moved a box to the kitchen where a breeze blew through the curtains above the stove. She opened a bag of trail mix and stuffed a handful in her mouth, sliding open the door to the tiny patio and stepping outside. Apparently, she shared the space with her neighbor—a very male neighbor with his own door wide open.


    He faced the opposite direction, which provided Lucy the opportunity to appreciate everything his gray sweatpants didn’t cover. She didn’t know a back could be ripped like that. The waistband of his pants hung low on defined hips that led down to a set of tight glutes worthy of Adonis. Right then, Lucy didn’t mind living in a tiny motel-apartment, and she should probably send Katie a formal thank-you card.


    He turned around, but her eyes stayed planted. Lucy didn’t frequent bars, but she knew abs like those played a key role in the invention of tequila body shots.


    “Hey, neighbor,” he said in a deep baritone.


    Her gaze moved up the length of his torso in a slow-motion scan and settled on his face. William.


    The trail mix she had swallowed stuck sideways in her throat. She pounded on her ribs with a fist to free the constriction and drew a stunted breath. Her belly did a little flip. She tried to say something but nothing came out.


    A cocky grin played across his face. “Enjoying your view?”


    “You can’t live here.” Her voice had an odd, high-pitched quality. Her heart rate kicked up, too, not helping the situation.


    “Can and do. Want to light up the grill later?”


    Yes, yes, she did. But, no. No, she wouldn’t. She was avoiding him. “Absolutely not. Because this is a dream, and you don’t live here.”


    “Got a lease says I do. Burger or brat?” He moved closer to the patio.


    She stepped back and shook her head. “Sorry, no. I have to unpack.”


    “Suit yourself. Jeff and Dixie are coming if you change your mind.”


    “Thank you, no. I have other plans.” With a pint of frozen yogurt and a cold shower.


    “Bummer, maybe next time.” The gentle way he said the words almost made her believe his disappointment was real.


    “Okee dokee then. Have fun.” Warmth flooded her cheeks. She didn’t need a mirror to tell her they’d become bright red beacons of embarrassment.


    “I’ll do that.” The edges of his lips lifted slightly.


    Lucy yanked the sliding door closed before he said anything more.


    She leaned against the glass, head in her hands. Avoiding William Covington had become exponentially more complicated.

  




  
    Chapter Three


    Lucy entered the tallest building in the downtown block and headed to the KDVX studio in the basement. The elevator slid open, and she hit the switch to the hallway lights. Florescent bulbs flickered like something from a B-grade horror movie.


    She gritted her teeth. First one here.


    Of course she was the first one there. She had intentionally arrived thirty minutes before the morning shift to ensure she’d be ready for the show. Still, being the only one in the huge building chafed her nerves. No matter how many times she started a new job, the jitters set in. And given that she tended to move around a lot, she had loads of experience with first day tension. One thing she loved about journalism was that no one looked at her funny for bopping along to the next gig. Getting close to people meant they had the power to hurt her. So she moved along and never gave them that chance.


    A therapist would probably have a lot to say about her perpetual need to dig up her roots and haul them along to the next place. Hence the reason she didn’t go to counseling.


    The corridor loomed ahead as she hustled along. Dark hallways and corridors were not her friend.


    She swiped her keycard against the security panel. When the yellow light flashed to green, she pushed the door open from the hallway to the brightly lit reception area.


    “You’re early,” a man’s voice said.


    She sealed her lips closed against a scream. Her purse fell from her grip, and her knees froze in place.


    “Whoa.” A handsome guy about her age with dreadlocks emerged from around the corner.


    Come on, Lucy. Get it together.


    “Didn’t mean to scare you. Figured I’d get here first. Show you around.” He tucked a pen in the pocket of his designer jeans.


    Her heart rate continued to run a half-marathon on its own. Someday it would return to a normal pace, but probably not today.


    He dropped some papers on the reception desk and retrieved her purse from the floor. “I really am sorry I scared you, Lucille.”


    “Lucy. Everyone calls me Lucy. Well, not everyone. Most people.” She took her bag from him and slipped the strap over her shoulder.


    His kind eyes studied her. “You okay, Lucy?”


    “I’m fine. Sorry about that. I figured I was the first one here.”


    “Don’t sweat it. I’m Reuben, your director this morning and official KDVX tour guide.” He gestured for her to follow and held open another door for her to pass through. “Corporate offices are on the fifth floor. We operate independently so they mostly keep to themselves unless we screw up.”


    She hurried to keep pace with him. “Do we screw up often?”


    “Often enough.” He led her to a darkened control room consisting of a small auditorium and three sets of risers. “This is our temple. A shrine to the goddess of news.” He made an elaborate gesture to the top platform. “Producer desk is up there. I’ll be down here. We’ve got a good staff for mornings, so it should be easy. Newsroom is this way.” He jerked his thumb toward an open door on the other side of the room. “Police busted a meth ring a few hours ago. We’ve got a reporter on it now. Should have video in time for the morning show.”


    “Lucky us.” Lucy flashed him an attempt at a smile as they entered the bullpen of cubicles. “Which desk is mine?”


    “Against the wall over there. Night producer left you video to go through and a few things came across the wire last night.” He pulled her chair out for her.


    “Thanks,” she replied as she settled in at her desk. “Really. Thank you.”


    “Good to have you here. Holler if you need me.” Reuben waved as he disappeared back to the control room.


    She resolved she wouldn’t ask for help. Not after the Nervous Nelly blip from earlier. Nope, she would do her job and do it well. Within minutes, Lucy lost herself in news stories, scripts, and segues.


    By the time everyone was in place for the news two hours later, the sludge of fatigue tugged at her. She swallowed a yawn. She hadn’t been able to sleep at all, knowing William was only a wall away. The ridiculously early wake-up call for her first day of work didn’t help her fatigue.


    “Three minutes, boys and girls,” Reuben said from the director’s desk. “Let’s see if Anderson can go a whole hour without sticking his finger in his nose. Who’s up for that wager?”


    Anderson, one of the morning news anchors, flipped him the bird.


    “C’mon guys. I only need you to behave for an hour,” Lucy chimed in.


    “Listen to the lady in charge, Anderson.” Reuben punched at a couple of buttons on the control panel in front of him. “Sorry, Lucy. We’re not used to a real producer keeping us in line.”


    “What do you think my odds are of getting Lucy to go to dinner with me tonight?” Anderson asked.


    “Slim to none,” Reuben replied. “She’s out of your league.”


    Lucy smiled at him and swiped a highlighter across the top of her script, color-coding the times she’d need to track.


    “Two minutes.” Reuben leaned back in his chair, his fingers threaded behind his head.


    The milk from the bowl of cereal she had forced herself to eat curdled in her stomach. She could do this. Maybe if she said it enough, she’d believe it. Confluence was simply a brief stop on her flight to the next job. A layover weaved into the journey of her life.


    Layovers weren’t always awful. You could meet new people, have a drink at the airport lounge, and maybe even buy a souvenir mug in the gift shop. Most of all, Confluence was the place she could build her audition reel and get in front of the camera as a reporter.


    She needed to focus and not get caught up in distractions. Distractions like her neighbor. The award for avoiding attractive neighbors definitely went to Lucy. She’d managed to keep away from him so far.


    “Any words of wisdom you’d like to impart?” Reuben pierced the silence through her headset. He turned from the director’s seat in front of her perch and peered up.


    Blood thrummed in her temples as Lucy glanced at the stack of papers comprising the hour-long news script.


    The headset crackled when she pulled the microphone to her mouth. “I think as long as Anderson doesn’t go knuckle deep in his nostrils we’ll be fine.”


    The staff erupted in laughter.


    “Thirty seconds,” Reuben said through a husky chuckle. He turned back to the bank of monitors against the wall, leaving her with a view of his thick dreadlocks. “She’s a keeper.”


    The anchors moved onto the lead-in for the meth story, and Lucy settled in to do her job.


    …


    Anderson finished reading the kicker, and the national morning theme song played over the monitors. Lucy slipped off her headset.


    “Lucy’s in charge of the coffee run today,” Reuben announced. “I’ll get you a list. Shop’s up the street.”


    “Because I’m the new girl?” She stretched her arms over her head.


    “Initiation.” He winked.


    Whatever. She wasn’t above playing coffee gofer.


    Lucy grabbed her jacket and headed through the lobby to the street. Daylight crept along the mesas, sandstone canyons, and desert mountain rock formations surrounding the Confluence valley, but the early morning sunrise had not quite erased the shadows of night. She made her way through the quiet town square. Her high heels tapped an increasing clickety-clack on the pavement as she hurried.


    Nearly there.


    She breathed in the sweet smell of morning when she entered the sanctuary of the little shop. Rich coffee, cinnamon, and fresh-from-the-oven bread permeated the air. The tiny café had room for the barista, a bakery case, and a few stools along a window bar.


    A young woman in a maroon apron stood behind the counter.


    “Hi, I’m Lucy from KDVX. I have a list—”


    “Same list every morning,” The woman’s mouth curved into a smile as she steamed milk, poured chocolate syrup, dripped espresso, and sloshed froth into the cups. “I memorized it months ago. Haven’t seen you before. What can I add for you?”


    “Small coffee with room for cream, thanks.”


    “What do you do at the station?”


    Lucy adjusted her hand-me-down tan Gucci wool blazer. “I’m the weekday morning news producer.”


    “News producer.” The barista arched an eyebrow. “I pegged you for talent. You’re dressed like an anchor.”


    “Nope, just the producer.” Lucy frowned. She should be talent…soon. She’d always wanted to try her hand in front of the lens. Now she’d found a station that encouraged their staff to expand into the different areas of the newsroom, and she had every intention of making that happen.


    The barista sang under her breath as she finished the order and packed the drinks into cardboard carriers. She carefully placed them into a large paper sack and flashed a smile to Lucy. “It’s easier than trying to balance them the whole way back.”


    Lucy held the heavy bag against her chest with both arms. The awkward set-up slowed her momentum on the trek back to KDVX. She hurried anyway. An elderly woman walked a small dog across the street. The sun was up and people dotted the square.


    In the lobby, she reached for the elevator button, careful to keep the bag balanced against her chest. A loud ping echoed through the empty room to announce the elevator. A man rushed out—slamming right into Lucy.


    Scorching liquid burned her chest. She cursed and the sack slipped from her grip. It dropped between them, sending steaming coffee to splatter everywhere. She teetered on her high heels, and he reached to keep her from tumbling. “I’m so sorry. Really. I’m so sorry,” the man said, his strong arms steadying her.


    No way. Impossible.


    With a groan, her eyes met William’s gaze. She wasn’t getting that medal for avoiding him after all.


    “Lucy.” He glanced at her press pass that detailed her name and credentials. Shock registered on his face.


    His fingertips were warm against her waist. Her body responded with goose bumps. For a moment his gaze met hers and it was as though someone pressed the pause button on reality. William Covington had his arms around her and she was a teenager again with a crush on a boy she could never have. Except the way he looked at her made her wish that wasn’t true. But guys like him didn’t go for girls like her. They went for beauty pageant winners with tiaras and sashes that read Queen of the Chicken Festival.


    And she definitely didn’t go for guys like him. Playboy rich kids were not on her to-do list.


    “You work here?” he asked, dropping his hands.


    She missed them immediately.


    “Producer.” Her coffee-splattered jacket was drenched. She yanked it off and draped it over her arm. Why was she always covered with sticky beverages when he was around?


    William glanced around for something to clean up the mess.


    Her blouse was ruined. Brown splotches covered both her breasts and coffee dripped from the silk. William tugged off his navy suit jacket and began patting it against her…breasts.


    “William?” she asked carefully. “Could you please stop touching my boobs?”


    His hand stalled mid-wipe. “Shit.”


    He dropped the cloth to the ground like it was a ball of fire. “I didn’t mean—”


    His gaze rested on the dripping coffee falling from her chest.


    “It’s fine,” she muttered.


    They both reached for his jacket at the same time, his forehead colliding with hers. The impact knocked her backward into the puddle on the floor. A very unladylike oomph escaped her lips. Stunned, she lay still for a moment, studying the vaulted ceiling and skylights of the lobby.


    “Lucy, hell.” He came into view over her. His hand slipped under her arms to help her up.


    “If you keep helping me, I’m going to wind up in the hospital.” She batted him away. “Why are you here?”


    He ran a hand over his face. “I work here. Consumer journalist.”


    Um, what? No, no…no. She’d done her research before she accepted her position at KDVX. William Covington was not listed anywhere as an employee.


    She stood. His gaze rested on her face a beat too long before he bent down to collect the scattered cups and lids. Whoever made his jeans should get a substantial bonus for the way they fit against his…thighs. Yup. Thighs. That’s what she was looking at.


    Lucy kneeled to pick up a cardboard drink tray. When his knuckles grazed hers, she drew a faint breath.


    No. She stopped herself and tugged her hand away.


    The teenage girl who crushed hard on him no longer existed. That girl had transformed into a strong woman with a future that absolutely did not include him. Impressions, however, did matter to her. How was she supposed to salvage the beginnings of the reputation that she hoped to have in the newsroom when she now wore the coffee she was supposed to bring back?


    “I’m sorry. This is my fault.” He dumped the dripping mess into the garbage.


    She rubbed a hand over her forehead. “I can’t show up without coffee.”


    “I’ll get more.” He stared at her again for a long moment.


    Crap. Had he finally recognized her? She’d never be able to make it here if he told everyone who she had been. How awkward. How depressing.


    “What?” she asked when he continued to stare.


    “You have freckles,” he said softly.


    She raised her index finger to the bridge of her nose. “Uh-huh.”


    Oh. The damn goose bumps reappeared. This time with tingles she refused to give a second thought.


    He gestured to her cheek. “You have a little coffee there.”


    Oh. Right. Coffee. Sure.


    She wiped it away and held her shoulders a little higher.


    On that reality show, he had wrestled tongues with more women than there were notches in an oversize belt. Teenage Lulu had desperately wanted to be on the receiving end of a William lip-lock exchange. Adult Lucy would never allow herself such a self-indulgence. Kissing William had no place in her life anymore.


    What was that thing he used to say for the cameras in Florida? Right. When they showed a clip of him in a lip-lock they’d cut to his interview where he always said, “Next, please.” She refused to be the next, “next, please.”


    This was the guy who had floated pizzas in the swimming pool and built a vodka ice luge on the roof of the Florida frat house where they filmed the show. He had no business making her tingle.


    “I like them,” he said.


    “Like what?”


    “Freckles.” He shook his head slightly and gestured for her to follow. In a nearby hallway, they found a janitor. William collected the supplies and insisted on cleaning the mess himself. “This’ll only take a second, then we’ll go get more.”


    Lucy helped mop up the spill, checking the clock on the wall. She’d have to be quick about this coffee run. They had a national cut-in soon.


    Outside, Main Street stirred as they walked toward the coffee house. The sun was up, shops had opened their doors, and more people milled about on the sidewalk. Lucy strove for a brisk pace, but William seemed in no hurry. Clearly, etiquette in Confluence involved waving and commenting on the weather to complete strangers.


    “Hello again. And look, you brought a friend,” the cheerful barista chirped when they entered the shop.


    “I had a little accident back at the station. I dropped the bag. Can you re-make the order?” Lucy asked quickly.


    The coffee girl leaned toward William. “Would you like any extra sugar this morning?”


    Seriously?


    “I’m more of a honey guy.” He flashed his dimples. “Table sugar is too gritty.”


    “And you’re not…gritty?” The woman batted her eyelashes at him.


    He glanced at Lucy and held her stare. “Suppose I can be in the right circumstance.”


    Well, huh. She felt those words in a very intimate place.


    The barista banged a portafilter against the machine.


    Lucy snapped back to the situation at hand and dug through her purse for her wallet. “This time make mine a large.” She jerked her head toward William. “And he’ll have an extra hot Americano with honey and a dash of cream.”


    He stilled. The shocked expression on his face quickly turned blank.


    Ugh. Speaking without thinking was becoming a dangerous habit.


    She’d ordered the drink he used to send her to pick up daily for him in Florida. Back then she fetched anything he wanted. Not that she minded—except the blondes. He did have an exceptional fondness for groupies who used too much peroxide on their hair.


    “I mean…” Lucy glanced between William and the barista.


    He didn’t even blink. “Just cream.”


    “So close.” Lucy’s smile faltered. “It’s a gift. I can look at someone and know how they take their caffeine. I’m a coffee savant.”


    Coffee savant?


    He raised an eyebrow at her as the bell over the door jingled.


    A beautiful woman brushed past them. In her fifties by all appearances, except her weary brown eyes suggested she’d been around longer. They reflected a heck of a lot of life, and by the glimmer of worry, not all of it had been good. She wore a conservative blue, paisley dress, straight off Meryl Streep in The Bridges of Madison County. The woman drew a sharp breath.


    “William, you’re here,” she whispered in a thick Italian accent.


    “Teresa… You look well. How’s Dad?” William said carefully.


    The older woman blinked against watery eyes. So maybe Lucy wasn’t a coffee savant, but she was decent at reading a room. Vibrations pulsing through the little café were anything but peaceful.


    William and Teresa stood there for a time, staring at each other before William turned back to the counter. His Adam’s apple bobbed vigorously. Lucy set her credit card on the counter, her eyes drinking in the scene before her. The barista had quieted while she finished the order, stopping to write a phone number on the sleeve of William’s cup. She reached for Lucy’s credit card, but William slipped his sleek gold card in its place. He slid Lucy’s card toward her hand, and his fingertips brushed against hers.


    Curls of comforting warmth seeped through the dull ache of loneliness in her chest. She snatched her hand back, shoved the plastic card in her wallet, and reached for the coffee cup that had been placed on the counter for her.


    Teresa’s longing gaze had never left William. He took the offered bag in one arm and his drink in the other hand.


    “Your father and I… We would like you to come visit.” She reached for his arm as he opened the door for Lucy.


    He shook his head. “Not a good idea. You know where things stand with Dad and me.”


    Lucy bit her lower lip and scooted past them. What the heck was that all about? She glanced behind her as he exited. One look at his broken face, and it was clear that any mention of Teresa was off-limits.


    Lighthearted, superficial William had never carried this intensity.


    “The coffee girl gave you her number,” she said to lighten the mood.


    He shifted the bag of drinks to read the writing. “Not on the market.”


    “Girlfriend?”


    He made a face as though he had eaten a spoonful of used coffee grounds. “No girlfriend.”


    “Fiancée?”


    He flinched. “None of the above. Just not on the market.”


    The crisp air and a surge of caffeine boosted her confidence. Her mouth took off before she filtered her thoughts. “Born-again virgin? Celibacy isn’t only for martyrs. We ran a story at my old station about the whole thing. It’s intriguing.”


    “I’m not a monk, or born-again anything. I’m just not looking right now. You?” He held her stare as he had done in the coffee shop.


    The question hung heavy in the air between them.


    “I’m not a monk, either,” she finally said.


    “Ah…one of those born-again things?”


    “No. I mean…not attached, either.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s such a funny way to say it. Attached. Like stapled to a man. Or handcuffed.”


    William’s eyebrows lifted slightly when she mentioned handcuffs.


    She studied the cracks in the sidewalk as they walked in uncomfortable silence. Finally, she asked, “How do you know Dixie?”


    “She doesn’t like my dad, and he’s trying to dictate where I live.”


    “Why would he care? You’re not ten.”


    Bitterness tainted William’s laugh. “My dad is a big deal around here. Huge benefactor to charities, countless years spent as an elected official and, for now, he’s the head of Crestone Mountain Media.”


    She pressed a hand to her lips. Life did that run-her-over thing again. Why did everything in this town have to be so connected?


    “We don’t talk. He’s got it in his head I should move in with him and Teresa so we can be a happy family again,” he continued. “Got here a week ago, and he made it impossible for me to find a place to rent.”


    “Impressively passive aggressive of him. Why would he care, though? You’re old enough to take care of yourself.”


    “Control.” He glared ahead at nothing in particular. “It’s all about control.”


    “I take it Teresa back there is connected to your dad?” Lucy gestured down the block from where they came as the automatic doors of their building opened for them.


    He moved to the side so she could go ahead. “Yeah. She’s his wife.”


    Oh.


    True to form, families never failed to bring on the worst kind of drama. Which is why she avoided hers.


    Lucy scooted ahead of him. A Wet Floor sign near the bank of elevators served as a reminder of their collision.


    Thanks to the coffee massacre, Lucy entered the newsroom more than an hour after leaving. William passed the bag of drinks to her and sat at what must have been his desk at one of the cubicles.


    Reuben emerged from a small editing bay near the door. “Don’t producers manage time for a living?” He held his watch up and tapped the face. “Whoa. You’re supposed to bring the coffee. Not wear it.”


    Lucy’s heart sank. So much for first impressions. And so much for avoiding William Covington.

  




  
    Chapter Four


    William thumped his pencil on his notepad as he worked alone from the leather couch in Parker’s office. In contrast to the bare-bones newsroom, Parker’s office was plush—white walls, straight lines, and not a particleboard to be found. He deserved it. Parker had hustled his way up from the wrong side of the tracks, put himself through college, and worked his ass off to become station manager at KDVX. He hadn’t been handed a thing. Ever.


    News staff milled around William’s cubicle, making it impossible to concentrate. Add in the distraction of Lucy, sitting only two desks down, and he got nothing done out there.


    The introduction to the afternoon news promo played on a large television mounted in the corner of the office, directly in line of sight from where he worked. A perky reporter with chin-length blonde hair started the news hour with a story about the humane society and their donation shortage.


    Not the best lead-in.


    He grabbed the remote and turned up the volume. Overnight, one of the largest methamphetamine drug rings in the state had been taken down near Confluence. That should be the lead. The entire town buzzed about it. Both the morning and midday news had led with that story.


    William chewed on the end of his pencil when Parker breezed through the door. His assistant scurried behind him with a fistful of message slips.


    Parker stilled as the television came into view. Several volunteers paraded across the set with a menagerie of cats, dogs, and rabbits that did not seem to be enjoying their moment in the spotlight. Parker motioned to the screen. “Things are out of hand in the newsroom.”


    “No kidding,” William replied.


    “You found a place to live, huh?” Parker waved the assistant out and leaned against the desk, arms folded across his chest.


    “Barely, but yeah. I found a place.”


    “All that time you spent as a kid trying to convince your parents to move away, and you still wind up here. Brilliant.” Parker sorted through the message slips.


    “I’ve been around the world. All roads lead back to Confluence, and there’s no reason to put people here out of work if I don’t have to.”


    “Still only two things to do in town. Chase tumbleweeds and women.” Parker grinned a wry smile.


    “You never cared much for tumbleweeds,” William said mildly.


    “Nope.” Parker full on smirked. “Neither did you.”


    That was a long time ago. William stopped being the “next, please” guy as soon as he grew the hell up. He wasn’t that guy now. Not anymore.


    On the television feed, a dog barked. A kitten hissed and jumped from the anchor’s arms to bolt across the set. Two mutts howled and charged after the cat. The man holding the leashes hurtled off the set behind them.


    William shook his head at the screen until someone in the control room finally cut to a commercial break. “You’ve got a plan for that?”


    “I’m working on one.” Parker moved to his chair. “The new morning producer’s really good. Hopefully she can turn things around.”


    Lucy.


    He’d barely gone ten minutes without her invading his thoughts, since he’d scraped her off the concrete of the gas station and waited with her for the glass repair guy.


    “What do you know about Lucy?” William rested his elbow on the edge of the couch and kept his expression neutral.


    Parker’s face hardened. “Oh no. I’ve seen that look in your eyes way too many times. Trust me, you don’t want to go there with staff.”


    “Go where?” William played innocent.


    Parker pointed at him. “Where you’re trying to go. She’s off-limits.”


    “She’s funny, and pretty.” With freckles. I adore her freckles. And no way in hell was he going to be dictated to on who was off-limits when it came to his life.


    “She’s a challenge.” Parker stared him down. “Drop whatever this thing is you’ve got going on in your head about her.”


    William’s phone buzzed. “I’ve got to take this. My attorney.”


    “Go for it.” Parker’s own phone rang.


    William stood, turning his back to Parker. “This is William.”


    “Are you sitting down?” his attorney, Dawn, asked breathlessly. “Because the judge just threw out your father’s final appeal. Crestone’s yours. No more appeals, no more court dates, this is it. The company transfers on your birthday, like your mother requested.”


    William gripped the phone tighter.


    He had won.


    Nearly a decade had passed since he’d left Confluence after the reading of his mother’s will. He had not returned, choosing instead to spend the next phase of his life proving himself a respectable newsman while attorneys and mediators sorted out the legalities of his inheritance.


    And.


    He.


    Won.


    William had shed tears when he heard his mother had died. He stood by her grave weeks later, numb, tired, and cold inside. Over the next years, he’d fought the image that damn reality show had created. The persona they’d created for him followed him everywhere. Confluence media had a heyday with it. His father had to deal with his reckless son’s behavior, when he should have been mourning his wife. And the whole time, William felt…nothing. Like he’d been the one who died.


    Right now? The frigid vise gripping his heart started to melt.


    “You there?” Dawn asked.


    William swallowed the intense emotion threatening to spill. “Yeah, great news. Thank you. Really. Thank you.”


    “I’ll be in touch with paperwork,” she replied. “Congratulations.”


    William turned toward Parker, unable to keep his grin at bay. “I’ve got news.”


    Parker dropped his phone in the cradle. “I heard. Your dad called.”


    An ominous feeling crept up in William’s chest. “You talked to my dad?”


    Parker shifted uncomfortably. “I did. You need to meet with him. The Colorado Springs merger is precarious. This is the worst possible time for you to take over.”


    What the hell?


    That was certainly not the vote of confidence William had expected. “Worst possible time? Sorry my dead mother’s plans and my birthday don’t work for your calendar.”


    “That’s not what I meant, man. You know that. Your dad’s pissed.”


    Yeah, probably. His dad spent most of his time furious with his wife for dying and leaving her family company to William instead of him. Years fighting her last wishes had left his father bitter.


    “He’s been working on this merger for years. He wants to meet with you. Hash everything out.”


    Absolutely. Succession plan preparation should happen soon. First, William needed to do his own research before any meetings so he would go in prepared.


    “I’m putting that meeting off as long as possible.” He rubbed against the pressure in his chest he experienced whenever his father’s name came up.


    “You need to go visit him. Now.”


    “Nope.” Now that things were going his way, he would do this on his own terms. In his own time.


    Parker cursed. “Don’t be a jackass.”


    “Seriously, when did you become his bitch?” William set his hands low on his hips.


    Parker glanced away.


    “Why the hell have you been working with my dad?”


    “He’s my boss. I talk to him.” Parker sifted uneasily through the message slips on his desk. “If you’re not meeting with him, then what’s your plan?”


    William glared at him. “We need to announce to management soon but, for now, I’m only a consumer reporter. That’s all anyone needs to know. And as far as my dad’s concerned, I’m still the screw-up who embarrassed the family on national television. I need a solid strategy. With the big Colorado Springs acquisition you’re so concerned about, I have to be prepared. I’m not walking blind into any meetings.”


    Parker pressed his lips together. “Don’t screw up the merger, William. It’s got to happen.”


    “What’s it to you, anyway? Your job here’s secure with or without it.” Unless. William’s whole body went wired. “He promised you a Colorado Springs job, didn’t he?”


    Parker glanced down at the carpet. “Vice President of Operations.”


    William’s last girlfriend always said he had major trust issues. Right here. This illustrated why he struggled having faith in anyone. If you couldn’t rely on your friends to have your back, who could you count on?


    “When you kicked me out of your apartment, you weren’t worried about your job here. You were aiming for a promotion.”


    “After the merger, your dad plans to move all the offices to the Springs. You haven’t been around. You have no idea what this company needs. The merger needs to happen so we can move everything there.”


    Never. His mother set the offices in Confluence because she loved this town. “I’m keeping the offices in Confluence.”


    The door burst open, revealing Parker’s flustered assistant.


    “I’m sorry to interrupt. Mr. Covington.” She glanced at William. “The other Mr. Covington is here to see you.”


    Looked like that meeting with his dad wouldn’t wait after all.


    “Son.”


    One word, and everyone paused. William couldn’t breathe. Air wouldn’t come. His father’s presence erased everything William had worked toward. He was a twenty-two-year-old brat again, ruining the family name.


    The perplexed assistant scooted aside to let his father pass.


    “Dad.” William clenched his fingers against his palms. He would not go back in time. He would not allow his father that control. He would not be that kid again.


    “I suppose congratulations are in order.” Joe Covington had aged over their time apart. Oh, he still owned the room when he entered, but his hair was whiter and the lines on his face deeper. “It’s been a long time. We’ve got some work to do to get this transition moving. Best get on that.”


    He turned in the direction of the conference room without any other words. He didn’t need them. People followed Joe Covington wherever he led.


    “Best get on that.” Parker jerked his head to where William’s father had stood moments before.


    “We’re not done.” William pointed a finger at Parker and headed the opposite direction of the conference room. He refused to come when called—especially by his father.

  




  
    Chapter Five


    William was on edge. A string of tense meetings with his father over the past two weeks had been punctuated with uncomfortable, over-the-top civility. Twice his father had broached the subject of William staying at the family house. Twice, William declined. Politely. Through gritted teeth.


    Better to live in a rundown place he called his own than move back to the altar of broken dreams, otherwise known as the family home where his father and stepmother lived.


    Parker had tried to contact him a few times. William had avoided the calls and sidestepped him at the station.


    But his father’s endless persistence, and Parker’s two-faced friendship, weren’t the only reasons he couldn’t sleep.


    The yowling outside had become unbearable. He yanked a thin bubblegum-colored blanket over his head. Two a.m. and a first-class pain-in-the-ass cat would not shut up. William groaned.


    Even without the cat, a man could not sleep in a house drenched in the color palette of Pepto-Bismol.


    He was a successful reporter. A goddamned heir to an empire. All of that sounded great, but his life was like a late night infomercial. Looked amazing on television, but once you got it, you realized it was total bull and the return shipping wasn’t worth the effort.


    The bellowing outside grew louder, punctuated with several short meows and a long, high-pitched cry.


    He rolled off the bed, stood, and stubbed his toe on the dresser. A string of oaths fell from his lips.


    Barefoot, shirtless, and without any pride, he limped through his living room in only his boxers. Not like anyone was outside to see him or his damaged dignity. Clearly, he was the only one awake in the neighborhood. Aside from the cat.


    He grabbed a pastel pink laundry basket from the sofa and stepped outside the patio door. His bare feet hit the chilled metal steps. He shivered. Clouds covered the moon, so the only light came from a street lamp at the end of the building. Not even the stars were out tonight.


    Step one, catch the cat.


    Step two, hope the cat stayed in the basket until morning.


    Step three, no idea. He’d figure that one out after some sleep.


    The yowling continued from around Lucy’s side of the patio. William stepped with care across the AstroTurf lawn, hopping away from jagged gravel to avoid the legion of pink flamingos he’d inherited with the place.


    Yes, he’d been flocked.


    His breath came in thin, foggy bursts.


    He was a predator hunting a…Puddy Tat.


    Quoting Looney Tunes to himself while tracking a cat around a compound of sketchy apartments? Yeah, he needed sleep.


    He slipped along the length of Lucy’s unit. The feline in question bellowed and scratched at the metal siding below Lucy’s window.


    A branch snapped under the pad of William’s foot. The cat stopped howling and stared him down. If he was quick, William could grab the thing. Or maybe he should try calling the beast—it might come.


    He cleared his throat quietly, not quite believing he was doing this. “Here kitty, kitty,” he sang off-key. “Kitty, kitty, kitty. Here kitty.”


    A violent hiss erupted from the cat’s mouth. William nearly laughed when the cat bared its fangs. Fang. The decrepit marmalade, long-haired cat was missing a tooth. Clumps of fur were gone, too, and the creature appeared as though it had been on the receiving end of a late-night bar brawl. Something an awful lot like sympathy stirred inside him.


    “Here kitty, kitty…” he sang again.


    Gravel crunched behind him.


    He spun around.


    Lucy wielded a baseball bat at him like a maniac. When she raised the bat higher, her nightgown crept up to her thighs.


    When he should’ve been concerned about the possibility of a concussion, his body instead responded to that small bit of bare skin like a fifteen-year-old boy at a strip club.


    “What are you doing?” he whispered.


    “Seeing who is outside my window.” Her hair was tousled and, damn, did he want to run his fingers through the mess of it. She lowered the bat. “What are you doing?”


    Ogling my pretty neighbor and making an ass out of myself. Clearly, she had no idea what her presence did to him. “Figuring out how to quiet that cat.” That sounded much better than trying to figure out how to get her to agree to an impromptu roll on the AstroTurf.


    “You scared me.” Her lip trembled.


    He reached his hand out to comfort her, but she stepped away.


    She nodded toward the ball of fur. “What’s the deal with him?”


    The cat stopped bellowing.


    “No idea,” he said. “He’s going to the Humane Society as soon as I catch him.”


    The cat stalked closer and hissed again. It turned to Lucy and…smiled.


    She set the bat down and kneeled in the fake grass, wriggling her fingers toward the grungy cat. “Aw, how sweet is he?”


    The cat strutted to her opened fingers, tail held high, and sniffed. She massaged its chin and turned the tags on the collar over to read them.


    She glanced at William. “Her name is Mitzy. It lists your apartment number.”


    The dead former-occupant-lady had a feline?


    He hurried to grab the basket and snapped it down over the cat. Lucy barely moved her hand away in time. It was dark, but he was close enough to Lucy to catch her reaction. If gemstones caught fire, they would look exactly like her green eyes in that moment.


    “You. Did. Not. Just. Do. That.”


    “I caught the cat.” He pointed to the aforementioned feline.


    She threw the basket aside to move the beast onto her lap. Her nightgown rose higher on her thigh as she comforted the thing.


    William stifled a groan. She killed him without even touching him. The nightgown wasn’t even that short or sexy. Except on her, it was beyond hot. Cotton, not silk, with a picture of a panda bear eating a cupcake with the cherry right at her… No, he was not going to examine the cherry and the position it held right over her breast.


    “Hey there.” She rubbed her hand over the tufts of fur. “It’s okay. I’m here.”


    A deep purr vibrated through the dark night, and Lucy beamed. “She likes me.”


    “Don’t get attached. She’s going to the shelter,” William grumbled.


    Lucy ignored him. “I like you, too, Mitzy.”


    The distinctive click of the hammer being pulled back on a gun sounded through the darkness. Then a shot rang through the night.


    William dove at where Lucy and the cat sat on the ground, knocking them backward with a thud.


    “Who’s there?” Dixie shouted.


    He glanced behind where the gunshot had come from, ready to grab Lucy and run.


    Dixie held the rifle in question.


    “It’s us. William and Lucy,” he shouted back, still covering Lucy with his body, the cat wedged against her side.


    The hissing, pissed-off cat apparently didn’t appreciate being squished against Lucy’s armpit since the pissed-off hissing continued with new vigor. He glanced to Lucy. The whites of her round eyes were huge in the darkness.


    Her pulse tap-danced under his hand that rested against her side.


    “Are you okay?” He moved his hand away.


    “You should get up now,” Lucy whispered.


    “Right.” He disentangled himself and helped Lucy stand. She held the cat by the scruff of the neck tight against her chest.


    “It’s the middle of the night.” Dixie’s tone was firm. “What the devil are you doin’ out here?”


    “Cat hunting.” William gestured with his head to Lucy and Mitzy.


    “Well, I’ll be a monkey’s unc—” Dixie started.


    “Mom?” Jeff hollered from across the road.


    “Oh, good, the gang’s all here.” William dropped his hands to his waist.


    “She’s over here, Jeff,” Lucy said, her voice sharp.


    Jeff trudged around the corner in a pair of plaid pajamas. His eyes grew wide when he saw his mother pointing the rifle at William. His gaze followed the barrel of the gun, landing on William’s crotch. Jeff coughed into his hand and glanced away. William adjusted his hands to cover the bulge. Jeff whispered something in Dixie’s ear before he patted her on the shoulder and moved her gun into his hand.


    “Everything okay?” Jeff asked.


    “Depends on your definition of okay.” William jerked his chin at Lucy. “Your mom shot at us. We caught a cat.”


    “Warnin’ shot,” Dixie chimed in. “If I’da meant to hit ’em, I woulda.”


    “Mom, we’ve discussed this. No warning shots.” Jeff glanced up to the starless sky. “No shots at all.”


    “Protectin’ the place is my job. Is that Mitzy?” Dixie asked. “Thought she up ’n died, too.”


    Lucy held the cat tight against her.


    Mitzy rewarded her with a crazy cat smile.


    “Can I keep her?” Lucy asked Dixie.


    William said “no” at the same time Dixie said “yes.”


    Dixie scowled. “I s’pose you ken keep the cat.”


    Jeff rested a hand on his mother’s shoulder. “Let’s get you home, Mom.”


    “Where’s your clothes?” Dixie jerked her chin at William before she shot an accusing glance at Lucy.


    At least the present conversation had killed the punch of lust he experienced earlier. “I was sleeping.”


    Dixie pointed at his crotch. “Syphilis is a reality. You’d best remember that.”


    Jeff coughed again. William rolled his eyes to heaven.


    The awkward moment lingered until Dixie harrumphed, turned on her heel, and marched back into the darkness. Jeff followed.


    The mangy fur ball purred louder as William walked Lucy silently to the porch.


    Her cheeks burned red in the porch light as she opened the door. “Need something?”


    “Enjoy your cat.” He reached to pet Mitzy, but she nipped at his outstretched fingers. He jerked his hand back.


    Lucy held her hand on the doorknob. “I will.”


    “Good night, then.” He stepped backward and cleared his throat.


    The door closed only inches from his nose, and the lock clicked into place.


    He trudged into his own apartment, climbed into bed, and tunneled his face into a pillow. When he closed his eyes, visions of Lucy in that ridiculous shirt swam in the darkness. He was hyperaware of her presence just next door.


    Yeah, he definitely knew she existed. Certain areas of his body reminded him constantly. But on paper, Lucy Campbell didn’t show up anywhere. William dug up stories better than most of his colleagues, and he still couldn’t find anything on her.


    He needed to convince his body what his head already knew. The insane desire he experienced around Lucy was a simple case of lust.


    He grumbled to himself, rolled over, and willed sleep to find him.

  




  
    Chapter Six


    Ten minutes late for her first assignment meeting. Great.


    “Thanks,” Lucy said to Parker when he held the door to the conference room for her.


    The pit of self-doubt she carried with her weighed heavier as she entered the small, crowded space. The conference room had a long rectangular table with mismatched black leather chairs haphazardly placed around it, one door, and no windows. Confidence. She needed a bucket load.


    Unfortunately, demanding she be confident never seemed to work.


    Staff talked over each other, bantering about their plans for the weekend. Some sat at the table, a few were perched on the table, and a couple leaned against the wall. William had claimed one of the leather chairs. He tossed a worn baseball into the air, caught it, and threw it again. He intercepted her gaze and flashed his dimples. He was literally everywhere. Their shared porch, the coin-operated laundry room at the apartment building, the newsroom, and the coffee shop…everywhere.


    Hello, McDimples. Tingles that had no place at work tickled along each lusty nerve in her body.


    Bridgett, the afternoon producer, laughed at something he said.


    Everyone quieted when Parker spoke. “Lucy is taking over as assignment editor. She’ll still produce, but she’ll also head up the weekly assignment meetings for the immediate future. Listen to her. Do what she says.” He lifted his chin to Lucy. “Good luck.”


    Without anything further, he left.


    Right.


    So what if being the assignment editor wasn’t her dream? She could use her position to be sure she could report a few of her own stories. Make the reel that would be her ticket to reporting full-time.


    She snatched a white board marker and fiddled with the cap. “Shows need content. Let’s get through this quickly”—Lucy bit at her bottom lip and waved a hand toward the room—“and you can go back to work. I realize I haven’t been here long.” Lucy scrawled the words Story Ideas across the white board. “But let’s be honest. Things are messy in the newsroom. We can do better.”


    A general rumble of dissent rolled through the room.


    Lucy ignored it. “We’ve had multiple reporters show up for the same story three times in the past week. The Rivers Edge newspaper has scooped us on four interviews. We need better coordination. If we work as a team, we can report some real news.”


    The room went silent.


    Lucy met the daggers directed at her, head on. “Just because we get a press release on the Humane Society’s lack of donations doesn’t mean we need to turn the story into a three-part series urging our viewers to open their checkbooks.”


    “What you’re saying is you advocate the extermination of kittens?” Anderson mumbled.


    Lucy opened her mouth to respond.


    “Knock it off, Anderson.” Bridgett glared his way.


    Lucy gave her a smile of solidarity.


    “I happen to know Lucy adores cats.” A sliver of irritation cut through William’s quiet words.


    Lucy swallowed an inappropriate remark about him accosting Mitsy with a laundry basket. He was so not one to talk.


    “Why didn’t anyone ask why donations are down? Anyone know the rate of euthanasia? How does it compare nationally? It’s not our job to raise funds for kittens. Our job is to share actual news. The Edge ran a story about domestic violence rates in Confluence and how they’re at a five-year high. Where were you?” she asked instead.


    No one spoke. Apparently, they had no idea where they’d been.


    Lucy wasn’t giving up. She addressed the room at large. “What story ideas are everyone working on?”


    The group fidgeted with their pens and notepads, but no one looked at her. Finally, she caught Anderson’s gaze. “C’mon, you have to be working on something?”


    “Trying to convince you to have dinner with me. Not going well so far.” Anderson’s thousand-watt smile likely had women throwing their panties at him regularly. It didn’t work on Lucy. She preferred her panties on, thankyouverymuch.


    “Work related, Anderson.” Lucy leaned forward on the table. “Not—”


    “I’m considering an investigation into Twin Lakes Resorts.” William sliced through her reply. “They’re based in Denver, but the chain includes three hotels within hours of Confluence. They do these big honeymoon retreats. It’s wedding season, and we’ve been getting complaints about couples on their honeymoon being up-charged for things they didn’t order, pre-paid rooms being unavailable, and personal items going missing.”


    “Great story.” Lucy scrawled Honeymoons From Hell at the top of the whiteboard.


    Bridgett turned to William. “You’ll need to go undercover? Pretend you’re on your honeymoon? I like it.”


    He shrugged. “Something like that. I’m working on the details.”


    “That’s why we’re here. To help you work out specifics.” Lucy underlined the words on the white board. Twice, for good measure.


    Within minutes, the team was throwing ideas back and forth. Lucy shook out the cramp forming in her hand from keeping up. This was good. Exactly what they needed in the newsroom.


    “When William goes undercover, he’ll need a wife.” Bridgett was all business.


    “Who wants to be William’s wife?” Lucy asked offhand.


    William mouthed, “Stop it” at her.


    “It can’t be a reporter anyone will recognize,” Bridgett pointed out. “Someone behind the scenes makes the most sense.”


    “Lucy,” William interjected. “You’re behind the scenes. Looks like you’re the one.”


    Nope. That was a bad idea.


    No. No way Lucy would spend days and nights alone with the man she was avoiding—the man always in search of his next conquest.


    “Actually”—Lucy capped her marker—“I think you should take Bridgett. I don’t mind covering her shifts.”


    The lines around William’s mouth hardened. The look shouldn’t have been sexy, but it was.


    Bridgett grinned. “This is so fun. I’ll get a dress and a ring—just like the real thing without all the messy paperwork when it’s over.”


    By the time the meeting finished, everyone had solid assignments. Lucy rubbed her wrist and organized the markers she had used to color code the board. She turned to leave. William had stayed behind and was leaning against the closed door.


    “Don’t do that again.” He shoved his hands in his pockets.


    “Excuse me?”


    “I pick my own wives.”


    The way he made that declaration made her heart thump quick in her chest. Pick me. Pick me.


    She mentally instructed her heart to shut up.


    “Ah.” She moved to put the table between them. “Thought I was helping.”


    “I don’t need your help. Especially if it involves sending me away for a honeymoon with someone else.” His sarcasm hung heavy between them.


    “I’m sure you’ll have a lovely time.” She looked down to her notepad and collected her things.


    “Lucy.”


    She glanced up.


    The space between them practically disintegrated with the way he held her stare. She couldn’t look away. Could hardly catch her breath.


    “We’re not done.” He turned on his heel and disappeared down the hallway.


    His words hung in the air like a promise.


    …


    Lucy’s phone rang at six o’clock the next Saturday. It wasn’t her morning to be at the station, and absolutely everything else could wait until she woke up. She reached over to her rickety nightstand and clicked off the ringer.


    At six thirty, she couldn’t ignore the pounding at her front door. It continued as she threw her feet over the side of the bed and made her way through the cramped living room. She tossed back the orange curtain on her front door. William stood there on the porch, his gaze directed down. His right hand lay relaxed on the top of the doorjamb, and the tight tee he wore showed the ripples of muscle on his biceps.


    “Mrrrrrrrrrow.” Mitzy sauntered into the room.


    “No. Kidding,” Lucy replied, under her breath.


    When he glanced up and caught her gaze, little spikes of desire pulsed in her veins. She dropped the polyester curtain.


    Mrrrow indeed.


    The scruff on his face announced he hadn’t shaved in days. Lucy was apparently into shaggy men, as of right that moment.


    Way too early for this.


    More pounding. “Saw you. Know you’re in there, Lucy.”


    She drew the curtain back again.


    He pointed to the handle and mouthed, “Open.”


    She shook her head and planted her hand on her hip.


    He rattled the door handle.


    Fine.


    Safety chain in place, she opened the door a crack. When he pressed to enter, the chain caught.


    “Lucy, I need to talk to you,” he said through the thin opening.


    “It’s too early for conversation.” She ran a hand over her obnoxious morning hair.


    “I need your help.”


    “You said I’m not supposed to help you.” She tried to close the door, but he stopped it before the latch caught.


    “Bridgett’s in the hospital.”


    A knot formed in Lucy’s belly. She released the safety chain and opened the door. “What happened?”


    “We’re supposed to leave for Twin Lakes today, but she ate something with peaches, and apparently she’s allergic. I just came from the hospital. She’s all puffed up.”


    Peaches? That sounded awful. “Will she be okay?”


    “They say she’ll be fine, but she needs monitoring. You have to be my wife.”


    The knot in her belly tightened, and she stepped backward into the living room. “It is way too early to discuss marriage.”


    He followed her inside. His gaze traveled over her, and the edges of his lips ticked up. “Please, Lucy. I need a favor. And you look like you need caffeine. Where do you keep the coffee?”


    She crossed her arms across her chest. “At Starbucks.”


    He tossed her an annoyed look and brushed past her to the kitchen.


    Ugh. “Fine. To the coffee. Not the marriage.” She followed him into her kitchen where he snagged the tin of blonde roast off the counter.


    “Coffee liners?” he asked.


    “Use your sock,” she replied sweetly. She didn’t do controlling. Not with men. Not in life.


    He dug through her cupboards. “You always this grumpy in the morning?”


    She grumbled under her breath.


    “I’ll tell you what. You go do whatever you do to wake up.” He turned and stepped toward her to trace his fingers intimately along her arms, leaving a trail of goose bumps behind.


    Unable to move, she stared at his warm hands against her bare flesh.


    He leaned into her, all sexy stubble and man. “I’ll make coffee.” His gaze rested on her mouth, which at some point had parted against her will. She promptly shut it.


    “Then we can talk about our trip to Twin Lakes.” He gave a squeeze and released her.


    Full-bodied with an extra shot of persistence was apparently on her menu this morning. “I have to work, I’ve got a cat, and there are three thousand other reasons I’m not going with you.”


    “Let’s talk after you resurrect Happy Lucy. Shower, meditate, whatever you usually do…then coffee.” He returned to rummaging through her cupboards.


    She stared at him, scruffy, delicious, and in her kitchen. The universe had a messed up sense of humor.


    “You getting that shower going or are you waiting for me to take one with you?” he asked without turning around.


    She scowled at his ridiculously attractive back for a beat. It wasn’t fair that even his back was sexy. Her gaze traveled lower to his shorts. Over his ass. His legs. His calves.


    He cleared his throat. She glanced up quickly to meet his…dimples.


    “I’ll come, too, then?” His lips formed the husky words, mesmerizing her.


    He took a step forward, the tin of coffee still in his grip.


    She froze, certain the look on her face must’ve mirrored an early-morning deer meeting the headlights of a Ferrari. Like, if she was gonna get hit by a car, might as well be a good one.


    Oh boy, was she about to get run over.


    She licked at her lips.


    His gaze fell to them, mouth parted, eyes flared.


    Next, please.


    She noped right out of there. Turned and bolted for the bathroom, ensuring the lock on the door clicked behind her.


    Head in her hands, she slumped against the thin wood panel on the wall beside the cracked tub.


    She was officially hiding from William in her bathroom. Not because he recommended she shower. Nope, she needed to wake up. Her hair needed shampoo. And she had lusty irritation to rinse down the drain.


    By the time the hot water ran out, the aroma of coffee, eggs, and bacon filled the kitchen.


    Lucy emerged from the bathroom with wet hair and a fresh outlook, but forgiveness for the early wake-up would cost a lot more than breakfast.


    William waited at the table, newspaper in hand with his ankle propped across his knee. He’d set two plates of food and mugs of coffee for them.


    “Aw, you waited for me,” she said without humor. “You shouldn’t have.”


    “Cream or sugar?” He held up her Wonder Woman coffee mug without moving his gaze from the paper.


    “Lots of both.” She dropped into the chair across from him and meticulously lined up the silverware he’d set. She placed her napkin delicately on her lap. The scene was too domestic, with a side of comfort she refused to acknowledge.


    She sipped from her mug. It turned out William made a decent cup of coffee.


    “So…” He unceremoniously folded the newspaper. “Will you marry me?”


    The slice of bacon she had raised to her mouth stopped just short of her lips. “I hope you do dishes, too. I don’t do dishes this early in the morning.”


    “Did you hear me?” He ran his hand over the delicious stubble on his chin. “I need a wife.”


    “And I need sleep. Oh, look.” She gestured between them with her fork. “We both have needs. Unfulfilled needs.”


    Molten gold eyes bored through her. “Tell me more about your unfulfilled needs.”


    “Sleep. Only sleep. That’s the only thing I need right now.” Her resolve cracked a bit with the way he stared.


    “Sleep?” The intensity of his expression didn’t change with the question.


    “That’s what I said, right? The only thing I need from you is a little time with my mattress.”


    Oh my God. She wanted to scoop those words up and shove them back in her mouth.


    “Your mattress,” he confirmed.


    Still with the expression not changing. The man was unnerving and ridiculous and the idea of him with her on her mattress sounded nicer than she’d ever want to admit.


    She drove an icicle stake through the thought. “Alone. Alone with my… You know what? Never mind.”


    “Bridgett isn’t available. I need you.” The little muscle in his jaw ticked. “Please.”


    “There is literally no one else you could marry?” No other “next, please”?


    Apparently, not all the bristle got washed off in the shower.


    “You are a behind-the-scenes employee at the station. A female employee, unmarried, with no plans for the next few days.”


    “How do you know I don’t have plans?” At least the man had a way with eggs. What could she say? They were fluffy and perfect.


    He gestured at her with his fork. “Do you have plans?”


    “I have to work. I’m covering for Bridgett, plus my shifts.”


    “Handled.”


    “It can’t just be handled. It’s my job.”


    “Parker’s taking care of it.”


    The persistence. Dear heavens, the persistence.


    She pressed her eyes into slits. “I would rather have a colonoscopy on national television than parade around as your wife.”


    His expression darkened. “Lucy, do you know how many stations my family owns?”


    She didn’t answer.


    “Enough of them. So that if it’s true, and you’d like to have a colonoscopy on national television, I can make it happen. Your choice is simple. You’re either my wife for the next few days, or you’ll be backside up under a curtain on Good Morning America by Monday.”


    She bit into her bacon, but now it tasted like ash. “Fine,” she muttered. “Let’s get married.”


    He grinned brighter than the sun coming through the window. “It’ll be great.”


    She was positive that wasn’t true.

  




  
    Chapter Seven


    Hours later, Lucy lugged her bag through the newsroom, ready for her fake honeymoon in Twin Lakes. William had told her to wear something post-wedding appropriate, so she had tugged on a cream-colored business suit and packed a bag.


    As always, the reporters on duty stood gabbing in the corner of the room. They turned collectively to gawk at Lucy.


    Anderson let out a catcall and began a slow applause. “Congratulations on your wedding.”


    “Don’t even start.” Lucy jerked at the hem of her jacket.


    William emerged from one of the editing bays with a case of equipment. The black tuxedo he wore fit him entirely too well, amplifying his muscles and encouraging Lucy’s daydream of being a glorified bridal Barbie about to marry a real life GI Joe.


    His lazy gaze wandered over her. “You look pretty.”


    “Thanks,” she whispered, ignoring the way her cheeks heated at his comment.


    “What all did you pack?” He glanced to her oversize suitcase and humor flashed in his eyes.


    “Just what I need for a few days.”


    “Uh-huh.” He didn’t sound at all like he believed her.


    “What does that mean? Uh-huh?”


    He stacked her bags near the equipment cases. “It means, sure.”


    “You say ‘uh-huh,’ but your tone implies something else.” She smoothed the fabric of her skirt.


    “Remind me never, ever to wake you up early again.” He pinched her chin with his thumb and index finger like she was a lippy five-year-old.


    “I can’t believe I agreed to marry you,” she huffed.


    “The wedding’s barely over, and you two are already bickering like an old married couple. Need me to show you how to handle her?” Anderson asked.


    William grinned. “Nah. I got this. C’mon, Snookums.”


    “Pet names? Really?” Lucy checked her phone. “I couldn’t get ahold of Jeff to watch Mitzy.”


    “Dixie and Simon will stop in and take care of her while you’re gone. I arranged it while you were in the shower this morning.”


    “That was a little presumptuous, don’t you think, Snookums?” Lucy asked.


    “Probably, but it worked out anyway.”


    “Did anyone talk to Bridgett? She didn’t respond to my texts.” Lucy pushed her phone into her purse.


    “Stopped by the hospital on the way here. She’ll go home later today.” He reached into the pocket of his slacks and tossed Lucy a ring box. “To make it official.”


    “We don’t need to be so old-fashioned. Forget the ring. I’m a woman of the new millennium and all that.”


    He shook his head. “My wife wears a ring.”


    “Hey, McDimples. We’re not really married. You get that, right?”


    She glanced to his left hand. He already wore a gold band.


    Lucy removed the lid, revealing pear-shaped sapphires surrounding a massive diamond.


    “I can’t wear this.” She held it up. Light bounced off the diamond. “It has to be three carats.”


    “Nah, it’s a fake.” He took the box from her, removed the band from the velvet lining, and pushed the ring gently up to her knuckle. It slid right off.


    He pushed the ring gently onto her finger again. It dropped back into his hand.


    “Shucks, it doesn’t fit. I’m not your Cinderella.”


    “It has to.” He pressed it up to her knuckle and squeezed the band so the flimsy metal molded to her finger.


    “Classy. I see you spared no expense.” Sarcasm came in handy at that moment.


    His fingers trailed across her hand before he shoved the little box back into his jacket.


    Lucy followed him out the door, staring at the ring.


    In what reality did she wear a fakey-fake engagement ring to go on a honeymoon with William?


    He hoisted the bags and equipment boxes filled with cameras and various gadgets into the back of the old red truck he’d driven the first day she met him, hurrying around to the passenger side just in time to open Lucy’s door.


    His hand rested against her elbow for a moment. A flash of light caught the metal of the gold band on his left hand, taunting an impossible reality. Her blood pressure spiked, her breath turned ragged.


    The scent of him swirled in the air—spice, citrus, and the forest at dusk.


    “Relax,” he said against her ear.


    For the briefest of seconds, she thought he might nip at the soft skin of her earlobe where his lips brushed. A shiver slinked around her, over her, straight through her.


    His grin broke the spell.


    “What’s with the not shaving thing?” Lucy climbed inside.


    He glanced at the hem of her dress where it slipped up on her thigh, for about four beats too long. She cleared her throat and tilted her head to the side.


    “It’s my cover.” He closed her door.


    Cover?


    He moved his hand over the hood as he jogged around the front of the truck. Once he climbed inside, her nerves did that purring thing they were so fond of when he was around.


    “Do people recognize you a lot?” she asked.


    “Not here in Confluence. But why take the risk?” He backed out of the parking lot. “It helps that people see what they want to see. What they expect to see. They don’t expect to see a reporter, so they don’t.”


    “Kind of like an alter ego. Except instead of spandex and a cape, you grow a beard and drive a truck?”


    He smirked, and it spread into a grin. “Yeah, I guess so.”


    “Well then, you’ll need an alter ego name. Maybe I’ll call you Willy?”


    “Not on your life.”


    “Can you at least talk with a special accent and low voice like Batman?”


    “No,” he said as they stopped at a red light.


    “C’mon William, you can’t be called ‘William’ all the time when you’re on assignment. You need something more fun. What if I just call you Bill? Or Billy or Mack or Buddy?” She quoted Sheryl Crow.


    He gripped the steering wheel and stared ahead for a moment. When he turned to her, the tenderness of his expression nearly did her in. “I’ll tell you what, Lucy. You have special permission to call me Will when we’re on assignment.”


    “Superhero Will who grows a beard and drives a truck. Sounds good to me.” She toyed with the hem of her skirt. “Tell me where we’re headed.”


    He reached over and opened the glove box, grazing her uncovered knee with the back of his hand.


    Inappropriate risqué thoughts about what harlot Barbie would like to do to G.I. Joe surged through her mind. She sucked in a hot breath as he handed her a brochure. Get a grip. This is not a real wedding night.


    “Fancy,” she drawled, flipping through the brochure. “How far is this place anyway?”


    “An hour,” he replied.


    She slid a sideways glance at him. An hour alone in a cramped space with William. She was amazingly awful at staying away from him.


    …


    Rain from the night before had drenched the abundant potholes scattered along the cracked asphalt. Focused on the road ahead, William jerked the bowtie at his neck loose.


    Bridgett had agreed they would “dress the part.” Lucy hadn’t gotten that note. He’d rather not be in a tux, either, but the way Lucy’s jaw fell open when she saw him at the station made it worth it. Chicks dug a man in a suit—he already knew that. Raise the stakes to a tuxedo and he’d hoped it might crack the armor she kept around herself.


    So far, no luck.


    “You’re quiet.” William briefly slid his gaze from the windshield to her and back to the country road leading to Twin Lakes.


    Lucy had been studying that brochure for a while now. By his estimate, she’d read it cover to cover more than a dozen times. He’d intentionally left the radio off, confident she might be feeling chatty. She wasn’t.


    “Not much to talk about, I guess.” She turned to him a little. “Maybe we should figure out our backstory. How we met. All that.”


    “Where’s the fun in a pretend backstory? I’d rather get to know the real Lucy.”


    He glanced to her again. A breeze from her open window blew strands of her hair loose from where she’d tied it up.


    His fingers itched to tuck it behind her ear.


    Hands at ten and two, bud. Hands at ten and two.


    “No. I promise, I’m not interesting.” She frowned.


    He begged to differ.


    “Not true. If there’s one thing I’ve learned as a journalist—everyone’s interesting. Everyone’s got a story to tell.” In his experience, this was the truth that kept the industry moving. Find the story. Tell the story.


    “Oh yeah? What’s your story then? The interesting parts?” She grinned his way.


    The interesting part involved a ruined reputation and a now defunct reality TV show. Both things he wasn’t going to talk about. He’d spent years doing damage control. No way was he bringing it up now.


    For a fickle industry without much of a memory, the entertainment machine had held his reputation hostage following the disaster in Florida. No matter how hard he worked, for years someone always brought up the show. Even when he’d finally moved past it, proven himself a decent reporter, the memory of that summer still haunted him.


    “I see what you did there.” He jerked his chin toward her.


    “What did I do?” She feigned innocence.


    “Answered a question with another question. Anything else you learn in journalism school?’


    She squinted his way. “Oh, tons. What did they teach you?”


    “A little of this. A little of that.” He chuckled.


    “What’s your plan when we get to the lakes?” She held up the brochure she’d studied so thoroughly.


    “Figured we’d lay out some obvious cash and then some not-so-obvious cash. I snagged a few pieces of jewelry to tuck in our suitcases when we get there, too.”


    “Hidden cameras. Lay out the bait. What else do we need to do while we’re there?” She unclipped her hair, ran a hand through it, and tucked it back up.


    “Listen, discreetly ask around, but, mostly, lay the trap and see if anyone falls into it. That leaves a lot of time for us to…talk.”


    God as his witness, before the trip was done he’d squeeze out more about her.


    The truck hit a pothole and a boom echoed through the cab of the truck. Lucy screeched. Her body went stiff. She grabbed his thigh.


    He hit the brakes and pulled to the shoulder of the road.


    Shit. He’d blown a damn tire.


    If she moved her hand up any farther, he’d blow something else, too.


    “What the hell was that?” Her hand squeezed tighter through the fabric of his slacks.


    “Pot hole. The tire blew.” He closed his eyes. She hadn’t moved her hand. She needed to move her hand.


    “Lucy?” He dropped his head against the headrest.


    “What?” Her fingers still held a death grip on his thigh.


    “Could you move…your…uh, hand?” He covered her fingers with his own to shift them closer to his knee.


    They locked gazes and the cab of the truck shrunk between them. Neither of them moved. Her lips parted. His followed suit.


    She jerked her hand off of him. “Oh my God. I’m sorry.”


    He glanced to her. She’d gone red again. His lips twitched.


    “No worries. Let’s just get this fixed.”


    “Do tow trucks even come out this far?” There wasn’t much around them except a great deal of trees, a meadow, and a speed limit sign. A few cars splashed by, but the nearest town would be an hour out.


    “I don’t need roadside assistance. I’ve got a jack and a tire iron.” He swung open his door and dug behind the seat for his tools. He may have had a privileged childhood, but his dad made sure he knew how to change a tire. One of those life skills that came in handy. Before his mother passed away, his father had actually been a decent guy. Taught him a lot of shit that came in handy, even now.


    She scooted out the passenger door and pushed it closed. “How can I help?”


    He knelt beside the tire in question and went to work. “Cheer me on?”


    She did a little jazz hands number. “Go, Will.”


    He paused at her use of the nickname. No one called him that anymore. He preferred his full name usually. Coming from Lucy, though, he didn’t mind the nickname. Hell, he even enjoyed it. He tugged off the jacket to his tuxedo to lay it across the side of the truck bed.


    “That the best you can do?” Sleeves rolled, he put pressure on a particularly tight lug nut.


    “I wasn’t exactly a cheerleader.”


    “No?” That’s the most information he’d gotten from her so far.


    “Ha. No. Go, Will is the extent of my—”


    A particularly large SUV picked that moment to pass them. A sheet of water from one of the abundant potholes drenched his back.


    He looked to Lucy. She was soaked.


    Shit. Damn.


    He was on his feet in a second. The wall of water got them both, but he had his head down by the tire. A full frontal attack hit her. Head to toe.


    He tagged his jacket to wipe at her cheeks.


    “Sonofabitch, Lucy. I’m so sorry.” The last time he tried to help clean her up—after the whole coffee debacle—he accidentally felt her up. No way was he going to make that mistake again. This time, he kept his attention to the neck up.


    She shrugged off her blazer, revealing a sleeveless blouse that exposed the creamy skin of her shoulders and arms.


    “I’ll grab your suitcase. Get you something to change into.” He reached into the bed of the truck and grabbed her bag.


    The damn thing was soaked through.


    This was not how he meant to start their trip.


    …


    Lucy was covered in flakes of mud, dried road water, and William’s tuxedo jacket when they pulled into the parking lot at Twin Lakes. Her suitcase was a mushy pile of laundry, so she had nothing else to change into.


    The Twin Lakes lodge appeared to sprout out of the side of the mountain. Nestled among pine trees and stunning blue reservoirs, primitive log cabins surrounded the out-of-place hotel. A couple of fishermen cast their lines as they stood perched along the banks of the lake. In the parking lot, a few hikers headed toward a trailhead.


    William opened her door and helped her down to the dirt parking lot. His slacks also had mud smeared on them, his shirt was wrinkled, and his hair was a mess. Rolling around in the dirt and sweating while changing a tire suited him. She’d never seen him in anything but put together. Normally he looked good, but messy suited him fine.


    He had the disheveled James Bond thing down pat. The dust of stubble on his face and the bow tie tossed over his shoulder bumped his hotness factor up a solid ten degrees. And he did not need that raise.


    Lucy handed him his jacket and smoothed her skirt. “This place is amazing.”


    He slipped on the suit coat in one smooth movement. “Mrs. Monroe?” He held his hand to her.


    “Monroe?” Her belly flipped when his fingers gripped hers.


    “We’re using Parker’s last name to check-in.”


    Lucy and Will Monroe.


    “Mrs. Monroe,” she said under her breath as they walked across the lot to the lodge entrance. “Got it.”


    “Ever done undercover reporting before?” William asked, releasing her hand.


    She shook her head.


    No. She’d always been behind the scenes in the newsroom. The handful of times she’d managed to get on-air her stories were generally straightforward. She showed up with a cameraman, a script, and her reporter armor—a smart suit with sensible pumps and perfect makeup. Her weapon of choice? A handheld microphone, which she used as a tool of intimidation by pushing it closer when someone got too aggressive or started to twist the truth.


    This undercover wedding assignment was new territory.


    They made it a few steps before he slipped on a pair of black-rimmed glasses. “Smile.” He pointed to one side of the rims. “Camera.”


    He extended a hand to her.


    She took it.


    His hold kept them tethered together as they moved toward the two massive doors at the lodge’s entrance. With their fingers tangled, an unfamiliar calmness settled around her.


    An inlaid wooden image of an elk in a meadow crossed the double doors of the entryway. He opened the lobby door for her, still not releasing her fingers. The rustic elegance of the reception area screamed luxury. Huge, polished log beams crossed high above on the ceiling. A bank of clear glass windows filled the entire side of the room, giving an impressive view of the forest behind. An elk-horn chandelier hung above a sitting area and fireplace.


    How easy it would be to imagine herself cuddled up right there in front of a raging fire stroking hands with someone special. Except it was summer, so there wouldn’t be any fires. And she was with William, so stroking was off-limits. Also, she was covered in dried sludge. There was also that.


    The rough pad of his thumb brushed her knuckles as she stepped inside.


    Or not.


    She did her best to ignore his touch, but her body had other ideas.


    She couldn’t allow any intimacy between them. The pretend honeymoon gig was a front, nothing more. He spelled trouble. A link to a past better forgotten, and he had no place in her future.


    He released her hand, and a ridiculous emptiness settled through her, but she had a part to play—doting new wife and all that entailed. She fidgeted with a cup of pens on the front desk while he checked them into the honeymoon suite.


    A small part of her hoped they’d lost the Monroe reservation, as had happened to so many other couples. The charade would end, and they’d head back to Confluence.


    “Mr. Monroe, I hope you’ll have a wonderful stay with us.” The front desk hostess’s gaze ran the length of him. Her black blazer matched her dark hair, and she had an exotic vibe about her that would bring most men to their knees.


    “I’m sure we will,” he replied, apparently oblivious to being checked-out while being checked-in. “Is there a laundry service available?”


    “We have a full service housekeeping staff available to assist you with laundry. If I can help with anything else, let me know. The library’s next to the conference room. There’s a wine reception here in the lobby at six. And don’t hesitate to let me know if you require anything else.” She slid their room keys into a small envelope.


    “Darling.” Lucy did her best to be the dutiful wife. She rubbed her hand up his arm for effect, channeling Marilyn Monroe even if the word came out sounding like a disjointed Lucille Ball. “I don’t think I want to go to a wine reception tonight. I’d rather drink alone.” Moths had clearly taken up residence in her brain. “Alone. But with you.”


    Right.


    She bit her lower lip and winked at him for good measure. Peacocking. That’s what she was doing, and not well.


    Time for the big guns.


    The five second flirt: smile your biggest smile for a full five seconds and watch the magic happen. Men turned to putty. Or so Katie had told her. Personally, she’d never tried it before.


    Anyway.


    Lips tilted up. Appear delighted.


    Happy.


    Pleased.


    Amused.


    Dash of tenderness.


    And… The edges of William’s lips twitched. He wasn’t putty. He was laughing.


    Right. Improv flirting. Not her thing. Good to know. Look at that, she’d already learned new things about herself on her first hidden camera honeymoon.


    Oh God.


    He was wearing the damn glasses, so it was on camera. He swallowed hard and put the back of his hand against her cheek as if checking for fever, but he did it so cavalier, it must have appeared endearing to their desk clerk audience. “You okay, Luce?”


    Nerves purring, moths flying in her brain…and he called her Luce. Now who was putty?


    “Great.” The word came out high-pitched and a teensy bit screechy. She should stop now, get the nerves and the moths under control, and smuggle herself back to Confluence.


    But his hand brushed the apple of her cheek, and her knees turned to apricot jelly.


    “I’ll just…go peek at the brochures,” she muttered.


    Something a normal bride would do even if for her it meant tucking her outrageous tail feathers and running.


    The desk clerk stood with her head tilted to the side. “Please let me know if there is anything I can do for you, Mrs. Monroe.”


    Lucy backed away and did her best not to fall on her face on the way to the wall of brochures about…fly-fishing.


    No, thank you. She didn’t care for large bodies of water. She browsed a flyer for a local bar instead.


    “Hey.” William’s warm whisper teased the hairs at her neck. He rested his palm on her shoulder which, thanks to the mud situation, meant his hand settled mostly on naked skin and a tiny bit of satin.


    Which, of course, meant putty.


    “All checked in. Did you find anything interesting, darling?” He drawled that last part too long, his eyes bright with clear amusement.


    He totally had her number when he smiled at her. For a full five seconds.


    She wasn’t putty anymore. Nope, she was pretty much a goopy mess of Lucy.


    He raised his eyebrow and nodded to the brochures she held. “What’d ya find?”


    “Fly fishing and bars.” She held up the two flyers, one in each hand.


    “Sounds like the makings of the best day of my life.” His gaze moved over the photos of the fishing brochure. “Babe, we’re goin’ fishing.”


    She so was not going fishing. “Babe?”


    “You didn’t seem to care for Snookums. Figured I’d keep trying ’til I find one you like.”


    She cringed. “You’re impossible.”


    “I’ve been called many, many worse things.”


    “I don’t fish.”


    “First time for everything, Honey Pie.” He snagged her hand and tugged her along beside him.


    He’d called most of the members of his harem in Florida that particular endearment. “I hate that name the most, Will.”


    He paused, everything about him turning abruptly serious. “Then I’ll have to keep trying, won’t I?”


    Crap.


    …


    The honeymoon suite turned out to be even nicer than the hotel lobby, which said a lot. Lucy kicked off her shoes and curled her toes into the plush carpet. Tonight she would sleep in luxury.


    “This place is amazing, Will.” She traced a fingertip along one of the ribbons on the pillowcases. “These have to be over a thousand-thread-count. Come here and feel.”


    He dropped an armful of bags. “I’ll feel up the bedding when I get back. One more trip ought to do it.”


    “Do you want any help?” She glanced up.


    “Nope, enjoy your time with the pillows.” He grinned a told-you-you’d-like-it smile and tugged the door closed behind him.


    She sorted through the bags of equipment he’d left along the wall.


    The oversize picture window framed the wilderness surrounding the lodge. The sound of a keycard in the door knocked her back to reality. The door didn’t open.


    “Will?” she called.


    Nothing.


    She peeked through the eyehole. The man on the other side was not William.


    “Can I help you?” Lucy squinted into the small fisheye hole that made everything outside look wonky.


    Tall and built like one of those heavy-duty trucks, he shoved the keycard in once more. The reader buzzed and clunked, but the door wouldn’t open.


    He paused, key still inserted and flipped over the envelope in his hand. “Sorry. I think they gave us the wrong room.”


    William had said the resort had a reputation for double booking rooms. They had all been given the same room. Simple. This was the reason he had come with cameras on a secret consumer news mission.


    “Hold on.” Lucy rummaged through the equipment bags to find a camera. “Just a second.”


    With no time to do anything but set it on the dresser, she flicked the thing on. The angle would be crap, but maybe she’d get something usable.


    She peeked through the door into the hall again. A sandy-haired woman with huge Precious Moments eyes stepped into view, and the man slung his arm around her shoulder.


    Lucy pushed back the bolt and opened the door a sliver. “Hi. I think the lodge made a mistake. My husband will be right back. I’m sure he won’t mind walking to the front desk with you to sort this out.”


    William picked that moment to step around the corner with the bags. “What’s going on, Sugar Lips?” He did that drawl again. The teasing should have pissed her off, but damn it was kind of cute. He moved forward and kissed her on the forehead as he stepped through the entry.


    Jelly. Not just her knees this time. Her whole body whimpered.


    “Looks like they gave us the same room.” The other man waited in the hallway with his wife.


    William dropped the bags beside the bed. Two beats, and he held out his hand confidently to the Mack-truck dude. “William.”


    The man shook it. “Max.”


    “What do you say we head to the front desk and find out what’s going on, yeah?” William asked the guy.


    Without waiting for a response, William moved, and they followed. A magnet. He drew people to him, with him, beside him. As he closed the door, his eyes caught hers, and he said softly, “B-roll, babe. We need raw footage of everything.”


    “You’re so bossy.” She settled her hands on her waist, her elbows flared. “And seriously, Sugar Lips?”


    He glanced to her mud-soaked shirt. “I’ll grab you something to wear from the gift shop.” A wink and he slipped on the glasses.


    The door closed, and Lucy stood alone in the big room with all the bags and a big bed she’d likely not get to sleep in after all.

  




  
    Chapter Eight


    William and Lucy got demoted to Cabin Number Six—down by the lake.


    Of course they wouldn’t kick a real couple out of the honeymoon suite on their actual honeymoon. Simple and private—that’s what the front desk clerk assured William when he offered to move out of the suite. The suite Lucy had seemed really into. And since he was really into Lucy, the last thing he wanted was to disappoint her. It’s not like she’d been excited to tag along on this little excursion anyway.


    While the cabin wasn’t the luxury of the suite, it wasn’t awful.


    William had re-loaded the bags, sent Lucy’s clothes to be cleaned, and waited while she changed into the only clothes he could find in the gift shop. The pajama bottoms had Princess stamped across her ass. They fit snugly around the aforementioned backside, the waistband resting just below her navel. She filled out the word Princess perfectly, and he made no attempt to hide his gawking. He could get behind whatever declarations she wanted to display on her ass at any point during their trip.


    The simple cabin had a living and bedroom combo that made up the majority of the large room with a fireplace on one side and a kitchenette on the other. A giant bed crafted from logs faced the doorway. The bathroom only had a shower, but they could live with that. No television, though. That would be harder to live with.


    He and Lucy went to work, taping footage of the space before he moved in their bags.


    William itched to get out of the monkey suit he’d had on since they left KDVX. In the bathroom, he changed into jeans and a plaid button-down shirt. Before he hung up the suit coat, he retrieved the worn envelope he carried with him all the time. He ran his finger along the edge and tapped it on the counter before closing his eyes and leaning his forehead on the mirror. His future was secure in Confluence. That’s what mattered. It’s what his mom had worked so hard for, and he swore to himself he wouldn’t let her down again. This would be his last story as a reporter, and he’d make it a good one. Then he’d run her company just as she would have.


    He leaned away from his reflection and took a deep breath before opening his eyes and slipping the envelope back into his pocket.


    “You want to check my footage before I put everything away?” Lucy asked as he emerged from the bathroom.


    “I need to?” He dumped his clothes on a chair.


    “Nope.”


    “Then no.”


    She frowned slightly. She frowned a lot around him, especially in the truck. Like he was a puzzle she tried to solve, but a piece was missing.


    The curtains on the window near the small sofa revealed a picture window framing the lake.


    “You swim?” he asked.


    “No.”


    “Not at all?”


    “Not at all,” she replied.


    “Why?”


    “Sharks.”


    William banked the smile that tugged at his mouth. He gestured to the window. “Not too many sharks in a freshwater lake.”


    “I don’t swim.” She shook her head, her hair tumbling in a wave over her shoulders. “Not my thing.”


    “Because of sharks?” His fingertips prickled with the desire to run through her hair.


    “Originally, yeah.”


    “More, Luce,” he said.


    Her eyes warmed, and her mouth went slack. He had noted she did that whenever he called her Luce.


    That was better than the frown.


    “I lived by the ocean growing up. Lots of sharks. They scared me, so I never learned to swim.” She shrugged.


    Since that first day at the truck stop, this was possibly the most she had ever shared with him.


    “You lived by the ocean?” He dropped to the bed and propped himself up on an elbow.


    “Uh…yup.” She started unpacking the remnants of her bag into one of the dresser drawers, and her shirt lifted just enough to expose the small of her back as she bent over.


    His gaze lingered. “Your parents didn’t teach you to swim even with a giant body of water right outside the door?” Living next to the ocean and not learning to swim was ludicrous—like being from Colorado and never going skiing. Sacrilege.


    “Nope.” She rubbed her hands together.


    “I’ll teach you to swim.” He leaned toward her. “At the lake. It’ll be fun.”


    “No.”


    “Why?”


    “Sharks.”


    William grinned. God, she was adorable.


    “We need food. I haven’t eaten in hours.” She obviously angled to change the subject.


    “Right, I forgot.” He removed the spa voucher from his wallet and handed it to her.


    She glanced at it. “What’s this?”


    “Spa voucher. Compliments of the resort for making us move. I’m not into pedicures, and I figured you’d enjoy it.”


    “I say, ‘I need food’ and you hand me a coupon for a pedicure?” She studied the slip of paper.


    “They also comped our meals while we’re here, so we can head to dinner whenever. Or they said they’d deliver something tonight if we want since it was their screw up.”


    “I need food,” she said again.


    “You want to order?” He snagged a menu from the nightstand.


    “I hoped if I said it again, you might pull a manicure from your wallet next.” She grinned now, and if he didn’t know better, he’d say she was flirting. Damn, she had a killer smile when she used it—which wasn’t often enough.


    “You’re cute.” He tossed her the menu.


    She caught it in one hand.


    “It’ll probably take a bit for delivery. I’m going exploring. Order me a burger, babe.” He stood from the bed.


    “Stop calling me ‘babe.’”


    “Stop being adorable.”


    Her eyes moved from the menu to stare at him with a terrified gleam. “I’m not adorable.”


    “Uh-huh.” He slipped on his shoes.


    “I can’t believe you’re leaving me alone on our honeymoon,” she huffed.


    “As you pointed out, Princess, it’s not a real one.” He’d prefer to go exploring with her, but he needed to return calls.


    Taking over a broadcast empire the size of Crestone entailed a lot of meetings, phone calls, and paperwork. The attorneys handled the majority of the paperwork, but he still had to attend an obscene number of meetings. Every time he checked his phone, five or ten more voicemails needed attention. Most of the calls came from the attorneys, sometimes from his father, occasionally from Parker.


    “Later, Princess.” He didn’t turn around as he left the cabin, but he knew her eyes never left his back.


    …


    Exploring for William meant arguing with his father, and hoping his chest wouldn’t implode from lack of oxygen, while sitting on the beach near the lodge. By the time he finished, he was hungry, tired, and as grumpy as Lucy in the morning. He’d expected once the judgment came through, his father would quit jerking him around. Turned out the verdict only ignited his father’s anger, and Dad was on a mission to continue running not only the company, but also William’s life.


    When he finally got back to the cabin, he found Lucy sprawled on the bed, asleep, and the table near the kitchenette set with two trays. One tray was picked over while the silver room service cover remained fitted on the other. He lifted it and took a bite of tepid hamburger.


    After he finished eating, he cased the cabin. Room service had delivered a six-pack of beer with dinner, a bottle of wine, and a Thank You note from the manager.


    All he wanted right now was to sit and watch a game. Any game. He’d even take a soccer game or NASCAR if it meant a break from the lunacy going on in his head about his dad, his company, and Lucy spread eagle on the bed. And he hated soccer and NASCAR. Now, Lucy spread eagle…that he could get used to.


    Her mouth moved as if she carried on an important conversation even in sleep. It was probably creepy that he enjoyed watching her this much. He didn’t particularly care because, well, he did enjoy watching her. At least asleep she didn’t seem angry with him for dragging her along on his assignment.


    He needed to find something to do.


    The closet next to the bathroom held extra linens and pillows, a handful of paperback novels, and a stack of board games. He sifted through the novels—mainly mysteries he had already read and a few Stephen King books. The board games were pretty standard. Monopoly was his game. He could wipe the floor with anyone when he played, so it wasn’t fair to Lucy. Dirty Jenga. Now, that one held promise. The last game was called Confessions: The Ultimate Game of Getting to Know You.


    He’d found a winner.


    Lucy squirmed on the bed. He guessed she’d be awake soon, so he cleared the trays from the table, popped the top on a beer, and set up Confessions.


    The instructions were easy enough. It worked similar to poker. William was counting chips when Lucy sat up in bed, stretched her arms over her head, and yawned.


    “Hey.” She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and headed to the table. “What’s this?”


    “We’re playing Confessions.” He gestured to the chair across from him and resumed his counting.


    “What’s Confessions?”


    “A board game. Dammit, we’re short.” He glanced around the room.


    “What’re you looking for?” Lucy’s eyes were still hazy with sleep.


    “Something to use as chips. We’re short ten.”


    “What kind of chips?” She stretched again, clearly trying to test the limits of his sanity.


    “Like this.” He held up a couple of the poker chips.


    Lucy glanced at the table before heading back to the bed. She opened the nightstand and rummaged around for a minute before emerging with a purple box. Her hips swayed as she moved toward him to toss the box on the table. “These’ll work.”


    “These are condoms.” He shook the box so it rattled.


    She squinted at the box of condoms on the table. “They’re the right size, aren’t they?”


    He glanced down at his at-attention crotch. Uh. Yes, she was definitely testing the limits of his mental health.


    She absolutely could not be propositioning him. He wouldn’t say no, of course, but this felt like a trap. If it looked like a trap, smelled like a trap, and had a big ol’ latex lock on it, it was probably a trap. He lifted his eyes to meet hers.


    A blush crept up her neck. “Oh my God. I meant the size of the chips! Not…” Her face was full crimson now as she glanced at his inseam.


    “Why do you have condoms?” he asked slowly.


    She’d brought condoms with her. A whole, unopened box.


    “I don’t have condoms.” She was wide-awake now. Her eyes were huge, and her shocked expression was as if she’d licked a bacon-flavored sucker when she expected grape.


    “You gave me a box of condoms.” He held up the box.


    “They came with the room. I saw them when I put the menu away.”


    Okay, so she hadn’t packed condoms for their hidden camera honeymoon. He wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or relieved.


    Disappointed. No question, really. “And they’re on the kitchen table because…?”


    Lucy pressed her hands against her temples. “Someone tell me I’m still asleep.”


    “Still waitin’ for that answer, Princess.”


    “They’re the same size as the chip thingies you need.” Just when he thought her face couldn’t get redder, there it went. “And I cannot be responsible for the things I do when I first wake up.”


    “So, we’re playing Confessions with condoms?”


    “I’m not playing a game called Confessions with you.” She sat in the chair he’d offered a few minutes ago and dropped her head to her hands.


    “You just threw condoms at me. Pretty sure we’re playing this out.”


    “This isn’t happening. I’m dreaming. None of this is happening.” She glanced up briefly before dropping her forehead to her palms.


    “Adorable.”


    “Am not.” She shook her head, still in her hands.


    “It’s cool. I’m down with condom Confessions.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Unless, you want to use them for a different game.”


    Lucy looked up just as he ripped open the box.

  




  
    Chapter Nine


    Lucy stared at the question on the card she held, a pile of condoms stacked in front of her. Her face burned with a combination of embarrassment and something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.


    She’d been groggy when she had agreed to play a get-to-know-you game with the one guy she didn’t want to get to know. Once again, proving to herself she should not make grown-up decisions right after waking up.


    Why couldn’t they play Monopoly—a simple game with no personal sharing or latex?


    Lucy was awful at playing Confessions. She didn’t want to share anything, so she passed on all the questions. She learned William’s favorite color was brown, he grew up in Confluence, and his first kiss happened when he was ten, outside the Go-fer Food store.


    First of all, who chose brown as a favorite color? Second, how had she missed that he’d been raised in Confluence and his father ran Crestone before she’d made the plans to come here? Furthermore, who got their first kiss at age ten? No wonder he’d been such an esteemed tonsil-hockey player when she met him in Florida. With all those years of practice, he had already gone pro by the time he turned twenty.


    “I’m losing you.” William sliced through the silence.


    She squinted to focus on the question on the card. “What is the most important part of friendship?”


    He tossed a chip into the center of the table. “I’d like to hear your answer here.”


    Lucy tossed a chip as well. “You first. I’m calling.”


    “Honesty and loyalty.” He took a slug of beer.


    “You didn’t start with ‘I confess.’” She picked at the label on her barely-touched beer.


    “I confess honesty and loyalty are the most important part of any relationship.”


    “You sure?” Her heart skipped a beat as she waited for his reply.


    Honesty and loyalty hadn’t exactly been part of any of the relationships she’d witnessed him having in Florida.


    He cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. “Absolutely. You should match the confession.” He sucked down a gulp of beer.


    Unfortunately, her streak of not sharing couldn’t go on much longer.


    Lucy twisted the hair. “I confess I know a lot of people.” She glanced down at the table. “But I only have one real friend. She’s there when I need her, and I return the favor. So, to me, the most important part of friendship is being there when you’re needed.”


    From the moment Lucy had moved into the freshman dorm at college, Katie had stepped up to be her friend. When Lucy struggled, Katie was there for her. She’d helped Lucy lose the weight and introduced her to the painful reality of an eyebrow wax.


    William stared at her for a few beats. “Only one real friend?”


    “Honesty and loyalty are really your thing?” Lucy raised her eyebrow at him.


    Back when she’d known him before, she lived in a world of make-believe and hoped she was important to him. She had daydreamed of the day he would realize she was more than the chubby production assistant, and he’d give her some of that attention he’d reserved exclusively for the other women on set. Yep, she had crushed hard on him. Her heart broke that summer when he left, and she swore the next time she met a guy like William, he wouldn’t forget about her.


    He sat forward on his chair, leaning his arms on the table. “Did I do something to upset you?”


    Fine. So she was being a total grouch and scratching at old wounds to ensure they wouldn’t close. Eight years had passed. The statute of limitations on judgment for his past indiscretions was over. She wasn’t that insecure, shy girl anymore. Her past no longer defined her. He didn’t remember her, and it was better this way. Time to let it go and start fresh. “Sorry, no. Next question.”


    William read the next card. “If you could change anything about the way you were raised, what would it be and why?”


    She sucked in a breath. Her parents weren’t the kind you talked about openly. No, they were the kind who left you with enough issues to fund the vacations of future therapists.


    “You go first this time.” William nudged her shin with his toe.


    “You didn’t add any chips,” she pointed out.


    “Let’s just answer the questions. We’ll get to know each other better. It’ll make the time here easier.” His dimples swept away her resolve.


    “I confess I would’ve liked parents who kept me around.” Where did that come from? Sheesh, yeah, it was true. But it wasn’t something she shared with anyone.


    “Your parents didn’t want you around?” Abruptly aware of his proximity, she glanced down to where his hand rested only an inch away from hers.


    “Mom and Dad are different.” She heard herself speak, but remained unclear which synapses were giving direction at the moment. “When they’re together, they want me around, when they’re in the midst of one of a thousand breakups, they pretend I don’t exist. They toss money at me. I stay away. A few months ago, they broke up again.” She’d refused to take anything from them this time around. This time around she decided to do things herself. Which is what landed her in Camelot. “We’ve only emailed a few times since. Last I heard, it’s looking promising they might reconcile soon.”


    Not that it mattered to her. Not really. She was done with that part of her life.


    “Siblings?” The slightest of movements brought his fingers even closer to hers, and the desire to trace the line of his gold wedding band nearly overpowered her.


    “No.” Thankfully, some part of her brain wasn’t focused on his proximity and continued to play the game. “You?”


    “No siblings.” He frowned. “Always wanted a big family, but that didn’t happen. Mom got sick when I was a kid. Cancer. She beat it. Couldn’t have more kids, so she threw herself into her work at Crestone. Cancer came back. She died. Dad married the housekeeper.”


    Whoa. “That’s awful.”


    “You have no idea.” His face went totally blank.


    “I met her at the coffee shop. Teresa, right?” Lucy asked.


    “Yeah.” He rolled his beer bottle between his palms.


    Right. Moving on. Lucy grabbed another card. “What’s the most embarrassing thing that’s ever happened to you?”


    William took another slug of beer.


    “You first,” Lucy said quickly.


    His face turned thoughtful. “I confess I was on a reality show once.”


    Lucy’s heart stammered. Of course she knew that. “Yeah?” The word came out breathy.


    “A Real World, Big Brother type show. They made me look like an idiot. I was a kid and I was naive, so I didn’t think. But I needed the cash, and it seemed like a good idea at the time. In hindsight, it was a bad decision that led to years of embarrassment.” Sadness oozed through his words, and he had the look of a man banished to Confession-induced purgatory.


    “I thought you were loaded. Why’d you need money?”


    The question apparently caught him off guard. “My parents shut off my trust fund. My mom was pissed at how I blew through cash. She was right. I get that now. I was stuck in Florida with Parker, and he had to get home for work. I got the casting call, took an advance, and sent him home with my payout. My mom got sick when we were filming. She died, and I missed her funeral because I didn’t get home in time.”


    William cleared his throat.


    “Then your dad married the housekeeper…Teresa,” she whispered. The beautifully sad Italian woman from the coffee shop Lucy’s first day at KDVX. She could relate to that type of thing… That’s the type of thing that tore her own parents apart again and again.


    “A slime-ball producer spliced together video of me that implied I screwed half of the female population of Florida, aired it on national television, caused a rift between my dad and I, and then my dad married Teresa.” He tipped his beer toward her. “Now, the production company is trying to convince me to do a reunion episode.”


    Lucy had apparently missed that invitation. But, then, why would they invite a lowly production assistant anyway? “Maybe you should do it?”


    “No way in hell am I opening myself up to that kind of embarrassment again.”


    “Will, hey, this is supposed to be fun.” She reached for his hand to give what she hoped was an innocent squeeze. She tried to tug her fingers away, but he held tight.


    “I confess Teresa wasn’t just the housekeeper.” His hollow words echoed through the cabin.


    “I think—”


    “When I was a kid, she was my nanny. She helped raise me… She was never just the housekeeper.” The pain of his father’s betrayal to his family flickered in William’s eyes.


    Silence stretched between them, but he still didn’t let her hand go. Lucy used to make him laugh and had prided herself on being exceptionally good at it. Right then, she wanted nothing more than to help him find his way back from whatever dark place had sucked him in.


    “I confess that this one time, on assignment, I threw a box of condoms at my colleague. That was pretty mortifying.” She rolled her eyes, hoping to diffuse the tension and lighten the heavy atmosphere.


    He slid his hand away and opened another beer for himself, tossing the cap into the trash bin. “That was pretty awesome.”


    “Wrong word. Humiliating is more accurate,” she corrected.


    “Luce, it was spectacular. And they’re multi-purpose if you change your mind and decide you want to play other games later.” His eyes moved over her in a way that was anything but innocent.


    Her resolve disintegrated on the spot, but she kept on.


    “I confess this other time I reported on location and totally rocked it. When I say rocked it, I mean I. Was. On. Fire. It’s such a rush being on live television.” She peeled off the rest of the label from her beer bottle. “And then a fly flew right into my mouth. I gagged and couldn’t finish. Somewhere, I’m on a Best of Bloopers reel, gagging and coughing up an insect on live television. I didn’t have a rooster collapse on me, but it was still holy-crap embarrassing.”


    After that, the station where she had worked stopped allowing her in front of the camera. They decided she wasn’t cut out for on-camera work and made it clear her employment was behind the lens. Which was why she’d ended up in Confluence.


    “You heard about the rooster, Luce?” he asked.


    “Everyone’s heard about the rooster.”


    That got her the dimples.


    “Next question.” She grabbed a card. He would not be getting her all mushy with the Luce business again. “Wild card. Ask any question.”


    “Sounds fun. I like to be wild.”


    Wasn’t that the truth?


    She snorted. “What were you really doing when you left earlier?”


    “I confess I had business to deal with.”


    “Two-part question.” She tossed the card on the table.


    “You’ve got to say that first.”


    “That’s not in the rules.” Not that she’d actually read the rules. But she was pretty sure it wasn’t there.


    More dimples.


    “What business exactly? Is it a news story?” she asked.


    He leaned forward so their hands nearly touched. “If I confess something to you, can you keep it to yourself?”


    She cocked her head to the side. “Did you do something illegal?”


    “No.”


    “That’s too bad. Your confession would be more interesting.” She tossed another piece of label into the pile littering the table.


    “Would you keep a secret if I did something illegal?” he asked.


    “That depends.” The small pile of shredded label grew alongside the stack of condoms in front of her.


    “On what?” When he tipped back his beer, the shirt he wore stretched taut across his upper body, giving her a view of the definition underneath.


    She parted her lips. He tossed her a questioning look.


    “What exactly you did. Hypothetically, of course,” she finally replied.


    His grin widened. “What illegal activities would you keep a secret?”


    “Let’s say you beat up a guy because he threatened a kid or a puppy. That’s you being a decent human being. So, I’d keep that secret. Now, if you killed someone, I’d be forced to call the police.”


    Dear Lord, just when she thought his grin was at its sexiest, it got bigger, teeth and dimples and all.


    “This is confidential. I trust you’ll respect the bonds of Confessions?”


    She nodded, mesmerized by all that was him.


    He leaned closer, and the heat from his golden eyes hypnotized her. Or maybe it was the heat from thoughts of how they could use the substitute game pieces. Either way.


    “I turn thirty in a few weeks. I confess that when that happens, I’ll inherit Crestone Broadcasting. The transfer of ownership involves a lot of phone calls and paperwork. I dealt with that today—the phone calls part.”


    Well, that wasn’t so big. Not murder big, anyway.


    Still, though, not small.


    Okay, crapola. This was huge.


    William would be her boss—a boss with access to her personnel file. A boss with the ability to call the shots with her career. She absolutely wouldn’t get involved with him. No way.


    “That makes you my boss.”


    “Not yet. Right now, I’m still a reporter on assignment with an adorable producer, which makes you kind of my boss.”


    “If I’m the boss, then why are you always so bossy? Huh?”


    He tangled his fingers with hers and stroked the sensitive spot between her thumb and pointer finger.


    He’s going to be your boss. He’s going to be your boss. He’s going to be your boss.


    Her breath hitched. “Three-part question,” she whispered.


    “Got a feeling no matter what I say, you’re asking anyway. Shoot.” He untangled his grasp.


    “Why do you call me Princess? Before you were messing around with the other names, but this one’s stuck. Why?”


    His eyes danced. “Luce, it’s on your ass.”


    She blinked hard. “Come again?”


    “The writing on your pants says ‘Princess’ right across your…ahem…backside.” He gestured to her nether regions.


    “I cannot believe you were reading my ass.”


    He opened his mouth to speak, but she got there first. “Watch your words carefully.”


    “You walk around with words stamped on your pants, men are gonna look.”


    “They’re not my pants.” Well, they weren’t. It’s not like she’d chosen them.


    “Not your pants?” he asked.


    “That’s what I said.” Her heart beat faster with the knowledge he had checked her out.


    “Luce. You gave the same defense of every crackhead who gets arrested with blow in his pocket. Gotta be honest, the logic doesn’t fly. You’re wearing them, they’re your pants. End of story.”


    “Are you always this difficult?” She shuffled the cards again.


    “You’ve got a couple of days to find out.”


    She let out a deep breath. “My guess is yes.”


    “Your guess is probably right. My turn. Honesty this time. Why are you so afraid of water?”


    She opened her mouth, but he cut her off.


    “Don’t say sharks.”


    Ugh. She didn’t like doing personal, and they’d been getting very personal.


    “I confess I do pools fine. Anywhere I can see the bottom and know I can touch. When I can’t see the bottom I get panicky about what’s down there. Add to that, drowning would be the worst way to go. So I avoid the possibility.” She set the stack of cards in front of her.


    “Drowning wouldn’t be so bad,” he said with confidence.


    “Uh, yeah it would be awful. Your lungs burning up when you’re unable to get to the surface. The panic. Ugh. No. But, seriously, thank you for ensuring I won’t sleep tonight.”


    “I’ll distract you later. You’ll forget.” He tipped his bottle to his lips and winked at her.


    Warmth flooded her cheeks. She studied the wood grain of the table as though it held the answer to the meaning of life.


    “Eyes on me.”


    So bossy.


    She didn’t want to, but she did.


    He was all seriousness. “You’re under the water, and you panic. After the panic, you accept the end, and there’s only a brief fear before you breathe in the water. Peace fills your lungs, and you float to wherever you go when it’s over. They say drowning is…tranquil.”


    “Tranquil?” she repeated. He was certifiable. No one thought drowning was anything but awful. “Who says? Because this isn’t something you come back from and say ‘Hey, guess what? Not so bad. This is the way to go. Totally pick drowning.’”


    “Freaking adorable. You get that, right?”


    “Stop.”


    “No.”


    Damn.


    “Seriously,” he continued. “One of the networks I worked at did a special about people who got brought back after a near-drowning, and they all said it wasn’t so bad. Drowning wouldn’t be fantastic, but it wouldn’t be like dying in a fire. Fire is not the way to go. Or a guillotine. Avoid both of those.”


    “I guess I’m not sleeping tonight.” She spoke under her breath.


    He raised an eyebrow, and a fissure of yearning skittered through her as he gave her another body scan. “Don’t mind staying up.”


    “Can we play something else for a while?”


    “Absolutely.” He grinned wider than the devil himself, and she knew exactly what game he wanted to play.


    She stood. “I think I’ll go to sleep.”


    “Not thinkin’ so. Drowning, fire, and guillotine will have you back here in five. Don’t mind waiting, though, if you want to try the sleep thing.”


    Of course he was right. She flopped on the chair. “I need another beer. Mine’s warm.”


    “You sure? You’ve got more label to shred on that one.” He pointed to the stack in front of her.


    “Next question.” She gave a one-handed flutter of a wave.


    He popped the top off another beer and slid it across the table. “Tomorrow night, there’s a barn dance near the lodge. You coming with me?”


    “A barn dance? Which century are we in?”


    “C’mon, Princess. It’ll be fun. We’ll take some video and call it research. You won’t let me teach you to swim. At least let me teach you to two-step.”


    He was William, and if she wasn’t mistaken, he’d asked her on a sort-of date. Her inner-teenager was breakdancing at the idea. “Fine. I’ll go. But I don’t know how to dance.”


    His finger traced the ring on her hand. “Luce, the thing you’re not getting is I’m an exceptional teacher. And I know how to do all kinds of fun things.”


    She bet he did, especially since he had spent a summer practicing with half the female population of Florida.


    …


    Two more beers and several more rounds of Confessions erased all of the gruesome ways to die from her memory. He had rolled a sleeping bag on the floor, and she burrowed under the covers on the bed. The dark cabin was eerily quiet without any city noise.


    “Will?” she called.


    “Yeah, Luce?” His voice was relaxed, throaty.


    “I had fun tonight,” she said in his direction.


    “Me, too.” It sounded like he punched at his pillow.


    She bunched the blankets at her chest. “How’s the floor?”


    “Smells like dog piss. How’s the bed?”


    “Smells like clean sheets.” Not thousand-thread-count sheets, but they weren’t awful. She adjusted her own pillow.


    He sneezed. She stared at the ceiling, willing sleep to come. What had she gotten herself into? What did a guy like him wear to bed? Was he a boxers kind of guy or a nothing kind of guy? Her belly fluttered with a craving not even chocolate cake would fix.


    He sneezed again.


    “You okay, Will?”


    “Allergic to dogs. Given the smell down here, whoever owns this rental brings their dog along when they visit.”


    “Will? How do you feel about a pillow line?” She sat up and leaned over the bed, her eyes finally adjusting.


    “A what?” He faced the ceiling, his hands resting on his chest.


    “You know, a pillow line? I let you come up here, but you can’t cross the pillow line.”


    Didn’t everyone know about the pillow line?


    “Is that a thing?” It was dark, but she could practically see the devil’s-smile he must’ve had.


    “It’s an Amish thing.”


    “It’s not an Amish thing.” He rubbed his hand over his eyes, and the sleeping bag rustled as he sat up.


    “Fine, you’re right. It’s a Lucy thing.” She tossed the covers back and scooted to the other side of the bed.


    “To be clear, you’re inviting me into your bed?” he asked.


    She sucked in a heated breath, and not even double-fudge chocolate cake would overpower her craving now.


    He sneezed again.


    She sighed. “Yeah. I guess I am.” She set up a pillow down the center as he slipped underneath the covers.


    “Luce?” he asked.


    “Yeah?”


    “Knew I liked you.”


    “Go to sleep, Will.”


    Sometime during the night, the pillow line blurred, and William’s arm snaked around her waist. In the depths of sleep, she had snuggled against him and settled her head under his chin. He smelled of sleep and safety. When she came to, she tried to tug herself away, but his arm tightened, and his breath evened. It was then, when she knew he was asleep, he mumbled her name. Oh God, the way it sounded on his lips. This time, instead of wriggling away, she burrowed deeper into his embrace. She wasn’t asleep. And she’d hate herself tomorrow.


    Probably.

  




  
    Chapter Ten


    Lucy pressed her foot into something hard. She nudged it with her toe. Hard and warm and human. She jolted up on the bed. A warm hand pressed the tender spot above her ankle. A warm, male hand.


    “If you wanted a foot rub, all you had to do was ask. No need to kick me.” William sat at the bottom of the bed in his plaid, lumberjack-inspired shirt. His attention was currently on the bare foot she’d shoved against him, his thumb giving some deep tissue attention to the arch.


    “I didn’t want a— Oh. That’s nice.”


    He hit some kind of trigger point. She moaned. Yup. She did. Right there in bed with William. The yearning from the night before pulsed through her again like warm honey.


    “Luce, I have to go take care of some stuff. You’re on your own today. Can you swing by the lodge, ask some questions? I’ll follow up when I get back tonight.”


    What? They were kind of married, and he was rubbing her foot. He couldn’t just take off.


    “What time is it?” She flicked her hair from her face.


    “A little after six. Got something that needs attention.” He covered her foot with the blanket.


    What could possibly need attention when he was on his honeymoon?


    Cue a Lucy reality check. This wasn’t real. Well, the massage had been real, but the rest, definitely not real. All smoke and mirrors and…foot rubs. And next, please.


    “’Kay.” She propped herself on an elbow. He had obviously been up awhile. Wet hair curled around the collar of his button-down shirt. What would it be like to unfasten each of those little buttons and run her hands along his chest? Her gaze moved back to his wide-awake face.


    Functioning on no sleep was clearly one of his superpowers.


    “I’ll get some video and chat with the other guests. See if they’ve had anything stolen.”


    “Visit the spa. That’ll give you lots of time away.” He shrugged and then moved his hand in another slow caress of her ankle. Over the comforter, but she’d take it. A little tug between her thighs reminded her that she was a woman, he was a man, and they were on a bed together.


    Sweet baby Jesus. She really did make the worst choices right after waking up.


    She pulled a pillow over her face.


    “Start by de-grumping before you hit the wilderness with morning attitude. I’ll be back in time to two-step.” He tucked the quilt around her waist before sliding away to shove his wallet in his back pocket and tag his keys off the counter. “Don’t forget to turn on the cameras when you head out.”


    He snagged his cell phone and gave a little two-finger wave as he left.


    Through the grog of morning brain, she heard him talking. He didn’t sound happy. “What’d he do this time?”


    Lucy lay still, trying to convince herself the things happening between them weren’t a big deal. Except, somewhere around two a.m., when he had cuddled her close and whispered her name, it had become a big deal. Her breath stayed trapped in her chest at the memory. This time she wasn’t an overweight teenager with nothing to offer. No, she was the new and improved Lucille, and somewhere within, a tiny piece of her had hoped William was ready for “more” with the new Lucy. But, no, that didn’t work. A fling with her future boss was a bad idea all around.


    She blew out a long sigh, took a long shower, and dressed in her favorite worn jeans. The sun slanted through the windows as she tugged on a sweatshirt with her father’s law firm logo, checked the hidden cameras one last time, and set off on a slow walk to the lodge for breakfast. It was all very forest-y here. Pine needles littering the ground, the scent of…well…pine in the air. Little woodland creatures skittered around the trees, making noise as they rustled the leaves. Squirrels maybe? Perhaps chipmunks? Who really knew?


    Her plan for the day was to eat, give the staff plenty of time to steal something, and spend the rest of the day getting raw footage of the lodge for William’s story. Absolutely no thinking about what happened the night before.


    She arrived at the sleepy lodge and made a beeline for the restaurant.


    A party of one at a table for two, she ordered eggs and toast with a full pot of coffee.


    She flipped through a magazine and sipped from her mug as the waitress set her breakfast down in a flutter to get to the other tables.


    Lucy barely finished buttering her toast—


    “I’m Sarah.”


    Lucy glanced up, mid-bite. The honeymooner who got the suite stood at the edge of the table. She wore a button-down pastel-blue blouse, slacks, and entirely too sensible Mary Jane flats. She also appeared exceptionally well rested. Not a dark circle to be found under her eyes. Not really unexpected, given the quality of the sheets she got to sleep on. Lucy wasn’t jealous since she got to sleep on Will—


    “I wanted to thank you for moving out of the honeymoon suite for us.” Sarah fidgeted with her purse.


    “Lucy.” She spoke through a mouth full of food. “My name, I mean. I’m Lucy.”


    “Everything worked out okay for you?” Sarah asked, concern written across her face.


    “Yep. Everything’s great. They found us a cabin. How’s the, uh, suite?” Lucy asked, knowing damn well the suite was breathtaking.


    Sarah’s face lit up. “Great. They sent me spa coupons since they screwed up our reservation. What a mess. It felt so weird when the front desk lady asked Max for incentive to move us in there.”


    Wait. What? Lucy’s reporter radar perked to attention. She set her coffee aside. “I’m sorry. She asked for incentive?”


    “Not directly, no. You know how these things work.” Sarah waved her hand as though Lucy should know.


    Lucy didn’t know, but she was getting the idea. “What exactly did she say?”


    “Well…let me think. She told Max that they’d made a mistake and since you were already in the room, there wasn’t much she could do. She emphasized the word, much. It just felt funny to us. But your husband talked to her manager and they’d already arranged for you to move. So it didn’t matter anyway.”


    Except it mattered a lot.


    “What do you think much meant?” Lucy pressed.


    “I think it was pretty clear, if we wanted the room, we needed to grease the way a little.” Sarah’s expression was of total distaste. “The whole thing was odd.”


    “You want to sit down?” Lucy’s desire to dig deeper won out over any latent annoyance with Sarah for sleeping on thousand-thread-count sheets.


    “That’d be great.” Sarah slumped in the chair across from her. “I came down for breakfast. Max isn’t an early riser, and he can be amazingly grouchy in the morning.” She laughed. “I figured I’d slip out. I’m so glad I did because I love making new friends.”


    Apparently, Lucy had received a promotion from William’s “honeymoon prop” to Sarah’s “new friend.” That probably meant her day was looking up.


    Lucy really wanted some time alone to process last night’s confessions and the two a.m. cuddle, but this was more important. The woman seemed desperate to talk to someone, and really, Lucy was happy to be that someone.


    Lucy took a stab at small talk. “How long have you been married?”


    “Eight months. We finally had a chance to get away. Max is a doctor, so his schedule is crazy. What does your husband do?” Sarah asked.


    “He’s a landscaper.” Liar.


    “Max is a doctor.”


    Yeah, she had mentioned that. “A doctor in the family must come in handy.”


    “You have no idea. He’s a specialist, so I get referred to a colleague when I’m sick. It’s okay, though. I know how busy he is. Do you work?”


    Uh…


    “I work with him at the landscape company. I’m his receptionist.” Lies, all lies.


    “That’s so romantic.” Sarah’s eyes got dreamy. “What are your plans for the day?”


    Now that she had a lead, she needed to coordinate with her missing reporter. Wherever he’d gone.


    “Will had to go deal with business. I’m on my own.” Lucy lifted a shoulder.


    “Then I declare today a spa day.” Sarah clapped her hands together softly.


    In Sarah-world, apparently that was that. She had proclaimed the day a spa day, and so it would be. Since nothing had been going to plan anyway, and Lucy’s schedule was clear until Will returned, so she might as well hang with Sarah at the spa and ask around there.


    …


    Facedown on the massage table, Lucy was awkwardly covered with only a thin, white sheet as Rebecca, the massage therapist, kneaded out a kink in her neck.


    Sarah had persuaded her to get a couple’s massage because “it would be so relaxing.” In hindsight, nothing was calming about being naked while Sarah—also facedown on the next table over—chatted about everything from the weather to her desire to breed designer Chihuahua puppies.


    “What are you doing tonight? Come to dinner with Max and me so the boys can get to know each other, too.”


    “We have plans. Some kind of dance Will is taking me to this evening.”


    “The barn dance! I saw the flyer. Oh fun, fun. I’ll talk Max into going, too. We can double. Oh! And tomorrow I signed us up for that honeymoon therapy thing with the guru. You guys should come.”


    “We’re only here a couple more days. It’s a short honeymoon. William will want to spend time alone tomorrow.”


    Perhaps.


    “Well, darn. I guess since we’re going to the dance, we should get our hair done. Makeup, too.” Sarah gave a sly smile. Apparently, she didn’t do spa days halfway. “Do you own cowboy boots? Every girl needs a pair if she goes to a barn dance. I wonder if the gift shop sells them?”


    “Um…” Lucy wasn’t so sure about cowboy boots.


    “Girl, I’ll show you how it’s done.”


    No doubt she would.


    For once Sarah was quiet longer than it took to take a breath. Rebecca found a tight spot in Lucy’s arm and did a pinch and roll combination that was surprisingly uncomfortable and relaxing at the same time.


    “Lucy?” Sarah asked.


    “Uh-huh.” The knot of muscle relaxed under Rebecca’s brilliant hands.


    “Have you two been together awhile?” Sarah continued.


    “Uh…yeah.” Kind of.


    “How do you keep things fresh with Will? Sexually, I mean.”


    Rebecca’s hands stilled before pinching, rolling, and pressing against a new muscle Lucy had no idea existed in her arm.


    “Um…” This was not what Lucy had signed up for when she agreed to the massage. “I’m not really comfortable talking about this.”


    “If you can’t talk with your girlfriends, who can you talk to?”


    True, but that rule was probably meant for girlfriends who had been in her life longer than five minutes.


    “Will and I aren’t intimate.” Damn. Seriously, Lucy should never say the first thing that came to mind. She burrowed her face into the headrest at the end of the table.


    “Ever?” Sarah sounded shocked.


    “No, he and I…we…uh…the thing is…” Lucy licked her top lip. What was she supposed to say? “He’s impotent.”


    Damn. That was so not what she should have said. She glanced to Sarah.


    “What happened?” Sarah’s Precious Moment’s eyes got huge.


    “Syphilis. It was a whole thing.” Lucy swallowed and dug her forehead into the headrest of the massage table. Stop talking, stop talking, stop talking.


    “Syphilis? Like what killed Al Capone?” Sarah darted her hand out across the space between their tables to squeeze Lucy’s. “I am so sorry.”


    “He…uh…got treated. It was after he met me. Before. I mean before. Before he met me. The thing is…” Lucy’s pulse quick-stepped, and she tried to calm herself down with deep breaths.


    “All done.” Rebecca moved the sheet back up along Lucy’s shoulders. “Take your time getting up and be sure to drink lots of water today.”


    Rebecca and Sarah’s therapist made a hasty exit. Lucy lay perfectly still.


    “You love him anyway, so you stuck with him. Oh, girl, you are a God’s honest blessing to that man,” Sarah said, all dreamy.


    Lucy cringed. William was going to kill her. “Please, you can’t tell anyone. He’s really embarrassed about it. You have to promise.”


    “Girlfriend’s honor. I’m so sorry you have it so hard. My church group will add you to our prayer chain.”


    “No, no. Please, you cannot tell anyone.” Lucy bit at her bottom lip. William could not know what she’d said. Ever.


    “Promise,” Sarah agreed, but Lucy wasn’t convinced.


    Seriously, where was a Bible when you needed someone to swear on one? The Gideons apparently hadn’t visited Twin Lakes yet. This was the only hotel she’d ever stayed at that stocked condoms instead of Bibles in the nightstand.

  




  
    Chapter Eleven


    Carbonated bubbles popped along the surface of Lucy’s third Diet Coke. She sat alone at a wooden table in a large barn near the edge of Twin Lakes’ small, town square. Sheesh, she thought Confluence was small. Twin Lakes had a lodge, a bar, a post office, and a gas station that doubled as a general store. And a big ’ol barn.


    The barn was primitive, the planks weathered from decades of nature’s abuse. Someone had taken a great deal of time to deck the vast room with twinkling strands of white lights hanging haphazardly from the rafters. A raised stage across the room contained a bluegrass band with fiddles and banjos, along with a man in full drag impersonating Dolly Parton.


    It was long past time to two-step, and William still hadn’t arrived. Sure, he had texted he was running late, and she should go on ahead, he would be right behind her. But that was hours ago.


    Her phone buzzed with another William text.


    Uh-huh. If “nearly there” meant what it did thirty minutes ago, then he’d arrive somewhere around nine a.m. tomorrow morning.


    She’d already worked the barn for hidden camera footage and chatted with the other guests to find out how their experiences had gone.


    If she wasn’t stuck in a pretend marriage without a ride back to the cabin, she would have called it quits and evacuated. Since Sarah and Max had driven her there and then hit up the dance floor, she was stranded.


    Alone.


    In a barn.


    Like a cliché country song.


    Even with the chilly evening breeze through the open windows, it had warmed inside by the time Dolly announced a break. The swarm of people shifted, and an energy she didn’t understand pulled Lucy’s gaze intuitively toward the door. William stood there, his jaw tight, glancing around the room. Her whole body tingled with awareness when he caught her gaze, relaxed his shoulders, and stalked forward.


    Lucy studied her drink for a few beats, glancing up just as he reached her. He leaned in to plant a kiss on her forehead. Her body buzzed with inappropriate anticipation clear to her toes. “Luce. I’m so sorry. That took longer than it should have.” His gaze moved over her. “You’re beautiful.”


    Of course she looked beautiful, thankyouverymuch. Sarah had done an exceptional job with her. The gift shop at the lodge was lacking, so Sarah insisted they visit the outlet stores in the next town over. The denim button-down shirt she bought was tucked into a gauzy, cream skirt that hit right above her knee. She finished with an oversize brown leather belt and rhinestone cowgirl boots. Sarah tried to convince her she needed a cowboy hat as well, but the woman at the salon had painstakingly curled Lucy’s hair. Lucy loved the curls entirely too much to even consider smashing them with a hat. Even the kickass one Sarah had found.


    “Where’d you go?” she asked.


    “Had an emergency. My attorney called. We had papers to sign and some Crestone stuff came up she needed to talk to me about. I’m sorry it interfered with everything.” He sat next to her and pulled her against his side.


    In that moment, Lucy didn’t particularly care where he’d been because something about the familiar touch drove her slightly crazy.


    “It’s remarkably hard to stay pissy at you,” she huffed.


    He squeezed her hand. “Yeah?”


    “Yeah.” She tucked a curl behind her ear.


    “How’d things go today?” His finger tapped along with the country song.


    “Well… I’m glad you asked. I met a lovely family with two kids who had a watch go missing from their room the other day. They were kayaking at the time.”


    The watch turned out to be fairly expensive and had been left in their suitcase—a gift from his grandfather.


    The speakers blared louder. Will leaned closer. “Any leads?”


    “They said they told the front desk, but I couldn’t find a police report or anything.” She had to yell over the music. “Front desk said if it wasn’t in the safe, there’s nothing they can do. I asked around at the spa, too, to see if anyone there had similar stories. Nothing on that front. But I got my massage.” She shrugged. “So not a total loss.”


    He grinned her way.


    “Oh, and Sarah and Max were asked to give a little incentive to the front desk in order to transfer our suite to them.” She dropped the bomb and twirled a curl with her finger like what she’d said was no big deal.


    His mouth dropped. “That’s amazing. Looks like we have a story.” His expression softened. “You’re amazing.”


    Dolly began singing about why someone would come in here lookin’ like that. William tugged at Lucy’s hand.


    “Spent the day cleaning up messes. Now, I’ve got a promise to keep.” He pulled her to the side of the dance floor. Lifting her hand in his, he adjusted her palm on his shoulder before running his hand along her back to her waist. Traces of cedar and the earthy smell of straw hay-bales amplified the woodsy scent that was his alone.


    He nudged her backward, “Relax and follow me, yeah?”


    She stepped on his foot. “Sorry,” she muttered.


    “It’s fine. Relax. I’ll do the work.” He stepped forward as she stepped forward, knocking into him.


    “Sorry,” she repeated. Geez, this is exactly why she never went to dances in high school. This, and the fact no one ever asked her.


    “Take a breath. Watch my eyes, go backward, and don’t worry about your feet. They’ll follow.”


    She couldn’t meet his gaze, not plastered this close against him. His thigh brushed intimately against hers, the movement pushing her along, his hand at her back to guide her.


    Counting as he moved with her, she wouldn’t meet his eyes. He moved his mouth to her ear and whispered, “I confess my day got a whole lot better when I walked into a barn in the middle of nowhere to find you looking like this.”


    The barn was warm, but she shivered. He tucked her closer.


    Nice.


    “A natural,” he whispered.


    She leaned her head back and grinned. He traced a hand along the curve of her back as one song blended into another, and another. Damn. Maybe she should have found someone to take her to a dance in high school. She clearly had no idea what she’d missed out on. He held her tight, her cheek resting against his chest.


    For the first time in a long time, she found peace. Peace that had come in a loud, drafty barn filled to the brim with what appeared to be the entire population of Twin Lakes.


    The music stopped, but she didn’t release her hold.


    “Princess, song’s over.” His voice was husky, like it had been the night before when he climbed into bed at the cabin.


    Right.


    She started to step away, but he caught her and pulled her back to his chest so they both faced the stage. He settled his hand at her hip in what appeared to be a gesture of possession—a gesture that sent a stampede of butterflies straight through her.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we have a very special couple with us celebrating their honeymoon at Twin Lakes,” Dolly boomed over the speakers.


    William’s fingers tightened. Lucy’s heart dropped. She glanced around, her gaze landing on Sarah near the bar. She gave Lucy two thumbs-up and a wink.


    Oh no.


    The room plunged into darkness. Lucy squinted as a spotlight focused where she stood with William. Dolly clanged a spoon against an empty wine glass. “What d’ya say? A kiss from the newlyweds?”


    “Crap,” Lucy said to no one in particular.


    Everyone watched. Lucy’s stomach felt like someone had danced right over it.


    Okay. Not a big deal. It wasn’t like it was her first kiss or anything. And she’d only fantasized about this moment with William for, like, her entire teenage existence, so doing it in front of a room of strangers headed by a drag queen wasn’t a big thing.


    Nope, it was a huge thing. Massive.


    “Luce, breathe,” William whispered in her ear as the crowd began to clap.


    He turned her so she fit in his arms face-to-face. His sharp, golden eyes softened. She curved her hand around the edge of his collar as he moved to erase the final millimeters separating them.


    The applause on the dance floor increased, and with the added boot stomps, the whole barn moved. Or maybe it was just Lucy’s world tilting on its axis. She sucked in a shallow breath. And then, because she was clearly in an alternate reality, he tilted his head and the rest of the space separating them disappeared.


    Holy. Crap.


    On that note, her eyes drifted closed.


    He tasted like spearmint gum as his lips moved gently against hers before settling deeper, demanding more, the bristle of his stubble a tempting contrast to smooth lips.


    He could kiss. Not just kiss, but kiss.


    He had to be the one to break the bond since she wasn’t remotely coherent enough to do it herself. If it were up to her, they would have stayed lip-locked for hours, days even. No need for food, water, shelter, or air or anything, because the only thing she needed for survival was him.


    The glow filling her slipped abruptly away when he dropped her hands. She slid her eyelids open, and the spotlight clicked off. Cheers died off, and the crowd pressed around them as the music kicked up.


    William’s face was an unreadable mask as the mass of people forced him farther from her, deserting her on the rough wooden planks of the dance floor. She should’ve expected that he’d desert her again. But stupid, she’d dropped her guard.


    A large male body bumped hers along, transporting her through the swirling crowd of people.


    The pungent scent of heavy tobacco smoke, whiskey, and cloying-sweet cologne scorched her nostrils. She jerked her head around, shoving frantically as she was pushed through the barn. Her heart thumped erratically. She scanned for an exit route and shoved through the door to the parking lot.


    Frigid mountain air filled her lungs. Her body began shaking, and her teeth chattered. She was sixteen again. Unwanted. Not good enough.


    In a failed attempt to control the tremors, she wrapped her arms around herself.


    Alone again.

  




  
    Chapter Twelve


    What did he say to the woman who rocked his world with a kiss?


    Nothing. William had said nothing to Lucy.


    The two of them had enough chemistry to split thousands of damn atoms and make them dance a happy, merry jig.


    True to form, he had screwed it up. Life wasn’t a goddamned fairy tale. It wasn’t his fault he hadn’t anticipated that insane kiss.


    Insanely good. In a really not good, totally threw-him-off-his-game kind of way. Insane in that his mind had stopped working, and he’d slipped into some kind of earthquake of confusion when he let her go. The crowd had moved in, and she had disappeared.


    Vanished.


    He rubbed an exhausted hand over his face at the memory. It was all his fault.


    He had found Lucy leaning against his truck in the parking lot. She had been distant when she asked him to take her to the cabin. When they returned, she had immediately changed into her Princess pants and collapsed into bed.


    Now, he sat across the room as she slept. Even in sleep, she was stunning. More than that, being with her was generally, well… fun. He missed having fun in his life.


    From habit, he slid the worn envelope from his pocket and tapped it against his chin. What advice would his mother have given him about Lucy?


    Mom would’ve loved Lucy’s fierce independence and work ethic. Not just because Lucy was a good producer, but because she was real. And a kick to be around.


    Right now, though, his time was currently divided between masquerading as a consumer reporter, handling the Crestone acquisition, the Colorado Springs merger, and proving he was up to the task of running the multi-million-dollar company.


    Which meant he didn’t have time for a serious relationship. More than that, he didn’t deserve her. He wasn’t an idiot. Lucy was too good. Him? Not so much. He’d never earn the right to lay claim to someone like her.


    Lucy as short-term enjoyment? Yeah, that was fine, but the woman behind that lip-lock wasn’t for temporary entertainment. No, that liaison was charged with the undercurrent of a whole lifetime of responsibility.


    Lucy shifted on the bed and pushed herself up. Her gaze moved across the room, searching.


    For him? His gut clenched.


    “What’re you doing?” The just-awake-middle-of-the-night tone she used was ten steps past sexy.


    “Couldn’t sleep.” He sat on the end of the bed and placed the envelope on the nightstand. He set a hand on her ankle, like he had when she kicked him that morning.


    “You won’t get to sleep sitting up.” The warmth was missing from her brown eyes tonight. They drifted closed, and she laid her head on the pillow.


    She had a point.


    He climbed into bed and rested his hands on his chest.


    Her breathing evened out in the telltale beat of slumber.


    There was no way he could take whatever this thing was between them further. He’d start setting his own boundaries and respecting hers.


    Sleep had nearly found him when she shifted to rest her head in the crook of his shoulder. Without waking, she curled into him as if it was the most natural thing in the world.


    Now what the hell was he supposed to do? He swallowed hard.


    Little sounds and half-coherent words occasionally slipped from her mouth. His chin brushed against her hair, and he inhaled the scent of coconut shampoo. So Lucy. All real.


    But not his.


    After a while, he closed his eyes, savoring for a moment the woman he wouldn’t allow himself to pursue.


    …


    William woke early and disentangled himself from Lucy. She didn’t wake when he rose from the bed and left to grab video and talk up the staff. So far their hidden cameras in the cabin showed nothing.


    They were close, though. He could feel it. Two more days to snoop around, ask questions, and tie up the story. Two more days. He could keep his distance from Lucy that long. Hell, he’d just give her the space she’d been pursuing herself. When the story was finished, he’d let her continue on her path of avoiding him.


    A few hours and a hike to and from the lodge later, he returned with an entire Thermos of dark roast. Lucy was up, the bed made. In snug fitting jeans and a Twin Lakes T-shirt, she dried her wet hair with a towel. Her bag lay open on the bed, and she rummaged through it with her other hand.


    His gaze drifted to her ass-cupping jeans.


    “Hey. You brought me coffee?” she asked, more than a little shock in her voice.


    “Cream and sugar, too.” He set the coffee on the table and snagged two enamel camp-style mugs from the counter.


    “Will?” She settled at the table.


    “Yes?”


    “Thanks.” She raised her mug in a semi-salute before sipping.


    She toyed with the handle. Neither of them said anything more. Best to address the awkwardness head on.


    He moved the chair next to her and sat. “What happened yesterday at the barn—”


    She held a hand up in the universal sign for him to stop, not up for discussion. “Nothing happened.”


    He pressed his lips together. He certainly didn’t expect his heart to shrink at the declaration. “You want to play it this way?”


    “It’s not a game.” She gripped her cup between her hands.


    “Fine. Nothing happened,” he clipped. Except, everything had happened.


    “What’s on the agenda today?”


    “Didn’t get that far. Figured you’d need caffeine before any communication, so I got on that.”


    “I’m up for whatever. What can we do at the lodge to give the staff lots of time to come in and out?” She twirled a piece of hair with her finger.


    He couldn’t seem to jerk his gaze from that strand of hair. Like some trick of the mind, he just stared at it. “I’m glad you asked. Today is group therapy for the honeymooners.”


    Her jaw slipped open. “You’re joking.”


    “Nope. It’s part of the whole honeymoon retreat experience.” He held his mug wide in mock enthusiasm. Therapy sounded about as much fun as ripping out his own toenails with a salad fork.


    She gave him a look that would wither a lesser man’s balls.


    He ignored it. Not like he was particularly looking forward to dodging questions in a group setting, but if they didn’t show up it might raise questions. The group sessions were part of the entire Twin Lakes honeymoon experience. “It won’t be that bad. We’ll tell them we’re private people.”


    “You think that’s going to work?”


    He didn’t have a lot of experience with therapists, but he had a feeling there was no way in hell his plan was going to work. “Nope.”


    “We should get our stories straight then. I told Sarah you’re a landscaper and I’m your receptionist.” She kept her eyes on her coffee.


    Landscaper? He couldn’t keep a potted plant alive. He had, however, once managed to keep a cactus from decomposing for about six months. “You told her I’m a landscaper?”


    “You know, lawn installation and stuff.” She shrugged. The neck of her T-shirt slipped down her shoulder the barest of centimeters. Still, it was enough to make his pulse beat louder in his ears.


    “Luce, I know what a landscaper does. Why on earth wouldn’t you tell her I’m a businessman?”


    She bit at her bottom lip, her teeth dipping into the flesh there. “I was working on the fly. We really should’ve discussed this before we got here.”


    He placed his mug on the table. “First rule of telling lies, keep them as close to the truth as possible. That way they’re easier to keep track of. But, for now, fine. I’m a landscaper. You’re my receptionist. How many pretend future kids do you want?”


    She gave him some serious side eye. “Uh…none.”


    “None? At all?” His foot dropped to the floor. The small thud matching the way his heart plunked to the bottom of his ribs.


    “Nope.”


    “That’s not going to work for me. We’ve got to have at least one.”


    “Fine. I’ll have one pretend child with you.”


    “You sure you don’t want two? Being an only pretend kid isn’t any fun.”


    She thinned her lips and shook her head. “I’m putting my pretend foot down.”


    “Alrighty then. We have professions. Family aspirations. Anything else?”


    “How long have we known each other?” she asked.


    “Five years.” Seemed like a reasonable amount of time. Not that he had much of a track record to go from.


    “That’s kind of a long time.” Her forehead pinched, and his fingertips itched to smooth those lines.


    “Five months?” he countered.


    She grimaced. “You think that’s long enough?”


    “If we tell them five months then at least it’ll make sense when we don’t know anything about each other,” he pointed out, scooting his chair closer to hers so their knees nearly bumped.


    “Five months ago, you hired me at your landscaping business.”


    “And then you were all over me.”


    She sat taller and crossed her legs, bumping his knee with her own and quickly pulling back. “I was not.”


    “Okay. I was all over you. It was love at first sight.” Not far from the truth—not that he was in love with her. Serious lust, maybe.


    She trailed her finger around the edge of her mug. “You can’t believe in that.”


    “Lust at first sight then?” he asked.


    “Seriously, Will? Fine. Love at pretend first sight.”


    “Fair enough. We figured, why wait? Our whirlwind romance led to us getting married and ending up here at Twin Lakes.”


    She pulled out a thin reporter’s notebook and began scribbling. Why did he find that charming? Maybe he did need to get his head examined. “Where are we from?”


    “Confluence.”


    Her pen stalled. “Confluence is too close. What if one of the other guests is also from Confluence? Then they’ll know we’re lying.”


    “Fine. Nebraska.”


    “Nebraska?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Why Nebraska?”


    He took a sip from his cup. “Why not?”


    “It’s just that if we’re going to keep this as ‘real’ as possible—so we can keep things straight—we should probably pick a place we’ve both been.”


    “Good call. Maryland?”


    “Nope. California?”


    “Not since I was a kid.”


    “I suppose Nebraska it is, then.” She tossed him a smile that didn’t quite make it to her eyes. “Hopefully, someone will steal something, and we’ll get a video. I’d hate for this whole thing to be a waste.”


    His resolve not to pursue her weakened. Dancing, making out, and waking up next to her? Not a waste.


    “Can I ask you a personal question?” she asked.


    A warning bell clanged in his mind. “Confession time is over, but I suppose it depends on the question. Shoot.”


    “Why is confession time over? Shouldn’t it always be confession time?” She tilted her head to the side slightly.


    Funny, she hadn’t been gung-ho to play Confessions the other night.


    “Last I checked, I’m a reporter, not a priest. This means confession time has limits. What do you want to ask?”


    “What’s in the envelope on the nightstand?”


    Oh. He’d forgotten to take it with him.


    “Don’t answer. None of my business.” She shook her head and poured more coffee for herself. “I was just curious because I’ve seen you mess with it a few times.”


    “Okay, I’ll play. But you agree to match the confession, yeah? What’re you putting on the line?”


    “I already agreed to have pretend children, isn’t that enough for one day?”


    He leaned forward, so they sat knee to knee, and spoke slowly. “I confess in the envelope is a…letter.”


    She pulled her knees against her chest. “Right, Sherlock. I got that part. Who is the letter from?”


    He backed away from her. “My mother.”


    Shock registered on her face. “Seriously?” she whispered.


    “Seriously. Got it at the reading of her will.” He crossed his ankle over his knee and shifted in the chair. “I keep it with me. Keeps me grounded.”


    “What’s it say? The letter, I mean.”


    “As you pointed out, it’s unopened. Which indicates, Watson, that I don’t know what it says.”


    She glanced up then. “Why haven’t you opened it?”


    “Don’t want to know what it says.” He leaned back, dangling his arm across the back of the chair on the other side of him.


    “Why?” Her brown eyes were genuinely curious.


    “Doesn’t matter what the letter says. Most likely it’s a final diatribe of how I screwed up my life. Mom kicked me out, and I didn’t see her for over a year before she passed. The last thing she said to me on the phone was that I needed to quit pissing my life away. Not in those exact words, but you get the idea. The conversation involved a lot of yelling. I don’t need a written reminder of how disappointing I was to her.”


    “Why do you keep it with you?” Those eyes. Hell.


    “That’s a good question. It’s also the third part to your original one-part question, which you didn’t declare when you originally asked,” he deflected.


    “You answering it?”


    “I’ll answer if I get the next question. And you actually have to answer. No dodging this time.”


    She nodded.


    He shrugged. “I confess it says what I need it to say.”


    She scrunched up her nose. “Huh?”


    “I keep the letter with me so when something happens, and I can use some advice, the letter says whatever I need it to say. It stays with me, so she stays with me. I didn’t get to say goodbye, and I don’t want to. The letter keeps things open.”


    “Will. She’s gone. She wanted to tell you something. Don’t you think you owe it to her to read it?”


    “She’s gone. She said all she needed to say when she was alive. Some things are best left alone. I was a disappointment as a son, and I don’t need that in my life now. I’ve worked hard to put that guy behind me.”


    “You should open it,” she insisted.


    “Let it go. You wanted to know. Now you know.”


    “You were never a bad person.” She was doing the quiet thing again.


    “You’ll never know who I was. Thank God for that.”


    Her face changed. It was soft before, but it gentled further, and she opened her mouth to say something.


    He, however, was done with this conversation. “My turn. Why’d you disappear at the barn last night?”


    Her gaze drifted to her coffee. “I confess…I needed air.”


    He rested his elbows on his knees. “That’s the best you can come up with?”


    “We got separated, and I needed air.”


    He locked his gaze on hers. “Seriously, that’s the best you can come up with?”


    “Stop saying that.” She tucked a hunk of hair behind her ear.


    “Stop lying.” His words came out harsher than he meant.


    Her expression turned to ice. “I’m not lying.”


    He leaned even closer into her space. “Being untruthful breaks the bond of Confessions. You don’t kiss someone like that and then vanish.”


    “I thought we agreed it didn’t happen?” she reminded him.


    She had him there.


    “For the next few minutes, it happened. Then it can go back to not happening.”


    “I needed air,” she repeated.


    “Sticking with that?”


    She tossed her hands up, a splash of coffee sloshing over the side of her mug. “You’re impossible.”


    “Mm-hmm.” He handed her a napkin.


    “You kissed me, not the other way around.”


    “I did kiss you. What you forget is you kissed me back. Then you disappeared,” he pointed out.


    “You stepped back. Last night.” Hurt filled her eyes. “Maybe we should both step back this time.”


    She landed a direct blow by agreeing with him. A perfect way out. No risk of failure for either of them. Except. A way out was the last thing he wanted. He could split his time between work and Lucy. Hell, having her on his team sounded pretty great right about now. They’d had a connection from the moment he helped her at the gas station. Pursuing her might not be the best idea, but he couldn’t help being drawn to her. Until that kiss, he figured they’d just enjoy whatever they had until it burned out. It always burned out.


    Even the couple of times he’d felt like things might progress into something, the spark always faded.


    This time was different.


    “What if I said I want to see where this takes us?” He rose from his chair, scooted it back with his foot, and crouched in front of her. He took her hands in his. They trembled, but she didn’t move away. He pressed his forehead gently against hers so their breaths mingled.


    “Not for pretend?” she asked.


    Risk everything and hope it didn’t end with him alone—he was going to do this. “Nothing I’m feeling right now is pretend.”


    He was a bastard because she deserved more than him. But he didn’t care. “You’re scared. I’m giving you time to get to know me, see that you’re into me as much as I’m into you. Today that involves a pretend couple’s therapy session. When you’re ready, it involves a whole hell of a lot more.” He ran the back of his knuckles along the apple of her cheek.


    “You stepped back.” Her fingers lay limp against his.


    “Won’t happen again.” He traced a thumb across her jaw and then rested his lips against her forehead.


    Then he let her go.

  




  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Lucy’s existence was already complicated. Now William was into her? What did that even mean? The best course of action would be to pretend his declaration never happened and move ahead. To couple’s counseling.


    William’s palm grazed the back of her shirt when they walked through to the therapy room—apparently also used for spin classes, given the bikes along the mirrored wall, and yoga, given the mats laid out in a semi-circle. The room had the same rustic feel as the rest of the lodge, but huge amounts of mountain sunshine speared through the high windows.


    “Hello!” A woman dressed in black khakis and a polo shirt with Twin Lakes embroidered across the pocket emerged from the small equipment closet.


    Lucy jolted.


    Rebecca.


    Her massage therapist.


    Damn. Damn. Dammit.


    “Lucy, it’s so good to see you.” Rebecca’s cheeks must’ve hurt from smiling so wide. “I’m so glad you’re here.”


    “Hi.” Instinct took over and Lucy stepped backward—directly into William.


    His hand settled just above Lucy’s waistband. The nerve endings there warmed in response. Little traitors. He must’ve known her intent to run because he smoothly scooted her forward toward Rebecca.


    “This must be your husband?” Rebecca gestured to William.


    “William.” He dropped his hand to shake Rebecca’s.


    “Rebecca. It’s so nice to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.” She did the wide cheek smile thing again.


    Heat spread through Lucy. William was going to find out what she’d said, then he’d kill her in the middle of the woods where there would be no witnesses. He’d probably shove her off a cliff or something.


    And she deserved it.


    If he wouldn’t even go to the Beach Nights Reunion show because he couldn’t stand the possibility of embarrassment, he was definitely going to hate this.


    Her throat started to close. She swallowed hard. “What are you doing here?”


    “I’m the leader of the couples counseling and group therapy.” Rebecca waved toward the yoga mats scattered over the floor. “Since you’re first, pick any mat you’d like.”


    “But you’re a massage therapist.” Lucy’s feet seemed to have planted themselves on the hardwood floor and sprouted roots. They would not move.


    “I do it all.” Rebecca laughed—the sound something like wind chimes would make on a breezy day. “I don’t even have to change my nametag.”


    Lucy’s eyes shifted to the tag above the Twin Lakes writing. Sure enough, it read Rebecca, Therapist.


    “Your other friend signed up, too.” Rebecca unrolled her own mat and plopped down in the center, crisscross-applesauce.


    William took a step toward one of the mats, reaching for Lucy and tugging her along. Reluctantly, she followed. He settled down on the thin rubber mat and pulled her along with him so her back settled against his front.


    “In any case, I’m glad you’re here a little early so we can chat. I’ve been thinking about your little issue.” Rebecca made air quotes with her fingers around the word—making it seem much bigger than it needed to be.


    Oh no. Discussion of that issue was a horrible idea. Epically bad.


    “You said Sarah is coming?” Lucy deflected and eyed the door, willing the others to come through.


    “What issue?” William asked, his breath against the back of Lucy’s neck.


    “I know you probably don’t want to talk about it in front of everyone, but there are quite a few things you can do that don’t involve actual intercourse.” Rebecca made those damn air quotes again.


    Lucy glanced to the door, gauging how quickly she could get up and out of the room before William tackled her.


    He cleared his throat a tad too loud. “Come again?”


    “It’s okay. There’s no need to be embarrassed. I know many couples in your situation.”


    “Situation?” He squeezed Lucy in his arms and whispered the question directly against her earlobe.


    She squirmed in reply.


    “Lucy, I’m so glad you’re here.” Sarah saved the moment, bustling into the room.


    Rebecca winked at Lucy like they were conspirators in international espionage. “We’ll just chat about this after.”


    “What situation, Luce?” William asked again.


    She turned her head so her cheek was near his lips. “Ignore. I made it up as I went along the other day. Nothing you need to worry about.”


    Max trailed in after Sarah, and another couple Lucy hadn’t seen before followed him.


    “Everyone pick a mat. We’ll go ahead and get started. We’ve got a lot to cover this morning.” Rebecca took her place back on her mat. “I call this the ‘honesty hour.’ You have to promise your partner complete honesty for this type of therapy to be effective. And, trust me, it’s harder than it seems.”


    Lucy just bet it was. She squirmed again with the unfortunate side effect of her bottom rubbing against Will’s—you know what? She’d just scoot forward a smidge.


    “If everyone could turn and face their partner.” Rebecca waved her hand in a circle to illustrate.


    Lucy moved around so she faced William. Unfortunately, this meant she could see him—something that severely cracked her resolve to flee. It was the dimples, she was certain.


    “Now scooch together a little closer and hold hands.”


    Lucy studied a scuff on the floor behind her fake husband and offered her hands.


    “Look into your partner’s eyes and say the first thing that comes to mind.”


    Lucy shifted her gaze to meet William’s and her mind went blank. Totally and utterly blank. Nothing. Nada.


    “I’m glad it’s you that came with me,” he said low enough that no one else would hear.


    Her heart did a little fist pump.


    “Your turn.” The little divots of his dimples flashed uncertain.


    “I like your cheeks,” she heard herself say.


    His forehead pinched together as if to say, “the hell?”


    “The dimples, I mean,” she clarified.


    Oh Lord.


    “Thank you,” he replied as though it were the most normal thing in the world for her to have said.


    The room melted away and it was just the two of them again.


    “Fantastic,” Rebecca cut through their moment. “Now we’re going to talk about intimacy. I’d like you to share with your partner some of your favorite things about being alone together. I’m not just talking about intercourse”—She paused too long on that word, letting it just hang in the air like an unwelcome rash—“I mean all of the little things that make your relationship special.”


    “I went first last time,” William pointed out, his voice staying low so his words were for Lucy alone.


    She paused, his presence intimidating. “You smell nice.”


    “I do?” he asked. “What do I smell like?”


    “I don’t know how to describe it. Just nice.”


    “How are things going?” Rebecca knelt beside them.


    “Lucy was just explaining how nice I smell.”


    “Oh, that’s good!” Rebecca settled in, apparently ready to stick around for a while. “What do you think of Lucy’s scent?”


    “I think she’s amazing. All of her.” He held Lucy’s stare. “I love her scent. Her eyes. Her kindness. The way she cares about people and wants everyone to be happy. Yeah, I think she’s pretty awesome.”


    Lucy’s mouth opened and closed like a fish tossed onto the banks of a lake.


    Rebecca laughed like wind chimes again. “Did you know that finding your partner’s scent appealing is an indicator that your genetics are compatible for children? Have you two discussed that? The things they can do in a test tube these days are pretty intense.”


    Much like this conversation.


    William squeezed Lucy’s hand and rubbed at the fleshy spot between her thumb and forefinger. “We’d like two.”


    “You guys are just butter on-a-roll,” Rebecca enunciated each syllable and bounced up. “I’ll check back in a bit.”


    Lucy pulled her hands away and scraped them over her face. “Yay.”


    “All right everyone.” Rebecca clapped her hands together. “Next up. I want you to tell your partner your deepest, darkest fear. If you’ve already shared this, great. If not, now’s the time. Get it all out there.”


    “I think we should discuss politics or religion,” Lucy said, deadpan.


    William chuckled and shifted so his knees were on either side of her hips. “Your deepest, darkest fear is water, right? That’s not so bad.”


    Lucy swallowed over her suddenly dry tongue and sandpaper throat. Large bodies of water weren’t her favorite by any stretch. The truth of it, though? In that moment, her biggest fear was William would remember the person she’d been—the high school kid with fake friends who pretended to like her when they needed something. The girl the football players tossed bologna at in the cafeteria while they barked, because their buddies thought it was oh-so-hysterical. The girl who spent a summer helping on a television set and crushed on the resident playboy, only to have him forget everything about her.


    If he remembered who she was, he’d never be able to see her for who she’d become.


    “Luce?” he asked, concerned.


    Right. He’d implied her fear was of water.


    “What’s yours, then?” she asked, deflecting the truth.


    “Failing.” He glanced to the purple yoga mat they sat on. “My deepest, darkest fear is of failure at Crestone. Failing my mom.”


    “You won’t.” Certainty filled her full up. William would succeed.


    He grinned. “I wish I had your rose-colored glasses.”


    Somehow, and she wasn’t quite sure how, they made it through the rest of the session. “What should we do now?” Lucy asked as they headed back to the cabin.


    “They’ve got a few groups going fishing. Or we can go hiking?” William suggested.


    “Fishing this morning, hiking this afternoon.”


    “Fishing involves water,” he replied.


    “No kidding?”


    “You okay being on the lake?”


    “It’s not like we’re going swimming. Besides, fear of water is ridiculous. You want to go fishing, and I really should face my fear. I promise not to freak, if you agree not to push.”


    “I can do that.”


    Last night’s barn freak-out was a prime example of how she’d been living her life. She wasn’t the same girl she’d once been. Of course she knew this. But sometimes, most times, she felt unworthy. When William had stepped back all her insecurities rose to the surface.


    Living a life always shrinking into the sidelines was no life to live. Somebody had probably said that once. If not, they should have.


    On her quest to be a new woman, she would start her journey by conquering the depths of Twin Lakes. It couldn’t be that bad. Not too awful. It’s not like people drowned frequently.


    Except when they did.


    No, she would slay her demons starting today. First, water, and then, well…she’d see what happened.


    She continued to the cabin while William set out to deal with the rental situation and ask some strategic questions there. She gave herself a pep talk while she re-set the cameras in the room. Her phone rang. Katie’s name appeared on the display.


    “Hey,” Lucy answered.


    “You haven’t returned my calls,” Katie accused.


    “Things have happened. Lots of things. I’m in the mountains. An exposé at a resort…” Lucy paused and bit at her lower lip. She decided to go all in. “With William.”


    “You’re what?” Katie’s screech could’ve burst a thousand eardrums.


    Lucy cringed.


    While Lucy told her nearly everything, Katie remained silent, listening. When Lucy finished, her friend took a deep breath before speaking. “Do you remember the first time you told me about him?”


    Of course she did. That conversation had occurred a year after the whole Florida thing. “I remember,” she replied.


    “Then you’ll remember telling me about his trail of women. I remember the tears you cried over a douchebag guy without a clue. Am I the only one who remembers this? Geez, Lulu, you weren’t even a couple, and he broke your heart. He’ll do it again, and from everything you’ve said, this time will be worse.”


    Katie had a point.


    Lucy sat cross-legged on the bed. “Things are different. He grew up. I grew up.”


    “You also changed your appearance. Now he’s all about getting into your pants? As your friend, I don’t like that at all.”


    Lucy pressed a pillow against her chest.


    “This guy. This whole situation is messy. He’s a colleague. You and I both know it can’t go further.”


    A colleague? Sheesh, it was so much more complicated because he was about to become her boss. Lucy had promised William she wouldn’t say a word about his real relationship with Crestone, so she kept that tidbit to herself.


    “I’m afraid it’s already gone past the colleague thing. He kissed me.”


    The kiss to end all kisses.


    “Holy hell, Lulu. Did you kiss him back?”


    “Um…yes?”


    “Lulu!” Katie shrieked. Lucy held the phone away from her ear, catching only snippets of Katie’s fuming objections.


    “Could you calm down? It only happened the one time.”


    The line was silent for a moment before Katie spoke. “People don’t change,” she said carefully. “I get that you’re confused, but with a guy like him, you’ve got to be straight. Tell him you’re flattered, but he’s not your type. Clean break.”


    “Katie, if I had a type, he’d be it.”


    Unfortunately.


    It’s not like Lucy never dated. She did. But after she put in the blood, sweat, and tears to transform herself, the guys who asked her out started to change…and not always for the better. Dating had never led to much because it wasn’t worth it to open herself up to anyone.


    But, as Katie pointed out, William had hurt her once. Her friend was right. This couldn’t go further. “I’ll talk to him,” Lucy promised.


    Katie went in for the kill. “William is a right-now kind of guy. He’s not about the future, but he is about the past. Don’t go back, Lulu. Don’t do that to yourself. You’ve done too much to change and put that girl behind you.”


    Crap, but she was right. They ended the conversation. Lucy flopped on the bed and flung her arm over her face.


    She pushed herself up when William trudged through the door and dropped an armful of tackle gear by the bed.


    “The cameras are set. Did you get a boat?” She twisted her hair up and pinned it in place.


    “Uh-huh. It’s ready.” He didn’t glance up as he separated two tackle boxes and sorted hooks.


    Sheesh. How much stuff did it take to catch a fish?


    He finally glanced at her, and his eyebrows shot up. Perhaps she should have evaluated her fishing attire more carefully before settling on the green bikini top and cut-off shorts. His eyes flamed. The way he stared did not bode well—like she was the catch of the day, and he had her on his hook.


    “This one’s yours.” He held up one of the fishing poles and handed it to her. His hand brushed hers briefly when she took it. One tiny brush of his fingertips and her body went wired. This had to stop.


    “Nervous about the boat?” he asked.


    “Maybe.” She inspected the pole and turned the reel thing. Then she clicked a button to release the tension. Easy enough.


    “How nervous?”


    She glanced up at him. “A little.”


    “How much is a little?” he asked as though she meant more to him than only a producer.


    “Less than a lot,” she replied.


    “Lucy.” His expression turned serious. “We’ll catch some fish. You’ll conquer your fear.”


    Uncertain, she nodded. “I haven’t been on a boat in over a decade.”


    The anxiety she was experiencing at the moment didn’t paralyze her, so she had definitely made progress. Yes, a fishing trip to the lake was a step toward her future, a move she found herself ready to make.


    “We don’t have to do this.”


    Why did he have to be so nice? Couldn’t he be a little bit of a jerk so it’d be easier to stay away?


    “I want to.” She did. Really, she did. This whole excursion illustrated her commitment to forward momentum. She smiled tentatively.


    He reached out to her and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear before the damn dimples dented into his cheeks.

  




  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Cameras set, cabin secured, Lucy and William evacuated to the lake like the normal honeymooners they were not.


    The fish weren’t biting at Twin Lakes, but Lucy had gotten into a boat and hadn’t had a panic attack. That was huge.


    The last time she’d been on a boat was at her tenth birthday party. Her father had rented a large yacht for the day. It would be a year before her parents started the on-again, off-again nonsense that had punctuated her adolescence.


    Lucy was a fourth grader wearing the clothes of a middle schooler. The other kids were cruel. They called her “Fat Caterpillar” because, to start, she was large. More than that, though, her thick eyebrows looked a little like caterpillars. Her mother refused to let her tweeze them into submission. Brooke Shields and Audrey Hepburn had eyebrows like Lucy’s—that’s what her mother insisted. Lucy would bet a tub of hot wax that Brooke and Audrey never got called Caterpillar because of them.


    Lucy hated everything. The eyebrows. Her size. The nickname.


    But nothing could mar her birthday because she wore a gorgeous dress and, for once, the world revolved around her. As the children arrived with armloads of gifts, she could feel, absolutely feel, her luck change.


    The birthday song was sung, cake distributed, and Lucy sat at the head of the table with Italian buttercream icing smudged on her lips, her feet swinging. The chaperones disappeared to do whatever it was adults did. To her left sat Robbie McFarland with freckles and light brown hair.


    He scarfed his own slice of cake.


    Then he ruined everything.


    “Caterpillar, don’t you think you’ve had enough? You’ll be even bigger if you keep eating,” he taunted.


    Her cheeks heated with embarrassment. Tears stung her eyes.


    At the end of the day, as the kids disembarked on the pier, her parents packed up all the party things. Robbie and his crew of boys waited for their parents. Her mother insisted Lucy stay with them, as a good hostess should.


    “Caterpillar, climb down that ladder. Betcha can’t touch the water.” Mischief clouded Evan Powell’s eyes when he spoke.


    “Can, too,” she replied.


    “Let’s see it then,” he challenged.


    Lucy gripped the pier and, still in her party dress, climbed down the four rungs to the edge of the water.


    “Dip your toe in,” Even commanded.


    Lucy dipped the edge of her ballet flat to the surface of the ocean. Then she moved her foot back to the rung, but it snagged the hem of her skirt. Holding on with one arm, she moved her other hand to push the fabric away. Her foot slipped, and she fell backward into the salty darkness. She kicked to the surface, but her leg tangled in some wire and she couldn’t reach.


    The water overwhelmed her. Her lungs burned as she held her breath for what felt like forever.


    One of the workers on the dock pulled her free. Her parents were livid. The ruined dress clung to her while her father ranted.


    “Stupid Fat Caterpillar,” Evan had murmured as he walked away.


    Stupid Fat Caterpillar reverberated through time and burst into the present, encroaching on this latest excursion.


    Lucy’s reflection from Twin Lakes reassured her the hair and the weight were long gone. The emotional scars? They remained.


    Her stomach pitched a little when the wave from a speedboat rocked the small canoe she shared with William.


    The muscles in his arms working as he rowed were the highlight of the trip. Her massive neon orange life jacket suffocated her skin, and the dang thing chafed. A lot.


    Universal fit. Not even.


    Finally, she’d had enough of the thing. She unlatched the clasp and tugged the keyhole opening over her head, breathing a sigh of relief as cool air hit the sweaty skin trapped under the polyester-covered foam.


    Heaven.


    William sat at one end of the boat, his legs sprawled while he twitched his rod every so often. Lucy stayed at the other end, ignoring her line completely.


    “Does anyone actually enjoy this?” she asked.


    He glanced from the lake to her. “It’s peaceful. Don’t think. Relax.”


    That’s what he’d said at the barn dance, too. That didn’t end so well.


    “I can’t relax,” she muttered.


    “What’s on your mind then?” He set his fishing pole against his leg and focused on her. “How are you liking Confluence?”


    “It’s okay.” She shrugged. “You know how it is in this business. Don’t get too comfortable anywhere because the next opportunity is always going to move you away.”


    “You’re not staying in Confluence?” he asked seriously.


    “Not forever.” She shook her head. Broadcast journalism was an inherently fickle industry. He had been in the business long enough to know how things worked at this level.


    He scowled, rummaging through the tackle box near his feet. “I don’t know why everyone wants to leave Confluence. You’re an excellent producer, and Parker’s happy with the way you’re handling the assignment editing. Maybe you should consider sticking around. You could easily make news director in a year.”


    No. Confluence was her opportunity to be in front of the camera, not commit to a career behind it.


    “What’s your end game then?” He twitched his rod again.


    For the briefest of moments, she had forgotten she talked to an exceptional reporter with a specialty for digging out information. She didn’t want to share more than absolutely necessary so she dodged his question with one of her own. “Why do you do that? The twitching-your-rod thing.”


    The edges of his lips tugged up. “Twitching my rod?”


    “Yeah, the whole jiggling your pole bit.”


    His shoulders began to shake with laughter. “Jiggling my pole?”


    “Oh my God, seriously, Will?”


    He began chuckling uncontrollably. “Have you ever seen a man’s rod? Every time we talk about mine, your cheeks turn red.”


    He could not be for real.


    “For your information, yes, I’ve seen one,” she huffed. “Tons of them.”


    He laughed so hard he held his side. “Tons, huh?”


    The blood rushed to her ears. “I’ve seen…enough. I don’t need to see yours, and could we please stop talking about it?”


    He pulled himself together. “You’re the best wife ever, Lucy. I want you to know that. I haven’t laughed this hard since I was a kid.”


    “Best pretend wife. Seriously, though, what’s with the flicking thing?”


    “Well, Luce, I flick my thing so the fish will think the worm is alive. Try it.”


    She mimicked what he did. Nothing happened. The story of this fishing trip was summed up in those two words—nothing happened.


    Light played across the ripples of the water, and the boat swayed slightly. They’d been drifting for a while when the tip of her fishing rod jerked. She held tight to the pole and glanced at him. He saw it, too, and moved carefully toward her.


    “Put a little pressure on it,” he said quietly.


    She tugged. The line tightened.


    William beamed, pride radiating from his eyes. “Set the hook and reel him in.”


    She swung the rod up like he’d shown her before. Um. The line really strained now, and whatever was under the water wrenched harder. It took everything in her not to drop the stupid thing.


    “Crank the reel,” he yelled.


    “You do it.” She tried to hand off the pole.


    “Your catch. You reel.” He grinned confidently toward her. “You’ve got this.”


    She turned the knob thingy frantically. The tight line stiffened further as the pole bent to the pressure. She turned more. The line ended when a massive fish broke the surface of the water. She shrieked, flinging the pole to William. The fish sailed through the air and landed in her lap. She jumped, pushing it off, her mouth open in a silent scream while it flipped and flopped maniacally in front of her. William yelled something she didn’t grasp. She leaped back to get away from the flailing fish and lost her balance. The boat rocked.


    She fell overboard.


    Cold water stole her breath. So cold.


    Freaking hell cold.


    And wet.


    She came to the surface for a moment and gasped for air before her head dipped under the water again. Panic seized a tight grip around her. When she opened her mouth, foul lake water filled it.


    Her nostrils burned. She refused to give up and breathe in the water.


    She failed.


    The frenzied movements of her arms and legs seemed detached from reality. They pushed and pulled—reaching for the surface but unable to get there.


    The water became a solid force around her. She kicked and pushed against it, her lungs burning. Nearly at the surface she opened her mouth to take in a breath, but it was only more water, and then the pull of the lake drug her down again.


    Tightness cinched around her middle, and she shoved against it, using her fingernails to dig into whatever clutched at her. Then, just as quickly as she’d gone under, her head emerged from the depths and she spit out a mouthful of lake water.


    She gasped, but the air was heavy in her abused lungs. Another jagged breath and she prepared to go under again. She fought against the lake. Fought against the solid trap holding her tight around the waist.


    The water threatened to engulf her again. She couldn’t go under. Not again.


    “You’re safe.” The words were repeated as a mantra against her ear, again and again. “I’ve got you, Princess.”


    William.


    Reality replaced overwhelming panic as she focused on his arm and stopped thrashing. He continued speaking, low and calm, while he swam a lazy one-arm stroke. He held her back against his chest, moving them toward the capsized canoe.


    She surveyed the lake, focusing on everything but the water. Her pulse started to even out. She wasn’t drowning.


    She gripped William’s arms harder as a sob ripped straight from her heart.

  




  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Lucy clung to William’s arm as he held her above the water. He paddled with one arm toward her life jacket floating near the canoe. Her lungs ached, and she pinched her eyes closed against the splashing water.


    “I won’t let you go. Relax with the fingernails, yeah?” William said against her ear.


    She instantly loosened her grip and tried not to focus on the imminent threat of drowning.


    The neon orange life jacket floated near the boat. He snagged it and turned her to face him. “I’m going to put this on you, hold still.”


    With one arm around her waist, he slipped the opening over her head. She gripped his shoulders and held on tighter.


    His head dipped under the water.


    The life jacket kept her afloat, but she didn’t release her grip on him.


    He bobbed to the surface, his mouth barely above the water. “Let—”


    “Will!” she cried out as he slipped under again.


    His head barely came out of the water. “Let go—”


    “Are you insane? I’m not letting you go!” She fought to keep her grip on him.


    He gripped her fingers in his, holding them in a vise. His head finally emerged above the surface. He coughed and spat out a stream of water. “Stop trying to save me, or I’m going to drown,” he said on a gasp.


    Oh.


    She stopped trying to save him.


    He righted himself and coughed some more. “The other night? When you said drowning was the worst way to go? Yeah. We’ll stick with that theory.”


    Lucy held to the foam life vest as he attached the Velcro on the sides.


    “Can you kick your legs?” he asked.


    She nodded.


    Her legs tangled with his as he guided them toward the shore. The thick muscles of his thigh brushed against hers and, well…damn. Even with everything happening, she still desired him. Her breaths came quickly, and her pulse pounded ruthlessly. It had nothing to do with the water, and everything to do with him.


    “Don’t be scared. We’re almost there. Think of something else.” His words were raspy.


    Hells bells, he must have misinterpreted her body’s inappropriate carnal reaction with panic. Think of something else. He didn’t have to tell her twice.


    She ignored her body’s traitorous response. C’mon. Anything else. She spit out a mouthful of water after a small wave bobbed up.


    William loosened his grip around her. “Put your feet down, you can touch.”


    She did as she was told. Relief soaked through her as her soggy tennis shoes found the bottom of the lake.


    He kept his arm around her shoulders as they stumbled to the rocky beach. “You don’t do things halfway, do you?”


    She lifted her chin so their gazes met.


    Concern filled his eyes. “You okay?” William slid a hand against her neck and pulled her forehead against his shoulder.


    Oh heavens, this was nice. Too nice. “If I say yes, will you let go?”


    He chuckled. “Not a chance.”


    …


    Lucy glanced up from the lunch she was unloading from the room service tray when the door to the cabin opened.


    William stalked through. He scowled at the floor but didn’t say a word.


    “You okay?” he finally asked, gruffer than usual. “From the lake.”


    “I am.” Aside from the present hot flash thanks to his abdominal muscles currently on display.


    He snagged his sandwich and leaned against the counter, his gaze focused on his bare feet. Five huge bites with very little chewing, and he finished. He tossed the plate in the sink, crossed his arms, and glared into space.


    “Hey, if it cost money for the boat thing, I’ll pay for—” she started.


    He pulled a small box from his pocket. She barely caught it when he tossed it to her. A gasp escaped her lips when she recognized the logo on the box as a prescription medication for erectile dysfunction.


    “Why?” she asked.


    “That’s my question.” His eyes were blank.


    “What are you talking about?” she asked, breathier then she intended. Damn, but she already knew. Sarah. Rebecca. They got to him.


    “Max caught me up at the lodge. Explained he’s a special kind of doctor. The kind that works with men who have particular issues.” He made air quotes at the last word as Rebecca had in therapy.


    Lucy smacked a hand to her mouth.


    “Seems his wife told him about our problems in the bedroom and asked him to help us out. Would you like to explain why you gave me syphilis?”


    Uh-oh. Lucy took a deep breath and whispered through her fingers. “You weren’t supposed to know.”


    “You give a guy an STD, he’s gonna find out.” His stony expression added to the shame piling up inside her.


    She scooted backward, stopping when her legs hit the dining table. “Hang on. I didn’t give you anything.”


    “Right,” he clipped. “You never told Sarah and our therapist that I can’t get it up?”


    “Well, now, the thing is…” She swallowed the lump of regret forming in her throat and licked at her lips. “I did kind of do that. It’s not what you think, though.”


    He rubbed a hand over his hair.


    “Ten days.” That muscle directly under his jaw twitched. “In ten days, there will be an announcement about my takeover of Crestone. Ten days, and this will be regional news. Crestone is a multi-million-dollar company, so it could even be national news. The last thing I need is for some yahoo to want his shot at fifteen minutes and announce that I have venereal disease. Which. I. Do. Not. Have.”


    “Max is a doctor. He can’t say anything.”


    “Technically, he’s not my doctor. Nothing prevents him from blabbing.”


    Oh.


    First, holy mackerel had she screwed up in amazing proportions this time. Second, Crestone was worth that much? Wow.


    She opened her mouth to speak but had no idea what to say so she closed it. Then she opened it again and closed it again. “I didn’t realize.”


    He stared at her with raw intensity.


    She glanced away. “I’ll talk to Sarah and I’ll find Rebecca.”


    “No. No, you won’t. You won’t talk to anyone about this. I’ll call my attorney and somehow explain to her why we may need to issue a statement regarding my sexual health. She’ll love that.”


    If he clenched his teeth together any tighter, they’d probably shatter. He waved a hand. “Not that I have much pride left anyway. It’s like the reality show all over again. The media will twist this, spin it, and tear me apart.”


    “I am so sorry.” Acid burned her stomach. “So sorry.”


    He studied his feet, and his right hand moved to his neck, rubbing the indentation near his back.


    “You know what? So am I.” The emptiness of his expression when he glanced up didn’t only sting. No, it branded her.


    “Will, it was an innocent comment. One I regret.”


    “It wasn’t a comment. It was a lie.” This time he caught her gaze, and his disappointment colored every bit of his handsome face. “I thought I knew you better than this. But you know what? I don’t. I know nothing about you. Not really. I know you don’t like water, and I know the little crumbs of information you’ve tossed my way. What are you so afraid I’m going to find out?”


    Where would she even begin? She didn’t want him to know so much, didn’t want him to remember.


    “Lies of omission are still lies,” he said when she didn’t respond. His words were a direct hit that didn’t only burn, they cut.


    She always sought out the truth and hated lies. William had paid attention to her in a way she wasn’t ready to acknowledge. No one had ever handled her with such care. He was genuinely compassionate toward her.


    And she’d ruined it.


    “I’m going for a hike.” The tone William used was neutral, like he didn’t care either way.


    She couldn’t let him go alone. Not this upset. Not when it was her fault. Not when he had literally saved her life. “Can I come?”


    He shrugged. “Whatever.”


    She nipped her bottom lip with her teeth. “I’ll grab my shoes.”


    Clearly, he was done pursuing her. And she could absolutely understand his reasons.


    Good. It would be done. They would be done.


    Damn.

  




  
    Chapter Sixteen


    In hindsight, wearing her Converse tennis shoes on the lake that morning was a bad idea. They were soaked. Unwearable. Which left her orange Hawaiian-print flip-flops. Looked like she was hiking in flip-flops.


    She found William on one of the planked cedar benches. He leaned back against the outside wall of the cabin, his ankle crossed over his knee.


    Lucy’s heart lodged in her throat. “Hey.” She took a step forward, unsure what else to say.


    William had always treated her warmly, but this time he only gave a terse nod. His gaze didn’t meet hers. “I’ll carry the backpack.” He took the bag from her shoulder, avoiding any contact, before he slipped it over the strong muscles of his back.


    “Thanks,” she mumbled.


    She shuffled a few steps behind him in awkward silence, a nagging quiet that punctuated how badly she had screwed up.


    William turned left at a fork in the trail.


    “Did you get a map?” The words stuck thick in her throat.


    He continued forward, as if unfazed by her question. “Don’t need one. The trail goes around the lake, looping back to the lodge.”


    “I know it’s against man code to carry a map, but maybe we should turn back and get one before we get too far on the trail.” Her big toe snagged on a jagged stone, scuffing the skin so a drop of blood pooled at the nail. It began to throb.


    Head down, she scanned the ground to avoid rocks. When he stopped two steps ahead, she stumbled into him. He reached to steady her, his expression cold.


    “Right, we don’t need a map.” She gripped the soles of her shoes with her toes to keep herself steady.


    His gaze met hers only a moment before that expression of indifference she hated so much snapped back into place. This wasn’t right at all. From the day at the gas station when her window had broken to the game of Confessions at the cabin, he had constantly given bits of himself to her. Now, for the first time in his presence, loneliness crept in. So afraid of sharing too much, she had rationed the information she gave him. He hadn’t been wrong when he said she dodged his questions. A lot.


    She couldn’t unwind the past, but she could push herself. Trust him.


    Columbine flowers sprouted along the thin, steep trail where they hiked in silence.


    William marched ahead of her, and she did her best to match the pace he set. As the trail rounded across the edge of a cliff, her entire focus switched to not taking a header onto the jagged rocks. The grip of her flip-flops slipped, and she stumbled to her knees with an oof.


    William helped her up. She wiped the dirt from her kneecaps.


    “Will?” she asked softly.


    He paused. His expression had gentled when she fell. It remained kind.


    She squeezed his biceps to keep him from turning away. “I confess I like almost all the colors.” She had to do this. Give him more. Work toward a friendship. “You asked the night we played Confessions. I didn’t answer because, well, I didn’t want to get too close. But you should know, I don’t have a go-to favorite. It depends on the day.”


    He didn’t respond but didn’t move either.


    “I also confess I didn’t get my first kiss until I was almost twenty years old. You asked that, too.” In the distance, a low murmur of thunder answered her confession, but nothing from William. “What else do you want to know about me?”


    “Everything, Luce.”


    A handful of fat raindrops splattered on the rocks around them.


    She drew a breath of damp mountain air as more thunder rumbled, closer this time. She could do this. Trust him.


    “M-my given name is Lucille. My parents are Berta and Graham. Before I moved to Confluence, everyone called me Lulu, but I’ve always preferred Lucy.”


    Now I prefer when you call me Luce.


    Those golden eagle eyes scoured her face as she spoke. She searched his right back to catch the spark of any memory. She was Lulu. He had to remember. She was ready for him to remember.


    C’mon William.


    His eyes remained blank. Nothing.


    She blinked against the realization that she had changed so much he truly didn’t remember her. Or, perhaps, more likely she hadn’t been important enough for him to remember anything about her in the first place. She had been one of many on the production crew. His attention had been…elsewhere that entire time.


    Her heart sank. The biting hope she’d held deep inside that who she had been might not matter to him corroded away to nothing. It would matter, he would only see her as who she had been—the person she’d worked so hard to blot out.


    William stepped toward her. “Why are you in Confluence? Why here?”


    “People aren’t nice to me, Will. I used to be such a mess. But I fixed that, and I realized the only thing I have is my career. I want to be a reporter more than anything I’ve ever wanted in the world.” She sucked in a lungful of mountain air. “I came to Confluence because the station has a reputation for letting those of us in the back have some time in the spotlight, too.”


    More raindrops started to fall. Neither of them moved. She closed her eyes and pressed her fingers against them.


    “Lucy…” William dropped the backpack and reached for her.


    She raised a hand to him, stumbling back. “I’m so sorry. For everything today. So, so sorry. I get it. Whatever was starting between us is over.”


    A pulse at William’s temple pounded hard with each beat of his heart. At the moment, it worked overtime. He stepped forward and tilted her face to his, running his finger against her jaw.


    He sucked in a harsh breath. “Lucy, I’m…I…”


    Whatever he was about to say washed away as the storm opened above them. It was for the best, there weren’t words to fix what she’d messed up. Raindrops quickly turned to sheets of water slashing across the trail.


    He rubbed his hands up her arms before turning her forward on the trail. “Let’s get you out of the rain.”


    She tripped down the hill as her stupid sandals slid against the mud. William gripped her arm to hold her steady while the thunder pounded angrily. They hurried toward the base of the mountain, the evergreen trees providing little cover as they plodded forward, slipping along the soggy gravel of the embankment.


    The trail ended at the lake. And, damn, they came out on the opposite side. The lodge was barely visible through the storm. They should’ve turned right at the fork. It would be at least two more miles around to find shelter.


    “This is where that map would have come in handy, huh?” she asked, glancing up at him.


    He grunted. “This way.”


    She followed blindly. When they turned a corner, a small building sat squat among the trees. Canoes, rowboats, and a motley assortment of oars were stacked haphazardly outside. Lightning flashed nearby, and he pulled her along beside him. He let go of her hand to try the door, but it was locked. He pushed harder with his shoulder.


    No luck. The rain continued to drench them.


    “Stay here,” he yelled over a clap of thunder before he disappeared behind the back of the shack. She wrapped her arms around herself. How smart was it to take cover in a metal shack during a lightning storm, anyway? She was standing there alone, shivering, when the door opened, and William ushered her in.


    She stepped inside. “How’d you get in?” The place was stacked top to bottom with life jackets, a wall of fishing poles, and a small desk.


    “The window wasn’t locked. I climbed through.” He set down the backpack and unzipped it to rummage around. “Don’t suppose you packed a towel?”


    “No.” She shook her head.


    “Come here.” The softness of his tone was at odds with the storm raging outside. He motioned to her as he sat against the pile of life jackets. She plunked down next to him, and he drew her close. Surely, he did it to warm her.


    Oh boy, did it. She practically turned into a cloud of steam as his hands rubbed against her skin. Each stroke echoed in a much more intimate place.


    “Why did you finally open up to me?” he asked against her hair. The muscles in his arms held her firm, and God that was nice.


    “I don’t want to lose your friendship, Will.” She really, really didn’t.


    “Lucy, you have to know by now that I don’t want to be your friend.”


    Oh. She glanced up through her eyelashes, and his eyes burned bright, right into her. The atmosphere in the cabin shifted dangerously with the intensity of all that was William.


    “You don’t want to be my friend?” she asked carefully.


    “No.” His thumb rubbed across her lower lip, and the electricity between them rivaled the lightning outside. “That’s not what I want from you.”


    “No?” she asked.


    He turned her to face him. “I want more.”


    Her heart tripped faster as his mouth got close to hers, near enough she could smell the raindrops mixed with wet earth on his skin. Thank God. Perhaps getting involved wouldn’t be so bad after all.


    “You were so mad at me,” she said. In the intimacy of the space, only the two of them existed.


    “I’m sorry I got angry.” He rubbed his hands along the wet fabric of her shirt, lifting the cloth as his fingers moved.


    “You should have brought a map,” she mumbled.


    He laid her back and moved above her before he lifted the edge of her drenched shirt, remarkably close to the waistband of her panties.


    Her breath caught. Hells freaking bells.


    All the reasons they shouldn’t be together suddenly seemed trivial. He was about to be her boss and he’d been total playboy, but right then she didn’t mind any of that.


    “I’ll bring one next time,” he said on a low rumble.


    “Bring what?” she asked, unable to concentrate on anything other than the water droplets on his damp lips. Lips that parted close to hers.


    Less than a centimeter of space and she could kiss him again.


    His eyes glazed over. “A map.”


    Before she could say anything else, he kissed her. He ran his tongue along the seam of her lips and she moaned. She slipped her hand into his hair and opened for him. The crackling ozone outside had nothing on the two of them.


    His fingertips grazed the edge of her thigh, sending goose pebbles all along her skin. As soon as his mouth met hers she went from chilled to the core to heated beyond comfort.


    A groan slid from deep in her throat. Or his. Who could really tell at that point?


    Had she ever been this turned on by a kiss? No, definitely not. Given the state of his…twitching rod…he was equally affected.


    His lips moved against hers. Pressed harder. His tongue invaded her mouth.


    For the first time she got it. It being that thing people always talked about as chemistry.


    Sure, she’d dated. Even invited a few guys into her bed. But she’d never experienced anything like this.


    So, they weren’t going to be friends. Okay. The intensity of his kiss made up for any annoyance of her failed friendship plan. The weight she’d carried all day disappeared as her body reacted to his touch.


    He leaned back, barely breaking the kiss, their mouths only millimeters away from each other. His eyes flared with desire.


    They were so, totally, not going to be friends.


    Her hands bunched against his wet collar, yanking it impatiently to bring him back to her mouth.


    All reason vanished from her synapses when his hands traveled under her shirt along her slick skin to the edge of her bra. He tugged the cloth down, the pad of his thumb brushing across her nipple.


    She moaned again. Absolutely, couldn’t help it. The storm outside raged.


    The door to the shack smacked open and a man, not William, cleared his throat.


    Holy hell.


    William stilled. Lucy pulled away.


    His hand slid from under her shirt, and he turned quickly. Two men wearing raincoats with the Twin Lakes logo stood at the threshold holding fishing gear.


    “This is a first,” the shorter man said, raising an eyebrow. “Wouldn’ta thought to use a pile of lifejackets for that.”

  




  
    Chapter Seventeen


    The men went off to the corner of the shack and the thrum of rain on the metal roof lightened. William reached for Lucy’s hand and hauled her beside him, tucking his arm around her shoulders.


    “So, that happened,” she said under her breath. Her expression had gone distant, but he’d remedy that as soon as they got back to the cabin.


    “Yeah, it happened.” He leaned to her and kissed her neck, intentionally rubbing his stubble on the soft spot beneath her ear.


    She shivered.


    The rain finally stopped, and he snagged the backpack.


    “Ready?” he asked.


    She peeked up at him. “I’m starving. Can we stop at the lodge and grab something quick for dinner?”


    No. No time for dinner. He needed her alone. If he calculated correctly, he had approximately eight more seconds before he spontaneously combusted. Yeah, he would die right there on the life jackets.


    Her stomach rumbled. She raised her eyebrows in an I told you gesture.


    “Sure, we can go get dinner.” He forced a smile. After they ate, he’d initiate Operation Get Alone and Get Naked.


    The men met his goodbye with grunts. “We’ll be sure to knock next time,” one of them muttered.


    William held Lucy’s hand when they forged ahead into the post-storm mountain air. Aside from the waterlogged ground and the fresh after-rain scent of the forest, he would never have known the angry storm had blown through. They walked in silence, stopping at the edge of the lake. She squeezed his hand, shooting a pulse of desire into his veins.


    “I was thinking we should head back to Confluence tonight.” She wriggled against his arm.


    “What?” he asked.


    “One more night isn’t going to expose anything else. What do you think? After dinner, pack up and head back?” She glanced at him expectantly.


    Absolutely not. He only had a few more hours with her before they returned to the real world. No way would he give up that time. “Thought we’d stick around here tonight. Pick up where we left off.”


    “We shouldn’t do that again,” she said without any conviction at all.


    She wasn’t making this easy. “Why’s that?”


    “You’re about to be my boss. Any more touching would be…unprofessional.”


    “Unprofessional?” He quirked an eyebrow. She hadn’t thought it was unprofessional when she’d outlined a map of the Twin Lakes resort on the roof of his mouth with her tongue.


    “We won’t be able to work together if that keeps happening. Let’s have dinner, check the video, and forget this happened. It’s logical.” She nodded in agreement with herself.


    “To be clear, your plan is to forget this happened?”


    “Yes.” The word sounded more like a question than a statement.


    “Here’s my plan. I’ll buy you dinner, and we’ll go back to the cabin. When we get there, I’ll do this.” He dropped his fingertips to her hips. She held her breath, right on cue.


    “Then I’ll lean forward and kiss your neck.” He illustrated by brushing his lips against her sensitive skin.


    She gulped, and her hands gripped his biceps. “That’s nice. You could do that some more.”


    He grinned, letting his lower lip skim her jawline.


    “When I’m done, I’ll put my mouth right about here.” He touched his lips casually to hers.


    She shivered. “What’s next?”


    “Then, I’ll slip my hand right here.” He demonstrated over the cloth of her shorts, moving his flat palm against the denim. She made a strangled noise and drew closer, her breath coming more quickly to match his own.


    “Would you like that?” He said the words against her mouth.


    She nodded. “Yes.”


    He let out a relieved breath. “When we’re through, we can discuss logic and what happens next, yeah?”


    “You’re impossible,” she mumbled.


    He lifted his hand to her waist and chuckled. “So, you’re telling me there’s a chance?” He kissed her briefly and wrapped his fingers with hers as they made their way to the lodge.


    …


    William would die a slow death at the hands of Lucy. She took her time over dinner, laughing and clearly savoring their time together. He should’ve enjoyed himself, too, but his mind looped their plans for the rest of the evening on replay.


    “You ready to head back?” He trailed his finger over her knuckles.


    “We haven’t ordered dessert.” She tucked her hand in her lap. “We might as well indulge since we’re heading back to Confluence.”


    “We aren’t going home tonight.” He shook his head. Not a chance. “Order dessert to go? Eat it at the cabin?”


    He sent a silent prayer that she’d agree.


    She scowled at him. “The ice cream will melt.”


    “Then get the carrot cake.” See? Easy.


    Her nose scrunched up. “Seriously? No. I don’t believe in vegetables in my dessert.”


    She had a point.


    Her ice cream sundae came, and she ate slowly. Each time she ran the spoon against her tongue, he nearly groaned aloud. He was fairly certain she didn’t understand the power she wielded with flatware.


    She popped the maraschino cherry in her mouth and, holy hell, was she sucking on the damn thing? He swallowed the guttural growl that threatened. “Let’s head back, yeah?”


    One last lick, and she dropped her spoon.


    “Yeah. I’m stuffed.” She stretched her arms over head, giving him a front row view of her breasts tight against the now dry T-shirt.


    He had lost his mind. Poof. Gone.


    Given that any semblance of coherence disappeared at the cherry, he couldn’t be sure, but it seemed he dragged her back to the cabin like a caveman.


    “Seriously, what’s the rush, Will?” she asked when he threw open the door.


    If he were an evil cartoon villain, he’d be rubbing his sinister hands together.


    She stopped abruptly. “Wait, you didn’t use your key?”


    “The door wasn’t locked.” He turned the handle to show her.


    “I locked it when we left.” She was adamant.


    “Luce, we were both upset. It was a mistake. No harm done.” All this talk of doors and locks put a serious kink in his evil genius plan.


    Her face paled. “No, you don’t understand. I’m sure I locked it.”


    He gave her a reassuring squeeze. “Wait here. I’ll go in and check it out.”


    “I’m not waiting out here alone.” She stuck close beside him.


    When he flipped the switch, lights flickered on. Normally, he wouldn’t think anything of the way they wavered. But with Lucy freaking out, the subtle dim and flare gave off a seriously creepy vibe. She gripped his back pocket, and subsequently his ass, as she shuffled with him through the cabin. “We were both upset when we went out. I’m sure—”


    “I could’ve sworn I locked it.” She paled and crossed her arms around herself protectively. He preferred where her hands had been before.


    “You’re my girl now. I won’t let anything bad happen.”


    Her eyes got wide. “I’m your girl?”


    “Thought we established this on the trail, at the boathouse, and again by the lake?” He kissed her forehead. “Let’s see if anything’s missing.”


    They’d planted a few pieces of jewelry and several hundred dollars throughout the room. It didn’t take more than a few seconds to realize the cash had been lifted. He shouldn’t have been excited, but his instincts clicked on high alert and he went straight to the cameras.


    “Should we call the police?” Lucy asked, checking the lock on the door for the second time.


    “Not yet. We’ll check the video and then we’ll talk to management.”


    “We should check on Sarah and Max. See if they’re missing anything.” Lucy crossed her arms across her chest and rubbed at her shoulders.


    He gave her his best not-a-chance look.


    “Or we could just do it your way.” She helped set up the computers to run the video. Three clicks and…


    “It’s that front desk lady.”


    Sure enough, the front desk clerk who had checked them in appeared on the video rummaging through their bags and pocketing the cash he’d left inside the pockets.


    “Looks like we got our evidence.” Lucy grinned at the woman stealing from them on the screen.


    Will’s phone beeped from the table where he’d left it behind. He ignored it.


    Lucy jerked her chin to the table. “You should check that.”


    “Probably.” He reluctantly released her and snagged the phone. He grimaced. Twenty-three missed calls, ten messages. “This might take a minute.”


    “Don’t mind me.” She smiled weakly and waved him away.


    “It’ll just take a second.” He winked at her.


    While he wanted nothing more than to shut out the world and drown in Lucy, he patiently returned each message.


    A second turned into an hour, and an hour into two as he put out fire after fire. Lucy had fallen asleep on the bed ages ago. Given the way she yawned and how quickly she’d fallen asleep, he didn’t wake her after his last call—as much as he’d wanted to.


    Instead, he poured over the spreadsheets covering the table. They outlined the financial benefit of the upcoming acquisition with the Colorado Springs station. The trouble was, the benefit was all for Crestone. A lot of people in Colorado Springs were about to find themselves out of work.


    He scrubbed a hand over his hair. His gut told him it wasn’t the right thing to do, but the money definitely talked.


    “Hey.” Lucy dropped her feet over the side of the bed.


    He glanced to her and grinned. “Hey.” The ridiculous panda bear nightshirt she wore skimmed her thighs, the cupcake cherry directly over her nipple.


    “Thought you were asleep.” He kept the words neutral. He wanted to lift the edge of that panda bear. Unwrap her slowly. Taste her.


    “I was. What’s all this?” She gestured to the papers covering the table.


    “This…is my empire.” He shook away the corrupt thoughts of what lay underneath the cupcake.


    Lucy leaned against the table.


    He stared at the cherry on her shirt.


    When she crossed her arms, the cherry stretched tight over her breast, taunting him.


    He took her in, all of her—her face scrubbed free of makeup, her hair in a messy bun on top of her head, the ludicrous panda that skimmed her bare legs—legs he wanted wrapped around him. She seduced him without even trying.


    His chair scraped across the wood floor when he stood. Moving in front of her, he placed his hands on both sides of the table to frame her there.


    “What’re you doing?” she croaked.


    “You.” The rough word grated his vocal cords.


    “Okay.”


    He felt that one word straight in his gut.


    “Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll back off.”


    “I want this, too. I’m just worried you’ll regret it. That it’s a bad idea.”


    He kissed her—peppermint toothpaste and desire on her lips. “I won’t regret this, and sometimes the bad ideas are the best ones.”


    “You just made that up, didn’t you?” She ran her lips along his collarbone, her hands settling on his torso.


    “I did.”


    He cradled her face between his hands. “I confess…the things you do to me, Luce. I want you. Now.”


    “Why?”


    “Because you’re everything I’ll never deserve.”


    Her expression softened. “I confess I want you, too. Tonight. But this can only be temporary.”


    He touched his lips lightly to hers. “Then I guess we’ll just have to make our time count, won’t we?”


    “You’re going to be my boss.”


    “Not tonight. Let’s take this day by day, see where it goes?”


    “Okay.” She pressed her mouth to his. They opened their lips in unison, tongues gradually demanding more until he throbbed with the need for release.


    She broke the kiss. “Your rod’s twitchy again,” she said, breathless.


    “Yeah?” He lifted her to the table. “I’d like to say something witty, but I’m busy right now.”


    “Do you want me to fall on you like that rooster? I can even make a cock joke.” The vein in her throat pulsed as her heart pounded. She opened her thighs around him so his thick erection pressed into the softness of her core.


    “Absolutely not.” He leaned to suckle the cherry at her breast through the fabric. She pushed her body closer, offering more, claiming everything.


    A moan escaped from the back of her throat.


    He lifted his head and moved his fingers under her shirt to her nipple to tug the wet flesh. She groaned and pressed harder against his pelvis. The layers of cloth meant nothing as she rubbed against him until he nearly finished right there. Her breath quickened, and he tore his mouth from hers. “Bed,” he said over her harsh gasps.


    “Wha—?” Her pupils were totally liquid, confused.


    “Let’s go to the bed.”


    …


    Lucy tried to focus on William, but she couldn’t. The arousal he’d built inside her overwhelmed any sense of reality.


    The high of their encounter began to crumble around her. “Drawer.”


    He pulled her from the table.


    As they approached the bed, he abruptly turned and lifted her in his arms. He lowered his mouth to the crest of her breasts, nuzzling her as she moaned. Instinctively, she wrapped her legs around his waist in some kind of primal dance.


    Sex had never been such a craving before. Clearly, she’d been doing it wrong.


    His mouth crushed against her lips with an intensity she’d never experienced, and he nipped at her lower lip with his teeth. It should have hurt. Strangely, it was…sensual. Heat, pleasure, and sin.


    She weighed nothing as his tongue continued searching. She gripped her ankles around his back, hanging on as he explored every inch of her lips and mouth.


    Somehow they reached the bed and practically fell to the sheets. His torso aligned with hers. He peppered whisper-soft kisses over her face and down her throat, stopping at the curve where her neck met her shoulder.


    All those years of practice were certainly coming in handy for him, because he crafted her desire with the skill of an expert.


    “Will,” she said on a gasp.


    He kissed her palm and moved it over the slope of her belly, down beneath the waistband of her panties between her legs.


    She closed her eyes. They were doing this. He was doing this. With her hand. Was that even possible?


    Yes, clearly it was because his fingers mingled with hers, against her wetness, in an utterly wanton experience.


    He lifted his head from where he’d buried it against her throat. “I have a confession.”


    “Please don’t confess you want to stop.” She gasped as he moved his knuckle over the already sensitive flesh of her entrance.


    He chuckled. “Not a chance.”


    “Thank God.” She bit against her bottom lip. “Then what’s the confession?”


    “I’ve wanted to be inside you since the first moment I saw you.” He kissed along the line of her collarbone.


    No, that wasn’t true. She knew that much. He hadn’t wanted her at all in Florida.


    “I’ll match your confession,” she said against his chest.


    “Yeah?” He caught her gaze and held it.


    “We’re wearing too many clothes.”


    “You forgot to confess.” He grinned a you-lost-the-game grin.


    Damn.


    His mouth never left hers as he grappled with the fly of his jeans. Before she could take a solid breath, the barrier was gone. Holy crap, the Committee for the Furthering of the Covington Name had left him quite the endowment.


    He yanked her panties to her thighs. She shimmied out of them while he pulled his shirt over his head to toss it aside.


    His erection pressed against the side of her leg when his mouth covered hers again. His hands ran along the curve of her hip, igniting a path along her flesh. She gasped when he rubbed his palm against the heat of her, finding the sweet spot and caressing until little bursts of light flashed in her eyes.


    She reveled in the safety of his embrace and the rough fingertips moving intimately against her wetness. “I confess, I really love when you call me Luce,” she said.


    He pressed his lips against her ear. “Luce.”


    Her panting turned harsh, in tempo with the rhythm of his fingertips. The intensity of his touch amplified every breath. She groaned as her head fell back, the edge of her release remaining out of reach.


    “You’re safe with me, Luce.”


    She was. And somehow on a fundamental level she finally understood what safety meant.


    One of his fingers slid inside her, testing, exploring. She gasped.


    Then he added another.


    She was safe. The little walls she’d built all around herself to protect her emotions crumbled.


    Her body throbbed, and the wave of orgasm finally released in the security of his arms. She held onto him as though he’d disappear, taking his fantastic fingers with him. But he wasn’t done. He continued to work her up once more until the intensity overtook her again and she came hard against his hand.


    Before she could take a solid breath, the warmth of his body was gone. A drawer rolled open and then smacked closed.


    “I need you.” His voice broke as he returned to her. “Now.”


    At his coarse words, she stripped her nightgown over her head. He dealt with the condom, and his arousal stretched the damp apex of her thighs. Her legs wrapped around his hips as gradually their boundaries blurred. Together they drowned in each other.

  




  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Lucy woke as Will drew his lips along her neck. She peeked at the alarm clock beside the bed. Two o’clock in the morning was entirely too early.


    “Good morning.” His breath tickled against her skin. After round two several hours ago, they’d fallen into bed naked and slept tangled that way.


    She drew a sharp breath when he paused near the curve of her breast. The hard muscles of his back tensed under her hands. “Ye—” The word cracked. “Yes.”


    “We have to leave today.” His tongue flicked at her nipple.


    Yes, yes, they would. They had the story. Now it was back to reality.


    She gripped his hair, holding his mouth in place. “We have right now, though.”


    His hands got in on the action and every neuron in her brain focused on them. Coherent thoughts stopped coming in that moment.


    “Uh-huh.” He smiled against her skin and tucked her hand into his own.


    The world came into sharp focus as he trailed kisses across her belly. He freed his hand from hers to spread her knees. He continued to kiss and lick, lower and lower. Her heart hammered in her chest.


    No one had ever gone down on her before.


    “I’ve never done…” She grabbed a fistful of his hair. “Oh. That’s nice.”


    Gently, he set her hand aside. He glanced up from his explorations and flashed those damn dimples. “Then I’d say it’s about time.”


    He ran his tongue in a circle over the bundle of nerves at the core of her, flicking and sucking in alternate waves. She couldn’t stop the moan that escaped from between her lips, and had no way to suppress her heels as they dug into the bed to lift her hips more firmly against his mouth.


    Their therapist had been right. There were other things he could do that had nothing to do with—oh dear, his fingertips trailed up her thigh and spread her center apart. Then they went there. One and then two dipped inside. He made some kind of feral noise as his tongue continued to do really amazing things.


    How did he get it to turn to the side like—oh God, the muscles inside began to contract as he continued his work. He picked her heels up off the bed and wrapped them around his shoulders, his own palms trailing along her lower back to hold her against his mouth. In turn, she gripped the bed sheet in two solid handfuls.


    She thought he could kiss before. He’d been holding back. The French had nothing on the way he moved his tongue down there.


    She made a sound she was pretty sure wasn’t lady like at all, and then everything seemed to spin. The heat between her thighs burned hot for him before releasing her on a wave and pulling her under.


    As luck would have it, his idea was a fantastic one.


    …


    William sat on the bench outside the cabin and wanted to beat his chest like the caveman he’d proven himself to be. He was fairly certain he’d never been a woman’s first anything before. Even his first had been thoroughly experienced when they hooked up in high school. He grinned at the lake in front of him as though he expected it to respond somehow. His night with Lucy had been unbelievable. Yeah, this morning had been incredible, too. Caught up in their activities, neither had gotten much sleep. Although, given the satisfied smile she wore when they tumbled out of the shower, she didn’t mind.


    He sipped at his cup of coffee. His heart gave a little tug. Damn, he had never fallen for a woman this hard. He was in trouble, and he didn’t even care.


    “Hey.” Lucy emerged from the cabin and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Coffee again? You’re the best.”


    Yeah. He’d proven that around four times in the past ten hours. She smiled, uncertain, and raised her mug to him.


    Even in the early morning, she was stunning with her hair haphazardly pinned up. Her ridiculous nightshirt dipped a little low, showing just enough cleavage to make him want to immediately take it off. With the intimate knowledge of what lay underneath, he squeezed his hand on the handle of his mug to keep from doing just that.


    “You’re beautiful, Luce.”


    “You don’t have to say that.” Her body brushed against his, and she ran her hands along his bare stomach.


    “I said it because it’s true. Get dressed. Let’s go to the lodge and grab breakfast before we head out.”


    She rolled her eyes. “So demanding.”


    He lifted her chin with his fingertip. “We established that last night.”


    A heavy red blush covered her cheeks.


    “You’re blushing, and I didn’t even take out my—”


    “Stop.” She jabbed her fingertip at his chest.


    He caught her around the waist to kiss her thoroughly. “You stop.”


    “You’re smooshing me,” she said against his shoulder.


    His phone buzzed with a new voicemail. One glance and he winced. He jabbed the play button, and his father’s curt voice echoed through the phone. “William. No time for attorneys. The Colorado Springs station received another offer. They’re entertaining it, and the whole thing doesn’t look good for Crestone. Their managers are headed to Confluence, and I’m meeting with them this afternoon. You’re expected to attend. Call me when you get this.”


    Damn. Damn. Damn.


    Damn.


    His father’s irritating command seriously grated. Of course William would attend, but not because his father commanded. He wouldn’t be left out of a meeting that important. Which meant his plans for the day just changed.


    He tossed his phone on the bench a bit harder than necessary.


    “Everything okay?” Lucy glanced up from under her eyelashes.


    He felt her gaze straight in his chest.


    “We’re headed back.” He stomped inside.


    He had a feeling that even if the meeting was a success, he’d need to make a few trips over the mountain to ensure the buyout moved forward.

  




  
    Chapter Nineteen


    A quick wrap-up with the management at Twin Lakes, a chat with the local deputy, one arrest warrant issued, and William and Lucy loaded the truck. They were on the road in record time. Once they saw the video there wasn’t much management could say. The desk clerk admitted to the double-bookings but held out on the thefts until she realized there was a video. The resort had a load of bad publicity coming their way once the story broke. At the moment, that was the least of William’s concern.


    They turned into the KDVX parking lot, and he glanced across the cab of the truck to Lucy. Her forehead leaned against the glass, her expression tense.


    The connection they had started to build would be strong enough to survive reality. William hoped.


    Didn’t he deserve to be happy? He’d screwed up a lot in his life. He’d also spent years redeeming himself. Enough was enough. He wanted to be with her. Whatever she was willing to give, he was ready to take.


    “I have to wrap up a few things here. Stick around, and I’ll follow you home?” He threaded his fingers with hers.


    She pulled away and shook her head. “I need to get back to my cat. Simon didn’t make it over this morning.”


    He tried again. “I’ll check in on you when I get there.”


    “After I feed Mitzy, I’m going to crash.” She opened her door before he came to a complete stop.


    He climbed out of the truck. “Lucy.” Her name lay heavy on his lips. “I’ll only be a minute.”


    She retrieved her keys from her purse and hopped down. “Seriously, home and bed. That’s my plan. I’ll text you when I get there. Thanks for the trip. It was really fun.”


    Really fun? The woman was maddening.


    He grabbed her suitcase and followed her. “What’s going on, Lucy?”


    “This is inappropriate. You’re going to be my boss.” Her slightly terrified gaze met his.


    Reality officially sucked.


    He didn’t buy her declaration for a second.


    Lucy pulled her fake ring off and slipped it into his hand. Heart heavy, he closed his fingers around the cubic zirconia.


    “This isn’t about me being your boss. What’s this about?” He pinned her back against her car, arms on either side of her head.


    “Nothing.” She reached for the door handle behind her.


    She was scared. Something was holding her back, and it wasn’t his takeover of Crestone. “Drive safe,” he said.


    “Okee dokee.” Her smile was absolutely forced.


    He dropped his head to kiss her. She pressed her lips together and turned to the side so his lips hit her cheek. “I have to go.”


    “Right,” he muttered, deflated. He moved so she could climb inside.


    She paused. Dropped her head to the steering wheel. Then she looked at him. “I’m scared, Will. Because of the way I’m feeling about us. What we have. How it’ll work now that we’re home.”


    The fear in her eyes made his gut clench. “Let’s go slow then.”


    She nodded and started the car. He waited there until she drove from the lot, her taillights fading until they disappeared. When he finally glanced back to his truck, Parker leaned against his tailgate.


    “Tell me I didn’t see what I just saw.” Parker crossed his arms.


    “Don’t know what you saw, so no comment.” William lugged the equipment cases from the truck bed and stacked them beside a tire.


    “Despite the fact that I’ve known you for years, or maybe because I’ve known you for years, I have to put out a big ol’ what the hell are you thinking? She’s staff. You can’t fool around with staff.”


    “I care about her.” And it was none of Parker’s goddamned business.


    Parker cursed under his breath. “Like all the women before her?”


    “You’re not exactly one to talk with the daily rotation of women in and out of your bedroom.”


    “Lucy doesn’t need your issues piled on top of everything else she’s dealing with at the station. She needs to focus. Do a good job. Not bang the boss.” Parker grabbed a box of equipment and added it to the growing pile.


    “Do not talk about Lucy.”


    “This is how you start. When you’re done, you toss them aside.”


    “It’s not like that. We’re not like that.” William had never fought for a woman the way he was prepared to fight for Lucy. That meant something. He grabbed an armload of cases and moved to the building behind Parker.


    “Don’t drag her through the chaos of your life,” Parker said.


    “This time it’s different.” So different. On every level.


    Parker caught the door to the building for them both. “This is a mistake.”


    “My mistake to make.” William punched the elevator button.


    At KDVX, the television in the control room buzzed low while the master control operator kept tabs on the daytime talk shows.


    An extravagant bouquet of exotic flowers sat on the edge of Bridgett’s desk. The traditional romance shtick could be key to a relationship with Lucy. William would buy her flowers, take her to dinners, and go slow. They had gotten real serious, real fast. He’d never gone the slow route before. No one he’d ever dated was important enough for time-honored charm with dates and crap. Yeah, he could do it.


    Parker began unloading the cameras onto the shelves in the small equipment closet. “I’m only watching your back—and hers. Don’t screw her around.”


    “If you’re so worried about it, go rat me out to my dad.”


    This conversation was over.


    “Rat who out to me?” Joe Covington leaned against the doorjamb. He stood in his four-thousand-dollar suit, briefcase in hand.


    Parker flinched.


    William couldn’t catch his breath.


    They were in the basement of the building, but that didn’t stop William’s stomach from dropping about ten stories. “No one.”


    “Glad you made it back in time. I saw your truck in the parking lot. Thought I’d check in with you.” Joe shoved a hand into his slacks pocket. “Can’t believe you’re still driving that old thing.”


    William continued to unload the equipment, taking his time to organize the shelves as he worked. “Yeah, well, that old thing’s gotten me where I need to go over the years.”


    “Parker, how’s your sister doing?” Joe asked.


    William paused. No one asked about Allie. She was expressly off-limits. Parker always made that clear.


    “Same.” Parker shifted uncomfortably.


    “Glad to hear she’s stable.” Joe nodded to William. “I trust you’ve been over all the documents I forwarded?”


    “You sent them an hour ago, and I just got back. So, nope, haven’t gone through them.”


    His father’s expression was unreadable. “You’ll want to do that before morning. Prior proper planning—”


    “Prevents piss poor performance,” William finished for him and then went back to organizing.


    “You got your story?” Apparently, his father was interested in chit-chat. Fantastic.


    “Yeah.” William folded up the last of the equipment cases they’d taken with them.


    “Housekeepers stealing stuff?” Parker snagged the inventory clipboard off the hook on the wall.


    William shook his head. “Nope. Front desk lady stealing stuff.”


    “Sweeps week is coming soon.” His father lifted his briefcase and tucked it under his arm. “Hope you found something you can use.”


    Yeah. William rubbed at his neck. “I’ve got some ideas.”


    His father leveled a stare at him. “Stories aren’t always organic. Good reporters know when to push boundaries.”


    William raised an eyebrow at him. “Better reporters know that pushing boundaries doesn’t mean testing the waters of journalistic ethics for the sake of ratings.”


    Yeah, William had been the victim of pushing ethical boundaries on television once. It had cost him years of his life to repair his image because the producer of a stupid reality show wanted better ratings.


    “Ratings mean money. Money pays the bills. It’s all about the ratings, son.”


    “Journalism is supposed to be about truth, not ratings, Dad.”


    Dad stared at him for a long beat before he smiled nearly imperceptibly and walked away.


    William stared into the blank space his father left behind. What had that whole thing been about anyway?


    “What kind of story did you end up with?” Parker asked as he counted tripods.


    William leaned against the shelf. “We got good video, and they double-booked our room. The front desk clerk broke into our room and took cash. I’ve got a load to work with.”


    Parker nodded and ticked the boxes on the inventory form.


    “So, tell me, how’s life in the lion’s den with my dad? Sounds like you two are pretty chummy with him asking about Allie. You never talk to anyone about her.”


    Parker visibly tensed. “It’s not like that.”


    “Yeah? What is it like then? You’re supposed to be my friend, but you kicked me out because he promised you a promotion. A promotion he’s no longer in a position to give.”


    William clenched his teeth against the years of friendship Parker had tossed away over job advancement. “Now—”


    “It’s my sister.” Parker signed the bottom of the form.


    William paused. “What about her?”


    “There’s a rehab program in the Springs that can help with her rehabilitation. I need to get her there. I need to get us there.” Parker hooked the clipboard back on the wall.


    William grabbed his suitcase from the floor. “This whole thing is about Allie?”


    “You should know by now my life is about taking care of Allie. I’m not being a prick. I’m getting her where she needs to be. It’s the least I can do for her.” Desperation leaked through the words.


    When would the guy give himself a break? Everyone knew the accident wasn’t his fault.


    Parker slipped past him into the newsroom.


    “I’ve got money,” William called behind him. “I’ll set you both up in Colorado Springs. However long you need.” What was the use of having money if you couldn’t use it to help?


    Parker stopped, his back to William. “I’m not taking charity. If you can’t make this acquisition happen to get me to Colorado Springs, I’ll figure something else out. I always do.” He shook his head and stalked out of the room.


    I’m getting her where she needs to be… Parker’s words were branded in the back of William’s brain.


    William blew out a breath. Looked like he had to learn everything about the merger in a night so he wouldn’t blow the transaction tomorrow.


    For Parker’s sake.


    Fantastic.


    …


    Lucy refused to call William. Six a.m., and she couldn’t get back to sleep.


    She wouldn’t do it. Nope. Except he was likely up and getting ready for another big meeting.


    Just as he’d promised, they were taking it slow. Finding a routine now that they were back. But even slow, the chemistry between them burned hot.


    He’d been gone late last night having dinner with executives and had more appointments this morning. In the midst of everything, he’d broken the Twin Lakes story and the ratings were gold. The newsroom was finally churning out features that mattered. Lucy loved the part she played in that.


    He was awake, and she should talk to him. That made the most sense. Although, why call with him next door? The logical thing would be to wish him a neighborly good luck.


    She tightened her robe and scooted to the patio. The cold metal of the porch froze the soles of her feet as she padded to William’s door. Mitzy followed and wound a path around her ankles. She knocked once and waited. He opened the door, and her cat bolted right between his legs into his living room.


    “Mitzy, get back here.” The cat ignored her, openly holding a grudge from Lucy’s absence. Forgiveness apparently didn’t come easy in the feline world.


    Lucy glanced to William.


    Hell on a ham sandwich, he’d shaved. Darn. She’d grown kind of fond of the facial hair. “You shaved,” she accused.


    “Yeah,” he replied. “Big meetings today. Can’t show up scruffy.”


    Oh, the dimples. She’d gone what, a whole night without seeing them? The beard had slightly covered them up, so without it, they flashed more intensely.


    “What’s up, Princess?”


    Right. She had a mission.


    “I came by to tell you good luck.” Insert genuine smile here. A glint of dimple peeked out from his cheek in response to her grin. Perfect, everyone is smiling. Totally normal, not awkward at all.


    “Look at that. You found your happy place this morning,” he said. “Want to come in for a minute? I’ve got five before I head out.”


    She stepped through the doorway. Holy pink popsicles, his apartment looked like St. Valentine day had vomited all over the place. The pink on the outside didn’t even come close to the color palette on the inside—every shade of pink imaginable. Cotton-candy-pink paint must have been on sale the day they decorated this one. No wonder he always came to her place.


    William looped a tie around his neck and swiftly tied a Windsor knot.


    “How are the meetings with your dad?”


    “On the scale of root canal to amputation of my right leg, I’d say I’d rather be prepped for surgery than spend a few hours with the guy. No way around it, though.” When he tugged on a Bruce Wayne inspired suit jacket, her mouth went dry.


    Yummy.


    “Come by the station later. Maybe I can buy you lunch?” he asked.


    He straightened his tie and shook down the sleeves of the jacket. Double yummy.


    She struggled to respond and made an odd smacking noise.


    He raised his eyebrows at her. “Got a feeling I’m going to need to vent after this morning.” He stuffed papers in a soft leather briefcase and slung the strap over his shoulder. Her heart throbbed at the sight of him. He probably would hate it if she called him beautiful, but handsome didn’t cut it.


    She lifted Mitzy from the bubblegum-colored couch. “Lunch then. Great.”


    That earned her a throaty laugh. He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “See you in a few hours.”


    They walked to the porch together and Mitzy jumped from her arms to scamper through her door. Once inside, Lucy leaned against the wall and scrunched her face. “That went well, don’t you think?”


    The cat refused to answer.


    A dry mouth and a throbbing heart? Sheesh, what was going on with her? She was either falling for him or having a stroke. Her forehead still tingled from where he kissed her. Tingling…that was a stroke symptom, too. Ugh. Unfortunately, this situation couldn’t be solved with blood thinners.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty


    “This is temporary,” Lucy mumbled to herself. Fact of life: Anything that burned as hot as what she and Will experienced would fizzle as quickly as it began. She needed to prepare for her time after Confluence and make plans to move on. Prevent heartache before it had a chance to take hold.


    She snatched her canvas sack filled with groceries from the passenger side of her car and shuffled toward her door. Her lunch with Will had been sidelined to a dinner courtesy of his father and the Colorado Springs executives.


    That gave Lucy all afternoon to stew about their relationship. Her job. Sleeping with the boss. She’d practically gnawed through her lower lip worrying about how this thing between them would play out…and how much heartache she’d have in the end.


    So she’d done what anyone would do—she worked to take her mind off all things William. So far, her mission involved an extra layer of eye makeup, lip gloss, and a trip to the Confluence Grocer.


    A yellow school bus pulled up to the edge of the beat-up Camelot sign. Lucy set her hand over her forehead as a group of boys stumbled down the steps of the bus.


    Simon clambered out last. Perfect. She had cash ready to pay him for taking care of Mitzy.


    The bus pulled away and one of the boys shouted something at Simon. Fingers looped around the straps of his backpack, Simon ignored whatever the boy said.


    Lucy’s smile faded. The boys ran after Simon and shoved at his backpack until he fell face-first in the road. No. Oh no. She knew these kinds of kids.


    They’d tormented her childhood. Her palms went damp and she dropped her grocery sack, running toward the group. She kicked aside a tub of yogurt rolling in her path. No time to stop. The gravel crunched under the soles of her shoes. Her vision tunneled and no matter how she willed her legs to move faster she seemed planted in the same hamster wheel of life.


    “Hey.” Her voice cracked.


    The boys didn’t pay any attention to her. They formed a half-circle around Simon. He suddenly looked much smaller than everyone else.


    “Hey,” she yelled again.


    The air weighed heavy in her lungs, dust and fear propelling her forward.


    “What’s going on here?” She put on her best you-don’t-scare-me face. But in truth? In truth, these boys scraped at a primal fear she’d never forget.


    They saw right through her mask. Bullies always did.


    “Simon, looks like your mom came to save you. Oh, wait. You don’t have one.”


    One of the taller boys, a big guy who looked more like he belonged in college than on kid’s school bus, thought his buddy’s declaration was hysterical and led the group in laughter.


    Lucy froze. She should say something. Do something.


    The kid who started the laugh-off kicked a clod of dirt toward Simon and took off running down the road. The other boys followed.


    Her fingernails dug into the pads of her hands. Her feet refused to move. She wanted them to move, but they wouldn’t go. Then as quickly as everything had gone to hell, the world re-focused. She dropped to her knees beside Simon, the pebbles on the ground tearing at the skin around her kneecap. Pencils, colored pens, and notebooks had fallen from his backpack. His small hands worked to push it all back into the bag.


    Lucy gripped his knuckles with her palms. “Simon.”


    He shook his head. Her heart split as a thick tear trailed through the coat of dust on his cheek.


    Silent, she helped him scoop everything into his backpack and supported him up. An intense need to hug the kid overwhelmed her. No, though, she wouldn’t embarrass him that way. Not after everything she’d witnessed.


    “Where’s your dad?” Jeff had to know what had happened. She had to tell him.


    “Work,” Simon mumbled.


    “And Dixie?” Lucy glanced to Dixie’s apartment.


    “Getting her hair fixed.”


    “Who are you staying with until she’s done?”


    “Mrs. Murdoch.” He kicked the toe of his sneaker into the gravel sending little rocks flying.


    Mrs. Murdoch pushed ninety, slept most of the afternoon, and barely left her house. Not exactly a fun afternoon for a kid.


    “I have some money for you. For watching Mitzy.” Lucy nodded toward her apartment. “Come on, I’ll grab it.”


    “I like Mitzy. She’s fun to play with.” Simon toyed with the straps of his backpack as they walked side by side.


    They stopped where Lucy had dropped her groceries. Together they got everything back in order. “You’re welcome to come hang out with her whenever you want. She’d like that.”


    Mitzy didn’t like much. She did seem to have an affinity for Simon, though.


    “Maybe.”


    Lucy dug through her purse for her key. “Simon? Can I ask you something?”


    “Okay.” He said it, but didn’t look convinced.


    Call it a hunch, but Lucy had a feeling. “That day we met at the gas station. Did you have the slingshot because you were worried about those boys?”


    He shrugged a one-shoulder lift. “Maybe.”


    Every nerve in her body sounded an alarm. “You know it’d be bad if you used it on someone, right?”


    He nodded. “Dad took it away. Just wanted to protect myself.”


    Like that, her insides melted. She’d talk to Jeff and maybe…well…she had some other ideas, too.


    “You want some ice cream? I don’t think it’s all melted.” She lifted her sack of groceries and tried her best to smile.


    “Okay.” Simon stuck around and played with Mitzy. The cat actually could play.


    Lucy wouldn’t have believed it until she saw for herself the two of them together. She’d texted Jeff that they needed to talk. Turned out he knew a little of what was going on—although not the extent. One of the jerk kids belonged to the mayor. Small-town politics came into play and all that. None of Jeff’s explanations helped Simon, though.


    After he left, Lucy went to work on her laptop. She blew out a breath and continued her online search. A story brewed here. A story that would help Simon and the kids like him. A story that needed to be told.


    By her.


    The glow of her screen kept her company for the next hours. She continued to search every lead she could find about the district’s policies on bullying. All the hairs on her arms raised when she followed yet another link. Kids being horrible in Confluence didn’t begin and end with Simon—not that she’d ever believed that. Cruelty seemed to escalate with each grade level so by the time high school rolled around the campus became a free-for-all of asshattery.


    She stuck her hand in the popcorn she’d made hours ago. Her fingernails scraped only the bottom of the metal bowl and a few errant kernels that’d fought the good fight and refused to give in to the heat. She glanced around the dark kitchen to where a breeze blew the polyester curtains over the stove.


    Crud. Dinner. William.


    She ran a hand through her hair and scraped her chair back against the linoleum. Not that she needed to impress him, but—oh, who was she kidding? She wanted him to want her. At least for now, until the official transition.


    Her feet barely hit the carpet in the living room when William raised his hand to knock on the sliding glass door of her patio. The collar of his white shirt lay unbuttoned, his tie dropped haphazard against it. He’d ditched the suit coat, but the slacks fit him oh so very nice.


    Meanwhile, she was in ratty cut-off sweatpants with popcorn breath.


    Her eye makeup was on point, however.


    She slid open the door along the thin metal rail. “Hey.”


    “Hey, you.” He ran a hand over her hair.


    She’d never been one to be touchy feely, but she wasn’t going to lie to herself—she liked his hands on her. A lot.


    She might as well enjoy them while she could.


    His eyebrows scrunched together.


    “What…” she began.


    He held up a kernel of popcorn.


    “Oh.” She plucked the kernel from between his fingers. Her face heated. “Right. I should change and handle…uh…this.”


    A sly grin quirked the side of his lips. “No need to change. Let’s order in.”


    Before she could ask, “pizza or barbeque?” his lips were on hers. Hungry. Delicious. William.


    She breathed in his scent, a comfort to her supremely crappy day. The kernel in her hand fell to the carpet. In the deepest recesses of her mind she had a vague recollection about a boundary discussion that should happen before they took this further. He moaned. The thought drifted away. They could discuss boundaries later. Later when she had any kind of resolve. Which was not the present moment.


    She opened her mouth to his demands and wrapped her arms around his neck. His tongue slid against hers, mimicking all the things she’d like him to do to her once they got to the bed.


    He broke the kiss and she nearly begged him to come back. Instead, he turned and pulled the curtains closed. Then, somehow, and she wasn’t quite sure how it happened, her back pressed into the shag carpet and he was on top of her.


    That worked too. She spread her knees and made sounds that she was pretty sure she’d regret later. His erection dug against his fly to the seam of her sweatpants. He thrust against her—the layers of cloth abrading her sensitive skin until she was on the edge, ready to fall. Her head dropped to the side, but he apparently wasn’t having that. His mouth caught hers, bringing her back to him. He reached behind to his back pocket and dropped the wallet beside her ear. Not once did his mouth move from hers. In a slick motion he had a condom in his palm and rose to his knees.


    No. No. No. She’d been right there.


    “Will,” she begged.


    “Panties off.” Somehow his words sounded like a command and a growl all wrapped up in one.


    She’d only gotten her pants and panties past her toes when he was back to her. He had barely pulled down his own slacks and with a feral grunt he was inside her. And it was heaven.


    He brought her to the edge again and stopped.


    “Keep going.” The words were barely recognizable.


    He lifted himself on his forearms and kissed her with such tenderness she nearly unraveled right into the carpet. His thrusts slowed like he’d suddenly become aware of some secret only he knew.


    Slowly, he brought her back to the edge. Her breaths ragged, she gripped his shoulders and fell. He took his time following, finally letting go and burying his face in the side of her neck.


    “That was unexpected,” she said against the top of his head.


    “Luce.” He rose above her.


    Was that regret that passed over his expression? No, he couldn’t have regrets about this.


    “Did I hurt you?” He started to pull away.


    “No, I’m—”


    He kissed her. Hard. “I’d never want to hurt you.”


    “You didn’t.” She scooted backward, but he caught her around her waist.


    “I’m going to deal with this”—he glanced down to the condom—“then we can order dinner.” His gaze met hers and she felt the heat of it all the way to the bottom of her toes.


    He left to deal with…that…and she tugged on her clothes.


    How was it, she’d really like to know, could he take her on the carpet and still appear ready for the cover of GQ when he emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later?


    She settled on the sofa, leaving a gap between them. Practice for the future.


    Clearly, he wasn’t interested in space. He erased the invisible line she’d crafted, his large hand covering hers.


    “What’s going on?” he asked, the seriousness of his tone nearly making her fall into a slurry of hysterics given what he’d just done to her on the living room floor.


    “Right. I’ve been thinking a lot about things. About us. If we’re going keep doing”—she waved her empty hand over the space on the floor—“this regularly, then we should make some rules. Especially now that we see each other at work.”


    “What do you propose?” The way he fiddled with a chunk of her hair was really very distracting.


    “Okay, well, work is work.” She licked at her lips. “Home is home. Let’s start there.”


    “Fair enough. You don’t want special treatment.”


    Exactly. He understood.


    She nodded.


    “That’s not going to work for me.” He sat back against the arm of the couch.


    “Excuse me?”


    “You can put things in little boxes, but people will find out we’re together. There will be overlap. That’s how it is.” His thumb stroked her fingertips.


    She pulled her hand away. “That’s not what I want. I want things separate or this can’t happen. And once you’re officially my boss, we have to be done. As a couple.”


    His jaw set hard. “You want temporary?”


    “That’s all we can be, Will.”


    “If I agree to your terms, you’ll relax and let us just be together?”


    “Yes.” She’d never been more nervous in her life, but she wanted this for however long it would last.


    “And if when the time comes, we both decide to stick together and make this work, you’ll give that a try, too?” His gaze met hers.


    That wouldn’t happen, but she nodded anyway.


    “Done. Now, are you going to tell me why your knee is all beat to hell?”


    She glanced to her black and blue kneecap where she’d fallen on the gravel. “I had a story idea.”


    “Why did your story idea end with you needing bandages?”


    She told him. Everything. Simon and the boys. Her research into the Confluence school district. Everything.


    “They formed a task force nearly a year ago to deal with the problem, but nothing has come of it. I’m going to do a story on the lack of progress.” The excitement practically bubbled out of her as she rambled.


    His lips turned into a solid frown, the kind that she hadn’t seen since the day he left Florida. “You want to tell the story yourself?”


    “Well…yeah.” Of course she wanted to take lead on this.


    “I’m on board with you taking on some stories. But not with this one. You can’t do this story.”


    Excuse me? “Why not?”


    Mitzy sauntered from the bedroom, tail held high. She glared at Will and hissed.


    Yeah, exactly what she’d said.


    “You have to be unbiased, and this story is too close for you.” Will put his hand out toward Mitzy. She glowered and marched to the kitchen.


    “This story is important to me.” Lucy’s synapses fired frantically. He couldn’t take this away from her. This was the kind of story that won awards. The kind that needed to be told. The kind that could actually make a difference.


    He ran a hand over his hair, the lines in his forehead prominent. “You’re already going in ready to show the lack of progress without having conducted any interviews. Journalism ethics, Luce. You can’t go into a story because you want to see a change. You lose all objectivity. Then you compromise credibility—for you and the station.”


    So much for keeping their work and personal lives separate. His rejection of her ability felt very personal. Her toes sunk into the carpet as she stood. Mitzy would be better company.


    “Luce, look.” He rose and moved so she faced him. “I admire that you want to tell the story, but you can’t do this one. It’s too close. Have Anderson handle it. Make sure the story is told, but make sure it’s done objectively. I know this is hard for you. It’s hard for me, too.”


    Her chin high á la Mitzy, she said, “You’re wrong, Will. I can be objective.”


    “Then do it with a story that you’re not so wrapped up in.”


    Absolutely not.


    This was her story and she could tell it best. No way was Will or Anderson or anyone taking it away.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    “See you tomorrow,” Reuben said to Lucy as they exited the elevator to the lobby.


    She tossed him a grin. “Bright and early.”


    Her research into the Confluence bullying story had netted her a load of information. She had no doubt once the specifics came out, the school district would have to make changes. She’d been careful to ask questions that didn’t lead her interviews. Still, the response was the same—nothing was being done even though the problem was well known.


    Will hadn’t brought reporting up again, and she never mentioned anything more to him about her research. She also hadn’t reassigned the story. Not when it was her story to tell.


    A twinge of guilt pricked at her conscience. Antacids were her new best friend these past few days. Once the story aired, Will would see she’d done a good job.


    She stopped short as a petite Italian woman walked purposefully toward her. Right. Will’s stepmother. Lucy’s nerves strung tighter. In no universe was this good.


    “You are Lucy?” she asked.


    Teresa…yes, her name was Teresa, that’s what Will had said.


    “William’s girlfriend?” Teresa reached to Lucy with a perfectly manicured hand.


    Word sure traveled fast in this small town. “Kind of.” Lucy shook her hand. What was the protocol when one met the estranged stepmother of the man she was sleeping with? “Teresa, right?”


    Teresa’s frown was nearly imperceptible. “He told you about me?”


    “That morning, at the coffee shop when we saw you.” And during some games of Confessions that would be uncomfortable to mention. “It’s nice to meet you…officially.”


    Teresa clasped her purse. “My husband, he told me when you are done with your work. I hoped I could buy you lunch?”


    “Oh.” Lucy froze in place. Will’s father kept tabs on her?


    “I’m sorry. You already have plans.” Teresa glanced uncertainly at the door. “Perhaps another time.”


    A scheduled nap could hardly be considered plans. Yet, she could not have lunch with Teresa. Will’s family had hurt him too badly. When it came to parental problems, Lucy was an expert at avoidance.


    Teresa glanced to the ground, clearly choosing her next words carefully. Whether it was a language barrier or nerves, Lucy couldn’t tell. “Next week is William’s birthday. We hoped you could convince him to celebrate with us,” she finally said.


    Um…no. That would be a bad idea. Bad, bad, bad idea. Horrible. “You’ll have to ask him,” Lucy said as gently as she could.


    “His father and I, we miss him. This separation, we hope to… I’m sorry, the words are hard when I get upset.” Teresa drew a deep breath. “We hope to heal. William and his father, they hurt so much when his mother died. You understand this?”


    Well, kind of. That still didn’t make a birthday celebration with his estranged father a good idea.


    “Teresa, I wish I could help,” Lucy said. The woman did seem kind, genuine. “But you should talk to Will about this. I can’t be in the middle.”


    “You call him Will?” Teresa’s rounded eyes grew sentimental. “His mother and grandmother called him Will. He always insisted everyone else call him William. You are very special to him if he lets you call him this.”


    Lucy’s belly fluttered with nervous uncertainty. You have special permission to call me Will… That’s what he’d said when they left for Twin Lakes. She’d never even considered the nickname meant anything.


    “You convince him to come for his birthday.” Teresa’s hope-filled expression almost undid Lucy and her resolve. Nearly.


    “No, I’m sorry. It’s not my place.” Lucy glanced to the exit.


    “You care for him,” Teresa said, her expression earnest.


    “Of course I care for him. He’s wonderful. That’s why I can’t do something to cause him more pain. He’s hurting. A lot. I’m sorry I can’t help you.” Lucy stepped to leave, but Teresa reached for her.


    “If you care for him, really care for him, you will help me. He misunderstands. His father and I love him. We want to fix this. Please.” The pain in Teresa’s eyes eerily matched the distress Lucy saw earlier in Will. “Bring him back to his family. His father and I are moving away soon. I wish to heal this first.”


    Damn on a donut. That was a really hard argument to fight.


    “Luce, I thought you left?” Will’s words echoed in the vast lobby.


    She turned to him. “Will, I…”


    He stopped mid-stride, a mixture of torment, anger, and disbelief flashing in his eyes. “What is this?” He glared at her and then Teresa.


    This day kept getting better and better.


    “Cucciolo Mio,” Teresa said to him. Something passed between them at her words. “Mi manchi.”


    Will didn’t respond to Teresa. He held control of his emotion, but Lucy could tell he was barely tethered.


    “Luce?”


    Every cell of her body wanted to go to him, comfort him. This wasn’t the time. “Teresa asked me to talk to you about your birthday.”


    “I asked your Lucy if she would convince you to come home for your birthday.” His Lucy… “Come for supper.” Teresa’s olive skin paled as she spoke.


    He moved beside Lucy and grabbed her hand. “Who will be there?” he asked.


    Lucy blinked hard. He hadn’t said no.


    “Your father and I. Whoever you’d like to invite.” Tears pooled in Teresa’s eyes, but they didn’t spill. “Lucy could come?”


    “I’m sorry. We have plans.” Will was actually talking to his stepmother. This could be good. He could find some peace with his family. Or this could be very, very bad. It could backfire. He could end up with deeper scars. He shifted his briefcase to the other hand. “How are you?”


    “Well enough. Are you certain you cannot come?”


    “Yeah.” He glanced down at the marble tile.


    “I see,” Teresa said, very obviously not seeing. “Perhaps you two could talk about it? Then make your decision?”


    “Sure.”


    He hadn’t said no.


    “Grazie, William.” Teresa stepped tentatively toward him. She raised a hand to his cheek but stopped short of touching him.


    He squeezed Lucy’s hand so hard it hurt. “C’mon Luce. I’ll walk you out.”


    Teresa locked her gaze on Will. “Addio mio cucciolo.”


    “Teresa.” He gave a polite nod and tugged Lucy behind him to the exit.


    He never let go of Lucy’s hand as they hurried to her car.


    “Do you want to spend your birthday with your family?” Lucy asked.


    “No.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down with the effort of forcing the air into his lungs.


    “Then let’s have dinner. Just us.” She reached to brush a lock of hair from his forehead. “I can bake you a cake. I’m a decent baker.”


    It was really hit or miss, but he didn’t need to know that. She’d figure something out if her cake was a bust.


    He opened the door for her.


    “It’ll probably be from a box. The cake, I mean.” She climbed inside.


    “I can live with that.” His dimples flashed.


    She buckled her seat belt. “It’ll still be good.”


    Probably.


    “I have no doubt.” He leaned down to kiss her a quick goodbye.


    “Do you think I should just order you one from a bakery?” she asked when he broke the kiss.


    He grinned. “No.”


    “Okay, but you’ve been warned.”


    He chuckled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. She could sense him detaching. The exchange with Teresa had done damage, and there was nothing Lucy could do about it.


    …


    Will was early for his birthday party. Well, it was just her, a cake, and dinner reservations.


    That counted as a party, though. Lucy was pretty sure. One final hurrah before the time on their relationship ended. One more night before they were only colleagues again.


    She bit at her lip. She couldn’t think of that now. Not when they were celebrating his birthday.


    Powdered sugar covered her kitchen. She glanced to the cake, leaning her head a bit to the right. The cake was almost level.


    “Luce?” Will called from the living room.


    “Hey, Will.” She stuck her head around the corner. Like always, her breath caught at the sight of him. “Happy birthday to you…” she sang, mostly off-key.


    He grinned at her. “You’ve been busy.”


    “Your cake’s finished.” She glanced at her frosting-smeared apron. “Had a little bit of a powdered sugar explosion.”


    “What’s all this?” He gestured to the three boxes delivered by courier a few hours ago.


    “They came for you. I figured you were expecting them.”


    He frowned at the packages. “No.”


    Every day they did exactly the same thing when he came home from work. Will would kiss her, and she’d do lots of fun things to him.


    He didn’t come straight to her today. Instead, he pulled the tape from the first box and opened it up. He removed a worn football and tossed it in the air before setting it gently on the sofa. “My stuff from when I was a kid.”


    Lucy came behind him, ran a hand around his waist, and pressed her cheek against his back. “Teresa?”


    “I guess so. Probably.”


    “She mentioned moving. Maybe she’s clearing stuff out. You okay?”


    He moved so his arms were around her. “Yeah. I am.”


    Together they unpacked the boxes of knickknacks and memories. She laughed at the stories he told about each object, learning more of the enigma of Will, uncovering truths about his past.


    Lucy caught sight of a young Will in a stack of photos near the bottom of one of the boxes. She ran her finger along the edge. In the image, a teenage Will with an earsplitting grin stood next to a woman with the same expression. His mother? He had her eyes.


    His father stood behind them. Will looked exactly like his father—minus the gray hair and the lines around his eyes. It was like a glimpse into Will’s future. His father leaned against Will’s truck. It was much newer back then, but still hadn’t come straight from the Ford showroom floor.


    “Is this your mom?” Lucy asked.


    He glanced to the photo, and his expression gentled. “Yeah, that’s Mom, right after Dad and I fixed up the truck. I saved up for it. It was the first thing I ever bought for myself.”


    Lucy squeezed his hand. He went back to unpacking the box in front of him.


    “Your mom’s beautiful.”


    His throat worked. “Yeah.”


    Lucy set the picture aside with the other photos so they could be framed.


    “Whose is this?” She tugged a blue lace bra from under the stack of photos.


    He had the decency to blush when he snatched it out of her hand.


    “Let’s not talk about that.” He rose to toss it in the trash bin.


    She should’ve been jealous. Should’ve gotten angry. Surprising herself, she laughed. “Do you keep trophies from all your conquests?”


    “No.” He kissed her forehead. “Would you believe me if I told you I have no idea where that came from?”


    “No.” She giggled again.


    Before she could process what happened, his body covered hers. “I don’t want to think about who that belonged to. The only thing I want to think about is this.” He ran a hand up her shirt, over the cup of her own lacy bra. Her whole body buzzed with arousal. “And who it belongs to.” Desire flared in his eyes.


    They fooled around on the couch like teenagers, kissing, groping. Everything she’d wanted to do with him when she was seventeen. When things heated past the point of no return, he carried her to the bedroom.


    …


    Thirty was a spectacular age. William couldn’t help the smirk forming on his lips. For the second time that day, he was inside Lucy. Astride him on her knees, she moved, giving him the birthday present she promised.


    Her.


    Naked.


    He ran a hand down her belly to where they were joined. Eyes glassy, she fell to her elbows, panting against his mouth.


    If today was any indication of the future, his thirties would be a fantastic decade.


    He stroked her hips and buried himself deeper.


    She closed her eyes, leaned back, and smiled. He groaned.


    In one smooth motion, he twisted her to her back, thoroughly enjoying the little O of surprise her mouth made before he drove home. She hitched a leg over his hip, pushing into him farther—moving with him harder, faster.


    “So beautiful.” He slipped his thumb between them, tracing the line of her belly to the soft spot between her legs.


    Her breaths quickened, then her muscles clenched around him, pulsing rhythmically as she arched. He relished the intensity as she finished. And then he followed. He dropped his forehead to the pillow beside her and let himself go.


    They were both breathing heavily when he lifted up on an arm.


    “Hey.” He ran his fingers through her hair.


    “Hey to you, too.” She snuggled into him, wrapping her arms around his back and tracing little circles there. “Happy birthday.”


    He smiled. “Best birthday ever.” Sometime during the past week he’d fallen ass over elbow for her. The lens on the camera of his life unexpectedly focused, as though he’d been seeing the world through a filter. Now, with her there, he didn’t need the filter any longer. Sharp reality wasn’t quite so cutting with her around.


    “I didn’t even give you your gift,” she murmured.


    “Thought you just did.”


    Between the bedroom activities and the lopsided cake in the kitchen, she had her bases covered. Speaking of bases… He ran a palm over her breast. She swatted it and leaned across the bed to the nightstand. He ran a hand over her ass. If she showed it off, the least he could do was appreciate it.


    She tossed him a small box wrapped with shiny brown paper and grinned huge. “Here it is.”


    “You got me a box.”


    “Open it.” She snuggled against his chest.


    How could he say no to that?


    The brown ribbon slipped off easily.


    She nudged him with her shoulder. “Keep going.” She bit at her lip the way he adored so much. “They’re kind of from Mitzy, too, but mostly from me because I paid for them and shopped for them.” She leaned in, her full attention on the box as he lifted the lid.


    Settled in the box were two gunmetal silver cufflinks, embellished with smiling cats. They had yellow gemstone eyes.


    He chuckled. “You bought me cufflinks…shaped like cats. You shouldn’t have.”


    She punched his shoulder. “They’re sentimental.”


    “Yeah?” He raised an eyebrow at her.


    “Okay, clearly you don’t get it,” she said, deflated.


    Nope. He was pretty certain he didn’t. He shook his head.


    “That night, when we found Mitzy? I thought these would remind you of me.”


    He stared at her, his beautiful Lucy. A woman who bought him cat cufflinks for his birthday because they were sentimental. His heart thudded against his chest. A whole lot of feelings were floating around inside him. Things he wasn’t ready to acknowledge.


    “Forget it. I thought they were fun. I’ll get you something else.” She reached for the box, but he grabbed her hand, tangling his fingers with hers.


    “They’re perfect. Absolutely perfect.” He kissed each fingertip on her hand, loving how her mouth fell open and her breath hitched.


    “You don’t have to wear them. They’re silly. I just tho—”


    He held a thumb to her lips. “They’re you. Totally you, Princess. I love them.”


    “We should get ready to go,” she finally said, breaking whatever spell he’d been under. “Reservations and all that.”


    “After I get dressed and put on my brand new cat-inspired cufflinks. Then we can go.” He winked at her. “Do they light up or anything? Because if they did, that would be amazing.”


    “I’m never buying you anything again.” She sat up in a huff, grabbing the top sheet to her breasts, but he snagged her around her waist and pulled her back to him. She fell against him with a small oof.


    “Every year for my birthday, I’m expecting something as perfect as these. Cat cufflinks are going to be hard to beat, though.”


    Her expression went distant. Shut down.


    Shit. No talk of the future. He knew better. Understood she wasn’t ready.


    Instead of saying anything else, he kissed her intently. The best birthday present he’d ever received. He rose and yanked on a pair of boxers. If he didn’t get out of the bed now, they’d never make it out the front door.


    The air conditioner unit attached to the window sputtered to a stop. He glared at it. Lucy deserved better than an apartment seemingly held together by masking tape. He walked to the air conditioner and gave the top a good smack. The unit coughed to life again.


    “I’m talking to Dixie and Jeff about your apartment. The dial on your stove is loose and the locks on the door wouldn’t keep out a chipmunk.”


    Lucy hadn’t budged from her spot in the middle of the mattress. “Now you’re Mr. Fix-It? While you’re at it, can you ask them to fix the boinger thingy on the bathroom door. It’s not boinging quite like it should. Don’t you think?” She quirked her head to the side.


    “Boinger thingy. I’ll add that to my list.”


    “And the towel rod falls down in the bathroom. Total safety hazard.” She hopped from the bed, holding the sheet in front of herself and hurried to the living room. “Oh my gosh, we almost missed it. I have another present for you. Wait until you see the story I did for your station, birthday boy. Super objective and, if I do say so myself, exceptionally well done.”


    She waggled her eyebrows dramatically.


    He chuckled. “Goof. What story did you end up going with?”


    He followed her to the living room. She hadn’t said a word about her story since he’d told her to give the other one to Anderson.


    She pulled the knob on the old tube television and plopped down on the couch.


    “I did the bullying story, like I planned.” The evening news promo began to play, the graphics announcing the evening news team. “You wouldn’t believe what I found out. The task force assigned last year only met once. Once. Can you even believe that?”


    He stilled. She’d totally disregarded his direction. And by doing so threatened the integrity of his station. By extension, his integrity.


    “Luce, you said you’d give that story to Anderson.” The blood in his head thrummed a rhythmic beat.


    “No, I never said that. I told you I could be objective, and I can. Was. Am. Whatever.” She waved a hand and went back to watching the show.


    He pressed his lips together and gestured to the monitor. “I was clear about assigning the story.”


    She glanced away from the screen to him, her forehead crinkled. “Will, you’re the one who pointed out you’re not my boss. You can’t micromanage my job. I’m the assignment editor, I assigned the story.”


    “To yourself.” His frustration vibrated in the air around them.


    “Yeah.”


    “You’re arguing on a technicality?” He went silent, that ticking-time-bomb pulse in his forehead rapidly leading toward detonation.


    She didn’t respond.


    He crossed his arms over his chest. “If you were any other staff, pulling a stunt like this, you’d be fired for not following directions from corporate.”


    She drew a harsh breath. “You haven’t even seen the story. Do you not trust me to do a good job?”


    They stared at each other a beat. Neither backing down.


    “You’re not corporate. Not yet, anyway.” She glanced away, the distance between them growing by the second.


    “How can I trust you, Luce? You disregarded everything I said.” His words were raw with intensity.


    Any other time the hurt on her face would’ve made him backtrack. She’d blatantly gone against his wishes, what was he supposed to say?


    “You did whatever you wanted anyway.” Defeat was a bitter friend of his.


    “As you pointed out many times, you’re not my boss yet. Once you are, we agreed not to continue…us.” She pressed her palm against his bare chest, branding him.


    He flinched. What they had meant nothing? He’d been sure once he showed her how good they’d be together she’d change her mind.


    “I’m losing you before we ever even got a real chance, aren’t I?” He grabbed the hand she’d placed on his chest and squeezed.


    “That’s not fair.”


    “Keeping work at work is a good idea. Let’s talk about this when we both have pants on. Stick to your producer and editor duties. We’ll work this out.” Once he figured out what the hell he was doing as a manager of Crestone.


    “You can’t pull me from reporting.” Her beat-down puppy expression nearly did him in. Nearly.


    “Just until we can talk in the office. What we have isn’t just going to go away. We’ll sort out a solution for the work stuff, but we’ll do it at the office.” His gaze trailed over her.


    Somehow they’d figure out how to keep work separate. They could do it and they could be together. He’d use every morsel of time they had together to prove it.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    “You ready for the big day?” Lucy came to the kitchen to find Will absorbed in a pile of files, his forehead creased in concentration. The sun wasn’t even up yet.


    He frowned and slid his thumb across the screen of his phone. “I am.”


    Today, well, today was back to work. Back to reality. Officially their last day together.


    She swallowed the massive lump in her throat.


    Her fingers itched to smooth the lines along his forehead. “Did you sleep at all last night?”


    Around one that morning he’d left the bed and hadn’t returned.


    “No. Too much on my mind.” He had made a pot of coffee sometime in the night. She melted into a puddle of caffeinated gratitude.


    She glanced longingly at a slice of chocolate birthday cake for breakfast, but poured herself some coffee instead. “Things all ready for the press conference?”


    Today’s public announcement of him as the new owner of Crestone was, in his words, a big deal. Executives from the dozens of stations he now owned would attend along with the regional press.


    She leaned a hip against the table.


    His scowl deepened. “Yeah.”


    “Everything okay?” She tapped his shin with her toe. “You’re kind of lost over there.”


    “Another problem with Colorado Springs. Think I’ll need to leave tonight for a day or so. How do you feel about a trip over the mountain?” He glanced up. His concerned expression thawed when he caught her gaze.


    No, a clean break. That’s what this had to be.


    “I have to work tomorrow.” Besides, she had already found a replacement for her morning show today, so she could help out at the press conference. Two days would be pushing it.


    He tugged her to his lap, a small intimacy she appreciated.


    She traced her fingers along the curve of his cheek and stopped at the dimple.


    Anticipation flashed in his eyes when she leaned her mouth to his. Hey, she could enjoy what they had for the moment. That was within her rights as his temporary girlfriend.


    “You taste well-caffeinated.” He jerked at the tie on her robe and ran a hand along her waist. She smiled against his lips as he trailed his fingertips up under her Keep Calm and Rub Some Bacon on It T-shirt.


    “You’re trying to distract me so I’ll agree to come on your trip, aren’t you?” She adjusted her position on his thighs.


    “I happen to know your boss won’t mind if you take the day off.” He winked and ran his hand around her back to bring her closer.


    His declaration tossed a bucket of ice water on her desire.


    “I can’t.” She scooted away from him. “It’s also inappropriate for us to discuss work when your hand is up my shirt.”


    He chuckled. “This is the best time to discuss anything. Your temperament is so much sweeter when my hands are on you.”


    She couldn’t argue with that. Still, this was important. He got the message because he slipped his hand away.


    He tucked a hunk of hair behind her ear. “Now who’s the one that isn’t fun?”


    “I’ve got to stay here tomorrow, do my job. All that.” She stood.


    He waited a beat. “I don’t want to be so far away from you.”


    They would both have to get used to it.


    Will tapped out a message on his phone. “I’m also visiting our friend Max so he’ll understand I don’t need those little blue pills he gave me. Not looking forward to that one.”


    “Why?” she asked.


    “My attorney’s idea. I’m seeing him at his office as a patient. I’ll explain why we were really at Twin Lakes. If that doesn’t work, at least I’ll officially be on record as a patient. Then he can’t legally say anything about my health. One quick, uncomfortable visit, and that’s done.”


    Hell. What would a visit like that entail?


    “I’m so sorry. I totally screwed up with that whole mess.”


    He tossed his phone on the table and stood, stretching his arms over his head. “It’s working out. Don’t be sorry anymore.”


    “I can totally vouch there are no problems in that department.” Her cheeks heated.


    He kissed her forehead. A tug at her heart ached. She was going to miss the kisses, the touches…


    He moved to the sink to rinse his plate. “What’s this?” He raised a thick manila envelope of pictures they hadn’t gone through yet from the counter.


    “The last of the stuff from your boxes.”


    “Huh.” He ripped open the envelope and flipped through them.


    Her mug barely made it to her lips when he stilled, peering closer at one of the photos. He stared at a photo in his hand, not looking up.


    “What’s wrong, Will?” She set her cup back on the table.


    He raised his gaze to her, squinted, and then glanced to the photo again. “This is impossible.” His eyebrows pinched when he frowned.


    “What?” she asked.


    He didn’t respond, only ran a hand over his neck.


    “Will, what’s not possible?” she tried again.


    He glanced at her, then back to the photo.


    “You’re starting to scare me.” The rubber-covered feet of her chair squeaked against the linoleum as she scooted away from the table.


    The vein in his forehead started to throb.


    “Wi—”


    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


    His emphasis on the words stopped her short. What was he so pissed about?


    “Wi—”


    “Is there something you should’ve told me, Lucy?” He dropped the stack of photos on the table beside her plate and pointed to the one on top—a cast and crew photo from the reality show in Florida.


    Hurt played across his face, the tic in his jaw working as he clenched his teeth.


    Oh God.


    “W-what’re you talking about?” She rushed to her feet, bumping her toe on the leg of the table.


    “That’s you. On the left.” His eyes flamed with determination.


    It was. He knew.


    The years melted away and it was as though nothing had changed. She was still the uncomfortable girl in the photo.


    “All the games of Confessions, all the times we talked, you never said a word,” he accused.


    She reached for the image, and everything inside her crumbled to pieces.


    The photo from that summer burned her fingertips. The picture had been taken a few days before he left, a week or so before they wrapped filming. He was handsome and fun-loving with his arm around a blonde. Jealousy pooled inside Lucy as it had all those years ago. The girl was flashing him a knowing smile, and he had his head thrown back, laughing.


    Lucy stood alone on the other side of the image. Unwanted. Invisible.


    “Will… I…”


    “You’re the caterpillar,” he said in disbelief.


    Caterpillar? The word pierced straight through her heart, and the little bits of herself she’d held together over the years crushed the breath from her lungs.


    Will had never used that awful nickname before—not once—even when it had followed her that summer to Florida. Not that he’d talked to her much. She was staff. He was talent. They didn’t mix.


    She’d been ridiculous enough to keep a diary, and she’d written about the name. Her roommate in Florida had been another bully in her life and shared that tidbit with the rest of the crew. The stupid nickname had been a part of who she was until she met Katie. Lucy burned the diary and built a new life. But all the years she had spent knitting together her self-confidence were obliterated there in the tiny kitchen in the Camelot apartments.


    “I can’t believe you lied to me.” His tone was careful, controlled.


    She raised a hand to her mouth. They stood there, staring, saying nothing, her heart breaking. He turned on his heel and stalked out of the room, leaving her alone with the photo.


    Caterpillar.


    Her eyes fixed on the disastrous picture that spelled the end of who they’d become together. She swallowed the fear rising in her throat as anxiety she hadn’t experienced in weeks wrapped around her.


    Her heart plunged to her knees. She couldn’t move through the numbness.


    This was how it would end.


    The tight vise around her insides gripped harder. Tears prickled the edges of her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. After everything they’d been through, he’d walked away. She couldn’t wrap her head around his reasons. He was the one who hadn’t recognized her.


    Lucy pressed her fingers against her eyelids as the shock drained away, leaving only pain.


    She walked calmly toward where he was in the bedroom, the slow movement at odds with the raging emotion inside. He leaned against the wall in the hallway, arms crossed, his gaze on his socks, in a posture of intense reflection.


    “I’m not a caterpillar.”


    At her monotone words, he glanced up. She studied him for a moment, unable to find any trace of warmth. Once more, reality had invaded her cocoon of happiness.


    Of course he wouldn’t want her anymore. No one ever wanted a stupid, fat caterpillar. Now that he remembered, he would never look at her the same.


    “Don’t ever call me that again.” She tore the image in half and threw it on the floor at his feet.


    The pain reflected in his eyes matched her own.


    “You wanted this.” She pointed to herself. “You only wanted the improved version. Not the overweight girl I used to be.”


    The anger coming from him began to fall away. “Luc—”


    She waved a hand in front of him. “Oh no. You don’t get to ‘Luce’ your way out of this. I guess you’re right about people. Change your appearance, and they only see what they want to see. You didn’t want to see that.” She shoved a finger toward the ripped photo at his feet. “So you didn’t.”


    “Lu—”


    “And it stung. But I realized we were both people we didn’t want to be back then, so we should just move forward.”


    He rested his hands against his hips. “I never pretended to be something I’m not.”


    A film of sweat formed under her arms, and her heart raced. He could not be for real. This, now, was who she had become.


    “No? You sure about that? You’ve done the exact same thing. Pretending to be a consumer reporter at KDVX when you’re about to be everyone’s boss.” She kept going, the words flowing with the anger. “Looks like in eight years neither of us has really changed.”


    He sucked in a breath. “That’s pretty low.”


    “You’ve got places to be. Places that aren’t here.” She tried to slip past him.


    He stepped in front of her, blocking the small hallway. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    She crossed her arms across her chest. “It doesn’t matter now.”


    “Why, Luce?” he practically growled the words.


    “You should go.”


    He moved toward her. “Lucy, why?”


    They’d finish this now—then he would go. She took a breath. “I didn’t want you to remember because I didn’t want my past to follow me here.” The word caterpillar echoed through her brain, taunting her. “Then, when we got close and you didn’t remember, it stung. I knew if you remembered, you’d only see that girl when you look at me.”


    And that’s exactly what happened.


    He reached for her.


    She shook her head, stepping back again. “We’re done here.”


    His lips pinched into a thin line. “Not like this. We’re not ending things like this.”


    She leveled what she hoped was a lethal stare at him. “It’s time.”


    He cursed and glanced away.


    She ground her heel into the disastrous image, slammed the door to the bedroom, and stripped off her robe. A sob desperately tried to escape from the depths inside her. She swallowed it down. Caterpillar. Never, never would she have expected him to join the crowd of bullies who spent years tormenting her.


    Tears are a luxury girls aren’t afforded. Her mother’s words echoed in her mind.


    She crossed her arms over her breasts, embarrassed. Ashamed. The bathroom door stood ajar. She snatched a handful of clothes from the dresser and turned the lock behind her.


    She.


    Would.


    Not.


    Cry.


    With nowhere to go, she turned on the shower, ready to wash away Will’s scent. Wash away her pain. Wash away the world.


    “Luce?” he called through the thin door.


    She refused to answer him.


    A firm knock against the door.


    No.


    She gripped her fingers tight to keep her hands from shaking.


    The shower warmed, and she climbed in, raising her face into the stream. It dissolved any semblance of armor remaining. Like cotton candy dropped in a lake, the dam around her emotions disintegrated and every unshed tear she’d ever held inside released.


    She stood there, unmoving, until the hot water ran out and a cold, angry stream spiked against her skin. She didn’t turn it off. The freezing water rinsed away her warm tears.


    Then nothing.


    She finally shut off the water, wrapped a towel around herself, and cracked the door.


    He was gone.


    She took her time, rubbing a towel against her chilled skin, combing her frozen hair.


    They were done. It was time to leave Confluence. She couldn’t stay. Not anymore.


    Stupid, fat caterpillar…


    She firmed her resolve, held the pieces together, and stepped from the bathroom. The apartment was quiet.


    She wiped at her cheeks.


    She needed a plan to work her way out of Confluence. She’d start with the newsroom. Go to work and figure out what came next.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Lucy stuck around the newsroom with Reuben, both of them the only staff left at the station. Everyone else had either gone off on various assignments or disappeared upstairs to rub elbows with the network executives.


    The time for the press conference to start came and went.


    Lucy didn’t attend.


    Will needed to focus, and the last thing he needed was his ex-girlfriend distracting him. That’s what she’d told herself anyway.


    After the announcement and questions, they would have a big VIP party for the Crestone executives. Lucy wouldn’t be there, either. She would hang out in the newsroom and help the night producer once the stories came in. Perhaps she and Reuben could order a pizza. He’d taken it personally upon himself to teach her inappropriate jokes. Maybe she’d even laugh today. It beat sulking at home.


    She rose to grab the scripts off of the printer.


    The phone rang. Reuben grabbed the receiver.


    The police scanner crackled. She turned it up. “Car two five. Dispatch. Car two five. Attend six-five-four Rivers Drive for multiple reports of animal—”


    “Lucy?” Reuben called from across the newsroom.


    Lucy clicked off the scanner and rolled the chair away from her desk so she could see him. “What’s up?”


    “We’ve got a situation.” Reuben placed the phone back in the cradle. “An alligator’s loose in the river.”


    Lucy shook her head dramatically. “I’m sorry. For a second I thought you said there was an alligator in the river.”


    Reuben didn’t laugh. “That’s what I said.”


    “Quit joking around.” She rolled back to her desk.


    “It’s not a joke.”


    Okay, so he was being totally serious.


    “How would an alligator get in the Colorado River? Don’t they need salt water?” She stood and propped an arm against the side of her cubicle.


    “No idea. But a guy apparently lost an alligator—some kind of zoo transport. We just got a tip that it’s in the river.”


    “Am I being punked?” She glanced around the empty room. Stranger things had happened on slow days in the newsroom.


    “If you are, then I am. All the media is at your boyfriend’s press conference, so we could get the exclusive if we hustle.”


    Her heart dropped at the mention of her “boyfriend.”


    “We could totally scoop them. Who do you want to send?” Reuben asked.


    “No one.” She didn’t want to call down a reporter. It would raise eyebrows if she pulled any of them away. The other news outlets in Confluence might start sniffing around.


    She could do the job. Will had told her she couldn’t go on camera, but there had been no time to talk about it. She didn’t exactly have many options here, desperate times and all that. Besides, this was a plan—get on camera and get out of Confluence.


    “How long since you practiced your photog skills?” She tossed a notepad in her purse and zipped it closed.


    Mischief flashed across Reuben’s face. “You’re going to scoop this, aren’t you?”


    Yes, she was. An alligator in the freaking river meant she was absolutely going to scoop it. If they got some video, a few interviews, this would be a great story. The kind a reporter would add to a demo reel.


    “What do you say? You want to go rogue with me?” She hitched her purse over her shoulder.


    “Been a while, but I think I can remember how to turn on a camera.” Reuben grabbed one of the camera bags and a tripod by the exit. “They said it went in near the Market at the trailhead. You driving or am I?”


    Lucy grinned and snatched her press pass from her desk. “You’re driving. Let’s go find our gator.”


    “Hey Lucy, what’s the difference between a crocodile and an alligator?”


    “What?” She played along.


    “No idea, but we’re about to find out.” He winked at her.


    When they arrived at the river, a small crowd had gathered around the edge of the water. A couple of uniformed police officers stood guard. Lucy distracted them with reporter questions while Reuben slipped past.


    He didn’t waste any time. The camera was on his shoulder, rolling video immediately. It may have been awhile since he lugged one around, but no one would ever guess.


    The huge, muscled gator sat near the edge of the water ripping apart what appeared to be a giant chuck roast. Several police officers and three handlers in khaki shirts inched toward the escaped reptile. Reuben kept a step behind them with the camera.


    Lucy glanced to the scuffle taking place by the water. An older man with white hair, dressed in head-to-toe khaki, looped a hook around the distracted gator’s head. Then he hopped on the back of the six-footish reptile like a cowboy and held the beast tight. It took two more of them to straddle the head, hold the mouth closed, and wrap black electrical tape around the snout.


    Reuben remained only a breath away, getting the whole thing on film. Lucy gave mad props to him for not balking as the heavy tail thrashed near his feet. That video was going to be fantastic.


    With the gator secured and placed back in its metal cage, Lucy clicked into reporter mode and collected sound bites.


    “How did the gator escape from your vehicle?” she asked the lead handler.


    The gator wrestler who had some kind of animal teeth strung on a necklace appeared ready to conquer the depths of the deepest jungle in camouflage cargo pants, brown work boots, and a khaki bush shirt.


    “Weeeell, this isn’t the first time ol’ Jack here’s made a break for it. First time he’s ever made it outside the trailer, though. I figure we’ll take ’em back to Florida. His travelin’ days are through.”


    “What would you say to the people worried about Jack’s well-being on the road?”


    “I’d say if they’re worried about ’em, then they don’t know Jack.” He smirked.


    And there you had it. They didn’t know Jack.


    She wrapped up the interview, and the gator-wrestlers let her get close to the now-resigned-to-his-fate beast.


    Lucy loved her job. This little adventure would move her forward, out of Confluence.


    This was right, the moving on. She played those words on repeat in her head—and would until she believed them.


    She adjusted her collar and buttoned up her suit jacket before the green light of the camera turned on. Reuben cued her, and she smiled her best I-know-what-I’m-talking-about grin into the lens. “It’s a jungle out there, Confluence, but this big guy is on his way back to Florida tonight. Thanks to Jack’s handlers and a few first responders, the Confluence River is safe once more. To Jack the alligator, all we have left to say is, ‘Later Gator.’”


    Intoxicated on adrenaline, they hurried back to the station to get the story ready for the evening news.


    The station buzzed with preparation for the upcoming broadcast. She didn’t have much time to put together the segment, so she plunked herself in an editing bay to clip the snippets of sound and video together. Her image filled the screens, and she lost herself in the little room. Everything in her hummed with elation when she added the final voiceovers. She tapped a few buttons, sending the story to be stacked into the show—just in time.


    “Lucy, don’t go crazy, but I posted some of our video online.” Reuben shifted from foot-to-foot just outside the editing room.


    She glanced up at him. “What’d you post?”


    “The gator wrestling and then your stand-up afterward when he kind of did the alligator I’ll-be-back smile behind you, and you said, ‘Later Gator.’”


    She laughed. The beast had done a decent impression of Schwarzenegger—for an alligator.


    Whatever. The full story would be on the news in under an hour anyway.


    “The thing is—” Reuben shuffled uncomfortably again. “I have a bit of a following online and well…now the video is trending. There are memes, too.”


    Lucy felt her eyes go wide.


    “Only a few of them gave it a thumbs down. Totally impressive for a viral video like this.” Reuben waved a hand toward the monitor.


    That was so not her concern right now because William moved behind Reuben, and every muscle in Lucy’s body went rigid.


    His gaze went to the screen behind her.


    He told her to assign the stories, not do them herself. She got that. But this wasn’t exactly a situation that could wait.


    Still, his eyes flared. A little vein in his forehead throbbed.


    She didn’t need to look to know her image was still there, where she’d paused it on the screen, the alligator smiling like a maniac in the background.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    The blood in Lucy’s head thrummed. She’d hoped to forego William and go through Parker from here on out.


    At that moment she wanted to run. Wanted to hide. Wanted to scream into the nearest pillow. Deep breaths. This was work. She had a job to defend, even if it hurt like a million needles under her fingernails to look at him.


    The wheels on her chair squeaked as she shoved away from the desk.


    “Reuben, give us a minute.” Will jerked his head toward the hallway.


    Reuben, not an idiot, excused himself with a questioning glance at Lucy.


    The heavy soundproofing on the walls of the editing bay seemed to close in on her. His voice and the word caterpillar echoed in her head. She shook it off. This was work. Not home. This was work and she’d done a damn good job for the station that afternoon.


    She rallied her courage. “We got a tip and didn’t want the other stations or the newspaper to get the scoop. If I called a reporter from upstairs, they would’ve noticed. Reuben and I got the story. The end.”


    Kind of.


    He pressed his lips together and gestured to the monitor. “Show me.”


    Lucy scooted her chair closer, pushed a few buttons, and played the video for him. He didn’t relax, didn’t show any expression. Exactly one minute later, the story finished on the alligator’s funky smile.


    Sheesh, not even a lip twitch.


    “You had no alternative but to go behind my back? Again?” he asked without expression.


    Well, yeah, of course she had other options. None of them were good ones. “This was the best choice.”


    He remained silent.


    She should probably lay it all out. Break all the news at once. Tear off the bandage in a single sweep. “There’s more.”


    “You said ‘the end’ before. I’m understanding ‘the end’ is not ‘the end’?”


    “Reuben posted some of the video online, and it’s gone viral.” She spit the words out as fast as she could.


    He rubbed at his forehead. “How viral?”


    “I’m not sure there are levels of viral. I found out right before you came in. That’s all I know.” She nearly added, “Forgive me Father for I have sinned.” She wasn’t particularly religious, but right now, a bit of divine intervention would be good.


    “To be clear, I asked you to assign a story before, because you were too close to it. You did it anyway. Then I asked that you assign all other stories until we could work out the fact that you didn’t do as asked. You did this anyway. And the video is now being viewed all over the world?”


    She gnawed at her lip. “It would seem so. I did what needed to be done to get the station an exclusive story.” Now she was repeating herself. Not a good sign.


    Eyes fixed on the monitor, he didn’t say a word. Like he was on the precipice of deciding if he was angry because she hadn’t listened, or pleased because his station got the scoop on a big story.


    She continued, “Look, things happened today that ended up with me reporting a story. The video and the reporting, they’re good. I’m not saying that because I was involved. I’m saying it because the end result is amazing. I’m sorry I broke your rule. I didn’t do it intentionally. I didn’t mean for my face to be all over the internet. I didn’t mean to upset you. I didn’t mean to have my picture turned into a meme.”


    “What’s a meme?” Will broke his stare from the monitor back to her.


    “It’s one of those things that people post with different words.”


    His expression remained blank.


    “Like, so you can say something you want to say, but you don’t want to just say it, so you use a picture and text?”


    Nothing.


    Ugh. How could she explain this?


    She grabbed her phone and brought up a browser. A few keywords entered into the search engine and yup—reporter Lucy, standing in front of the smiling Arnold Schwarzenegger alligator. This one said, “They told me I could be anything, so I became an… Investigator.” She handed the phone to him.


    He studied the screen, tapping through the variations of what the internet was currently finding hilarious. “You’re kidding me.”


    “I wish.”


    He puffed his cheeks and let out a long breath. “What’s a ‘Shenanigator’?”


    “No idea. The ‘Later Gator’ one is kind of funny, though. That’s a pun on what I said in my stand-up.”


    No response.


    She took her phone back and slipped it into her pocket.


    Parker’s voice cut through the air. “William, we’ve got a situation.”


    Will closed his eyes and counted to three under his breath. “This day is just full of those. What now?”


    Parker walked toward them with intent. “News was short on content today, so Lucy’s story ran at the top. National picked it up as the kicker to the evening news.”


    Oh.


    She stilled.


    William squeezed her shoulder. “You don’t do things halfway, do you?”


    She couldn’t move with the rushing in her ears overwhelming all thought.


    Oh. My. God.


    Her story had hit the national evening news.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    William had managed to condense days of lengthy executive meetings in Colorado Springs down to hours. He still hadn’t quite solved the puzzle of how to keep the merger without putting a bunch of people out of work.


    For now, things were stable with the acquisition, and he’d figure it out. But he needed to get home. Sort out the mess with Lucy. He’d been pissed. Hadn’t handled things well. He’d been pissed she went against his directive… again. They could sort it out. He knew they could.


    Fine, so he messed up when he found the photo. There was time to fix everything. Admitting anything else wasn’t an option—even if she wouldn’t answer her phone.


    Being away, even for only a day, had shown him he had fallen hard for her.


    Now he just had to tell her.


    Leather briefcase slung over his shoulder, he hurried to his truck parked across the lot at what would soon be the flagship station for Crestone.


    “William!”


    He glanced up as one of the Colorado Springs executives he had met with rushed toward him.


    “Jim.” William nodded as the older man came closer. “Everything okay?”


    “It is.” Jim clapped him on the back. “Wanted to catch you before you left town.”


    Jim had been the lead troublemaker on the buyout, waffling back and forth. They had made headway today, though.


    “Looks like it’ll be a tough road on this merger.” William glanced around the lot again.


    Sadness played across Jim’s face. He jerked his head toward the building behind him. “This station’s been in my family for three generations. A lot of good people have worked here for years.”


    William waited, understanding that Jim needed to say whatever he came to say. He had to let Jim come to the conclusion the rest of the executives had already arrived at—Crestone was the best answer for everyone. Jim, unfortunately, was still holding firmly onto the past.


    His Adam’s apple bobbed in his wrinkled throat. “Think it might be time to let her go. You’re a stand-up guy. I can see that now.”


    Damn, it was hard to witness a leader make the decision to give up everything his family had built. “I’ll take good care of your company,” William assured him.


    “Wouldn’t sign it away if I didn’t believe that.” Jim shifted slightly. “I hope you’ll give our employees a chance to prove themselves.”


    “I can’t promise anything. You know how these things go.”


    “Son, you’ve been around as long as I have you’ll find out there’s always a different way. Usually a better way. Especially when you’re talking about laying off good people. Brenda in accounting’s got a kid with cancer. Tony, our master control operator, has six kids and shows up to work every morning at seven. On the dot. Twenty years. These are the people your merger puts out of work.”


    That was a knife to the heart. Jim was right. There had to be a solution that didn’t leave all these people without jobs. William had been over it and over it, but there was no way he could keep them on once Crestone took over. The extra overhead made no sense and would drain the company.


    And then it hit him like a brick over the head.


    “What if you had an individual investor? This person comes in and infuses enough operating cash to get the station back on its feet. Can you convince the board to go for that?”


    Jim’s expression changed. “No investor’s going to bet on a race horse that’s losing.”


    “He will if the horse can win. And the people are worth it.” William walked back to the building with Jim at his side. “This horse is a winner. I’m willing to bet my personal money on it. I’ll need to have one of my guys here to watch over things. Make sure everything’s on track.”


    “Fine.” Jim clapped him on the back. “That’d be fine.”


    “You’ll get me the votes?” William put his hand out. This handshake agreement would mean more to Jim than any ink and paper ever would.


    “I’ll get those votes. There’ll be a lot of relief all around.” Jim squeezed his hand. “You’ve turned out well. Patricia did good with you.”


    “You knew my mom?”


    If he wasn’t mistaken, Jim’s eyes misted over.


    “That I did. Used to spend quite a lot of time with her and your dad, back before you were born.”


    William’s parents had never mentioned Jim. “No kidding? I had no idea.”


    “Patricia was a good woman. Missed by many.”


    “She was…is.” William cleared his throat.


    “Know things haven’t been easy since she died, but she’d be proud of you.” Jim squeezed William’s shoulder.


    He swallowed a punch of emotion. Those words, spoken in that fatherly tone, meant everything. He had given up, long ago, hearing them from his own father. But this…well, strangely, it brought him peace.


    “Thank you. I’ve ah…” William gestured to his truck. “Got some personal business.”


    “A girl, eh?” Jim winked. “I’d know that look anywhere.”


    William jerked his chin to the building. “Let’s get this done so I can get back to her.”


    …


    Disbelief. Total shock. Lucy stopped the message, clicked replay, and listened again. She nearly had it memorized.


    “Lucy, it’s Carlos. Carlos from California. You remember me. Of course you do. Long time no talk. Hey, I saw your alligator spot. I was hoping I could convince you to come work with me again. I’m managing a station here in Ohio. I have a couple of positions available right now…a morning anchor position and a general assignment reporter. I’m hoping one of these might interest you. Would love to work together again. Call me.”


    She took a huge breath. Leaving Confluence would be her reality.


    Numb, she started making a list of all she’d need to do before she moved on—the sooner the better. She couldn’t handle seeing William every day. Even if she found a job at one of the other news outlets, she’d bump into him around town.


    And that would hurt too damn bad.


    Her heart was already in pieces.


    Stupid Fat Caterpillar.


    Space and time and she’d heal from this.


    That was likely a lie. But she knew for sure she wouldn’t be able to move on in the same small town where he lived.


    It was too late to return Carlos’s call. She’d do it first thing in the morning, and start packing immediately.


    In the meantime, she’d keep her chin up. Keep living her life. Which, at the moment, included taking out the trash.


    She hefted the overfull bag from the plastic bin, turning her head away from the smell of three-day-old yogurt containers and the chicken she had never gotten around to cooking. The trek to the dumpster at the far side of the building always seemed farther when she waited too long to take out the garbage. The sun had tucked itself along the horizon with the promise of night soon to follow. Most of the time she didn’t mind being alone. Except, lately, at night she’d gotten used to Will being around.


    She shook her head. They both knew their—whatever it was they had—was over. Nights alone used to be her normal, she’d get used to that once more.


    A murmur of voices from a group of boys came around the side of the recycle bins.


    “Give her back.” Lucy would know Simon’s voice anywhere. Even with the slight tremble.


    Careful not to make any sound, she set the trash sack next to the dumpster and scooted around the edge.


    One of horrible boys from the bus stop—the big kid who looked like he hit puberty at age nine and bulked up with muscle shortly thereafter—held Mitzy by the scruff of her neck, her body poised to be dropped into a canvas grocery bag. Judging by the way Mitzy fought against his hold, she wasn’t there by choice.


    Oh. Hell. No.


    “What are you doing?” Lucy asked, her hands immediately going to her hips.


    Simon didn’t take his eyes from Mitzy. “They took your cat. I’m tryin’ to get her back.”


    “She’s a feisty one.” The kid who kicked the clod of dirt at Simon, and presently held Mitzy, glanced her way. The way the he looked at her made her flesh shiver, like he could see right through her, slashed her open, exposing every vulnerability she ever had.


    Screw that. She was so over being a victim to jerks like this.


    “Give back the cat. Simon, we’re calling your dad. He can deal with this.” She glared at the group. “Don’t mess with my cat again.”


    “Or what?” The kid was all piss and vinegar. He did, however, thrust the cat back to Simon. Mitzy wasn’t thrilled about the transfer. She kicked and spit until Simon set her on the ground. Then she took off for Lucy’s apartment.


    Lucy had enough of the monster who had held Mitzy hostage. “Let me tell you something about the world.” She stepped forward toward him and put on her sternest mask. It was like she was addressing all of the jerks who had ever touched her, hurt her, embarrassed her. “There are consequences to actions. I’ll be talking to the police chief. I’ll be certain that he contacts your parents, your principal, your teachers about all of this. And if you touch my cat again, or Simon for that matter, or any other kid in your class, I will make sure everyone knows that you like to pick on animals and people smaller than you.”


    “You’re no fun at all,” he huffed.


    “No, I’m not.” She turned back to her apartment. That was the first time she’d ever stood up to someone like him. Fine, he was still a kid, but he needed to learn before he became an older, bigger version of the same bully. Her hands shook a bit and her skin had probably broken out in hives. Nevertheless, she’d done it. It felt amazing. Runners got their high after a sprint or a marathon. Not that she’d ever run for enjoyment, but this feeling had to be close to what they experienced. “C’mon Simon.”


    He followed close to her side. She couldn’t help but notice how he glanced over his shoulder every few steps. He also held his wrist with the other hand.


    “You okay?” she asked.


    “Mitzy got me.” He held up the hurt hand. Sure enough, the cat had left a scratch that was more like a gash down his forearm.


    “Thank you for standing up for her.” Lucy opened her front door and Mitzy ran between her feet, heading straight for the top of the fridge. “She may not understand you were helping her, but I do.”


    “Thanks.” Simon held his wrist again. “Is she okay?”


    Lucy grabbed her puny first aid kit and tore open one of the alcohol packets. “She’s just on edge. When she calms down I’ll check her out. How long did they have her?”


    He wiped at the scratch, droplets of blood soaking into the thin paper wipe. “Not long. I was there when they caught her. She was hiding under the dumpster. They got her to come out with a slice of bologna.”


    Lucy glanced to Mitzy. Aside from looking supremely pissed off, she seemed okay.


    “She’ll be all right,” Lucy assured.


    “Do you have to tell my dad?” Simon sounded like he would rather have all his teeth pulled one by one than bring his dad into the situation.


    “Of course I do. Those kids can’t get away with this. They tried to take Mitzy and the other day they pushed you. They hurt you. They hurt her. This has to stop.”


    “Jayden’s dad is the mayor. He’ll make things awful for Dad.”


    “Jayden was the kid holding her?” The ringleader of the totally messed up circus.


    “Yeah.”


    “Look, I have to tell your dad. We can tell him together, if you’d rather. This is a big problem and it’s not the kind of thing kids should have to deal with. Grown-ups handle things like this.”


    Lucy opened the freezer door and grabbed an ice pack. Mitzy apparently didn’t appreciate being bothered up on top of the fridge. She hopped down, straight onto the counter, sending the dishes Lucy had set to dry crashing to the floor.


    “Mitzy—” That’s as far as Lucy got before the on-edge cat scampered up the curtains on the window above the stove. Her claws gripped the polyester as she tried to get away. The rod collapsed and Mitzy tumbled to the stovetop. She screeched a long wail and scampered from the counter. Lucy gasped in horror when Mitzy’s back leg struck the loose knob, and it turned with a click. As if trapped in a nightmare, fire erupted from the gas burner, melting the polyester curtain.


    Lucy dropped the ice pack and turned on the faucet. The rushing in her ears overwhelmed all sense. She held her breath against the rising smoke and dumped cup after cup of water onto the flames. They licked farther up the wall, the aging building putting up no fight. Instead it acted as kindling for the fire.


    No. No. No.


    She couldn’t get enough water to make a difference. Her gaze flitted to the curtains turning to flames on the stove. Hysteria tried to overtake her, but no way would she let the entire apartment building burn down because of her.


    “Simon, go get your grandma. Tell her there’s a fire.” Lucy coughed against the smoke plumes. Air wouldn’t come. “Call nine-one-one. Tell her to get everyone out.”


    Simon ran to the door. Flames licked across the counter, rising up along the wall to the cabinets.


    She fell to the floor and dug through the cupboard under the sink. There had to be a fire extinguisher she hoped was newer than the appliances. The saddest excuse for a smoke alarm chirped weakly as the smoke increased.


    She blinked against reality. Her heartbeat pulsed rapidly. The acrid scent of smoke filled the apartment.


    Bright stars danced in her vision, blurring the room so it all felt like a dream. She clenched her eyes closed as her hand finally wrapped around the fire extinguisher.


    Opening them again, flames danced in front of her. She pulled the pin and gulped back a sob.


    …


    Sirens wailed in the distance. William broke into a full run to Lucy’s apartment, trying to ignore the rising tide of panic in his chest. The door stood wide open, but no one was around. Something was very wrong.


    He rushed across the entryway, and his heart stopped. Smoke burned his nostrils.


    William bolted to the kitchen. Plumes of filmy soot made it impossible to see more than a few feet ahead of him. He moved farther into the room, coughing into his hand as flames licked along the cupboards. Thick gray smoke tumbled from the burning wood.


    Lucy had in her hand what was possibly the smallest fire extinguisher known to man. The white powder did nothing to stop the inferno. She dropped it and collapsed onto the ground.


    His heart stopped beating.


    He couldn’t lose her.


    Smoke continued to fill the kitchen, the heat from the flames intense. He wrapped his arm around her to hoist her against his chest. She sobbed. Cruel, wrenching sounds escaped from her small frame. He carried her from the apartment.


    Lucy wheezed against his chest. A slippery, wet warmth oozed from her arm.


    Adrenaline seared through him, and every muscle in his body clenched.


    He had arrived too late.


    She was hurt.


    Rancid guilt multiplied as he hurried down the steps to the little patch of lawn beside Dixie’s apartment.


    Dixie barked orders at some of the neighbors who had appeared while he was inside. They sprayed garden hoses at the burning building. Flames burst higher through the roof, unresponsive to their efforts.


    “She’s hurt.” He laid Lucy on the grass next to where Dixie stood. “Her arm is burned.”


    Dixie’s eyes got huge, and she raised a hand to her mouth. “Lord in heaven.”


    “M-m-itzy’s in the house.” Agonized tears in Lucy’s eyes reflected the fire behind him.


    “I’ll get her,” he promised her.


    “Will, no. You can’t go back inside.”


    He wouldn’t let her lose anything more. “I said I’ll get her.”


    “Her arm,” William said to Dixie.


    Dixie knelt beside her. “Ambulance is comin’.”


    “What? I’m not…” Lucy glanced down. “Damn. W-when did that happen?”


    Dixie tugged off her purple cardigan laid it across Lucy’s chest.


    The jarring bleat of a fire engine got louder.


    Dixie smoothed Lucy’s matted hair and jerked her chin at William with a glance to the burning building.


    “I’ll hurry,” he whispered to Lucy.


    It took everything in him to leave her there and bolt back inside. One of the men with a hose hollered at him to stop. But he didn’t listen.


    Soupy, black smoke met him at the entry. Stumbling into the room and squinting against the filmy soot nearly brought William to his knees.


    A sizzling explosion from the kitchen shifted the foundation. William coughed against a surge of smoke. Another crash rained debris around him. His heart ricocheted against his ribs. The kitchen ceiling had caved in.


    He would find Mitzy and get out.


    Lucy loved her. He loved Lucy. The thought shifted the foundation of more than the apartment. It shifted the foundation of his life.


    He loved her.


    So by some convoluted formula, it was his responsibility to ensure the cat survived.


    Heat scorched his lungs as he made his way by memory through the house, avoiding the collapsed section near the kitchen. He lifted the bottom of his shirt to cover his mouth. The biting metallic scent of Lucy’s blood met his nostrils. His shirt was covered with it. He shook his head, unwilling to process anything other than Mitzy.


    Save the fucking cat.


    She generally hid under Lucy’s bed. He hoped to hell she stayed true to form as he crawled through the bedroom, his lungs convulsing against the smoke.


    “Here kit-ty kit—” A violent cough erupted from his chest. He squatted to run a hand under the bed.


    Nothing.


    “Mitzy, come on.” He hissed every curse word he could come up with. “Lucy needs you.”


    He fell against the overheated wall. Once more he swiped his arm under the bed. Soft fur and sharp claws met his hand.


    There. He had her.


    He grasped a leg and pulled her from under the bed. She hissed and spit, sinking her teeth into the soft pad of his hand.


    And then, because he was clearly in the Twilight zone of burning hell, she glared at him with pissed-off yellow cat eyes until something close to understanding passed over her mangled, furry face. Despite the fact that flames seared the walls around them, or maybe because of it, she nuzzled into him.


    Yes, she was definitely the Devil’s spawn.


    “You owe me for this.” He held her tight against his bloodied shirt.


    The foundation rocked and groaned. Flames licked around the corner into the room, smoke billowing around the doorframe. Stifling heat seized his lungs when he stood, and he was pretty sure he inhaled a few sparks. He wasn’t getting back out through the door. His lungs screamed for oxygen.


    Damn. He could not pass out.


    He glanced to the window—his only option.


    Holding the cat, he kicked the window as hard as he could. The thin pane of glass shattered.


    “Here!” someone outside shouted.


    The cat secure in one hand, he grabbed the comforter and wrapped it around his other before he punched against the remaining glass fragments. Mitzy did not like this apparently cruel treatment. She dug her claws into the muscles of his chest and attempted to launch herself away.


    Despite her persistent abuse, he passed her through the opening to waiting hands outside.


    Mitzy was pissed. He didn’t care. She was alive.


    “Lucy,” he rasped as the flames licked the walls around him.


    …


    “Where’s Simon?” Lucy asked.


    “He’s safe.” Dixie patted Lucy’s shoulder.


    Safe. Simon was safe. Where was Will? Goose bumps popped up along Lucy’s arm as she shivered and searched the unfolding scene for him.


    “They’re running over hell’s half-acre over there.” Dixie tucked another blanket around Lucy’s shoulders.


    “Will hasn’t come out yet,” Lucy whispered.


    “He will. Mitzy’s readin’ him the riot act, I figure.”


    The paramedics and a fireman arrived. The lights flashed with a brief lonely wail of the siren. No Will.


    He’d gone for the cat.


    Her cat.


    She fought against the stinging pain in her arm—it hurt like a sonofabitch. A medic had transferred her to a gurney outside the second ambulance and now examined the wound.


    Dixie squeezed her hand and murmured low. Lucy couldn’t make out what she said because nothing mattered but Will in that burning building.


    Flames had spread to Will’s apartment. Huge hoses attached to the fire hydrant near the road sprayed torrents of water over everything. The fire was winning, burning it all into a heap of metal and wood.


    “Get Chief Lawson over here,” a fireman called out the door to another near the truck.


    Lucy’s breath seized, and she tried to get off of the stretcher.


    “Keep her still,” the medic said to Dixie.


    Dixie pressed her against the pillow, holding firm while he attached white gauze to the wound. Lucy jerked and bit her lip against the sharp pain. “Will’s dead.”


    Dixie gripped her hand tight. “Hush your mouth.”


    Lucy closed her eyes to the silent tears. An unfamiliar hurt unleashed a flood of torment and remorse within her. This couldn’t be real. She opened her eyes and stared blankly into the night.


    “Butter my butt and call me a biscuit,” Dixie murmured.


    Lucy turned her head. It took a moment to focus against the flurry of activity all around the building. Will walked toward her, covered in soot.


    Her breath caught. A ticked-off Mitzy struggled in his arms. Their eyes met, and she didn’t move her gaze from his until he was close enough so she could stroke Mitzy’s head. The cat snuggled against her hand, purring softly.


    The medic glanced up from taping her bandage and raised his eyebrows at the cat.


    Lucy ignored him.


    “You scared me,” she whispered to Will.


    He glanced at the bandage on her arm. “Could say the same. You okay?”


    She followed his gaze there. Red splotches already seeped through the gauze.


    “I’m fine,” she replied. “Just a scratch.”


    Dixie harrumphed. “Pfft. She needs a doctor. I’ll take the cat. Hospitals get touchy if you show up with ’em.”


    She plucked Mitzy from Lucy’s grasp and looked to Will, jerking her head in Lucy’s direction. “Scared yer girl. Glad ya made it out.”


    Dixie was wrong. She wasn’t his girl.


    Dixie turned, barked an order at one of the neighbors, and disappeared with Mitzy.


    Lucy swallowed the lump in her throat.


    Will’s whole body convulsed as he coughed.


    “Will…” Lucy started, her blood pressure rising each time his lungs spasmed.


    “She’s ready to move,” the medic yelled, and Lucy’s stretcher lurched as someone pulled her to the ambulance.


    Will’s breaths were shallow, a horrible scraping sound on each inhale.


    “Oxygen tank,” the medic barked.


    No.


    He was really hurt.


    “I’m fi—” Will doubled over as a new round of spasms racked his lungs. Lucy tried to pry herself off the stretcher to help him.


    One of the paramedics put a hand against her shoulder. “Let them take care of him.”


    They loaded Lucy into the back of the ambulance, and Will climbed in behind her. He sat across from her, holding an oxygen mask to his face.


    “Will—”


    “It’s all right, Luce. Everything’s fine.” The oxygen mask muffled the words. His breath clouded the plastic, partially obscuring his serious expression.


    He was wrong. Everything was not fine. Not fine at all.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Sunshine radiated through the blinds into the sterile hospital room. Lucy blinked her eyes open and squinted against the light. She checked the clock on the wall at the foot of her bed. Nearly noon.


    She was leaving Confluence. She rubbed her palms over her cheeks and blew out a breath.


    She’d tell Will. Her path was somewhere else. The road she paved went a different direction.


    When she sank back into her pillows, the one propped against the bandage on her arm shifted. She mashed her lips together at the tugging pressure. To her surprise, the emergency room doctors hadn’t treated her immediately. They waited for the plastic surgeon to arrive. Everyone seemed put out about the delay, so she was fairly certain it wasn’t protocol.


    She had a suspicion it was Will’s credit card that pulled Confluence’s one and only plastic surgeon from his bed at midnight to fix her up.


    A light tap at the door, and her nurse popped her head in. “Oh good, you’re awake. You have a visitor. Feel up to it?”


    “Who—”


    “She’s awake? Then of course she’s up to it.” Katie’s voice came from the hallway.


    “Katie?” Lucy raised herself up, grimaced, and lay back on the bed.


    Katie slipped past the nurse into the room.


    “Hey,” Lucy called before the nurse could leave. “How’s Simon?”


    “He’s shook up, but he’s fine. Jeff’s on the warpath about those kids.”


    “How’d you get here?” Lucy tapped a button to raise the head of the bed a little.


    “It’s called a car. Nifty things. You get in them, turn the key, and they take you where you want to go.” Katie leaned to give her a hug. The scent of gumdrops and cinnamon perfumed the air around her.


    She took a long look at Lucy, pausing at the large swath of gauze and tape. “Jeff called me in the middle of the night to tell me what happened.”


    Jeff. After things calmed down at Camelot, he had visited with Lucy at the hospital to take her statement.


    “Is he all right?” Lucy asked.


    “He’s beating himself up. He’ll be okay, once you are.” Katie bit at her lower lip. “Listen. Between that whole alligator thing and your house burning down, I figured your family would be worried, so I called your parents last night when I heard.”


    Lucy sucked in a breath. “They aren’t coming, are they?”


    Katie scooted one of the metal guest chairs closer to the bed. “I told them not to, that you’d call later.”


    “My cell phone is presently a molten mess of plastic and metal somewhere in Camelot.”


    Katie flopped to the chair. “You can use mine when you’re ready. Where’s William?”


    “Down the hall. Smoke inhalation. They’re keeping him for observation.”


    Will did not appreciate being confined to a bed. The nurse informed her of this fact because, apparently, he was not being a model patient. As soon as they were separated in the emergency room, he insisted he needed to keep checking on Lucy. He finally agreed on a note passing system through the nurses—a flashback to the era before cell phones. The messages had stopped a few hours ago when the nurse told her they had taken him for a chest x-ray.


    “Did you guys figure out your caterpillar problem?” Katie asked, a bit too casually.


    “No.” Lucy studied little bits of dust that danced in the light. “But then I got offered a job in Ohio. Reporter, anchor, they’re giving me my pick. I’m taking the job. Will doesn’t know yet.”


    Katie tilted her head, contemplative. “This is what you really want?”


    “I can’t stay here. We’re not together anymore and I can’t work with him.” Or for his company.


    “When are you going to tell him?”


    “Well, I guess as soon as we’re alone. They say I’ll be released this afternoon. I have no idea where I’m going to go though. Where are you staying while you’re here?”


    “At a hotel…with Jeff.”


    Um. Say again? “With Jeff?”


    Katie’s cheeks turned red. “The kid’s staying with Dixie’s at one of her other houses for a few nights.”


    “Is there something you never mentioned?” Lucy asked.


    “We had a thing when I lived here.”


    Lucy’s mouth dropped open. Then she lifted her hand to theatrically press it closed.


    Katie fussed with the edge of Lucy’s blanket. “It’s not a big deal or anything. Nothing serious.”


    “I can’t believe you held out on me with this,” Lucy said low. “I mean, Jeff’s totally adorable, but you never said anything about him.”


    “It’s complicated.”


    Lucy gestured around the room. “I’ve got time.”


    “Is she in here?” The door muted the sound coming from the hallway, but Lucy recognized her mother’s high-pitched voice immediately.


    “She’s got to be. They said she’s in two-oh-four. This is two-oh-four,” her father replied.


    Lucy gritted her teeth. “Katie, is there an oxygen tank under the bed?”


    Katie leaned down. “Yeah, do you want me to get a nurse?”


    “No. Just, uh, hit me over the head with it until I’m in a coma. That’d be great.”


    “Lu—”


    The door creaked open.


    “Lulu, are you awake?” Her mother entered the room, and Lucy promptly pretended to be asleep. Or dead. Either would work.


    Katie shook her arm. “Wake up, sleepy head. Your mom’s here.”


    Lucy glowered at Katie and gave a little wave in her mother’s direction. “Hey, Mom.”


    “There’s my Luluroni.” Her father barreled over her mother to get to the bed. He wrapped her in a huge hug.


    Ugh. She hated that nickname.


    She gasped. “Dad. Bandages.”


    He reluctantly let go.


    “Hi, Mr. Campbell. I thought we agreed you’d wait for Lucy to call?” Katie quirked her head to the side.


    “Our girl got herself in trouble. Figured I’d have to come sort this out.”


    Was he for real? “Sort what out, exactly?” Lucy asked.


    “You’ve got yourself thrown into the hospital.”


    Lucy scrunched her eyebrows together and opened her mouth to respond.


    Her mother made a face at her. “Darling, you look atrocious. Do they not have combs at this hospital? We can pop out and get you one.”


    Lucy scowled. “Good to see you, too, Mom.”


    She pressed her eyes into slits and attempted to make Katie’s head explode with only her mind.


    It didn’t work.


    “Thank God I don’t have to plan your funeral, Lulu. Can you even imagine?” Her mother flicked something from her fingers and wrinkled her nose as though the place smelled awful. At the moment, it was scented with industrial strength cleaner, gumdrops, and extreme irritation.


    “I try not to, Mom.”


    Katie made big eyes at Lucy and mouthed, “I’m so sorry.”


    “She doesn’t want to talk about death, Berta. She’s in the hospital, for Pete’s sake.” Her father crossed his arms over his argyle sweater vest.


    “Here we go,” Lucy said under her breath.


    “This is kind of fun to watch,” Katie whispered.


    Lucy disagreed. And she’d finally had enough.


    “Mom. Dad. I had a really rough night. And you know what? It’s actually been a really rough ten years. So, if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate it if you’d go.” Lucy gestured to the hallway. “Like. Now. Now would be great.”


    “That’s very rude.” Her mother dug through her Louis Vuitton purse. “Have you eaten? I thought I had some crackers from the plane. Darn, where’d they go?”


    “You ate them while we waited for our bags.” Her dad gave his condescending look he’d practiced to perfection.


    “Right, well we can order something up. That’ll make things better.” She leaned to Katie. “She always had the strangest moods. Food’s the best way to calm her down.”


    Lucy seethed, and the monitor at the side of the bed started to chime.


    “Out. I mean it.” Lucy pointed to the door. “You march in here uninvited telling me all the things that are wrong with me. If you want to come and support me, great. But you’ve been here less than three minutes and you’ve insulted me, criticized my hair…and…I don’t need you here for that.”


    “Is she on drugs?” her father asked Katie in total seriousness.


    Lucy exaggerated a strangling noise.


    “Luce.” Will’s hoarse voice came from the entry.


    Her dark knight had come to her rescue one last time. Where had he found jeans and a T-shirt? And when had he had time to shower? He dropped a bag from the nearby café known for their breakfast burritos on the tray table next to her bed.


    “You brought me food.” Lucy’s stomach rumbled at the thought.


    Her mother raised an eyebrow at Katie. “Told you.”


    “Who’d you have to bribe to sneak it in?” Lucy asked.


    “No bribes, just some well-placed phone calls.” He gestured to her parents and Katie. “Princess, who are all these people?”


    “My family.”


    “Hello, Lucy’s family.” He shrugged off his jacket.


    Apparently, he planned to stick around awhile. She shouldn’t have been relieved, but even with everything else, she felt better when he walked through the door.


    She rummaged through the napkins and sauce packets. “Do you have any vodka?”


    He chuckled. “No. They frown on mixing alcohol with your pain meds.”


    “Lucy?” her father asked. “Lulu, who calls you Lucy?”


    “Everyone,” she said, her focus attuned to the emotional eating binge in front of her.


    “How’d you get out?” Katie asked Will.


    “My x-rays and oxygen levels are fine, but I’ll sound like I inhaled a bonfire for a while.” He propped a hip to sit on the edge of her bed. “Hoped you’d be resting, so I stepped out to get you non-hospital-grade food. Looks like I missed the party.”


    He was acting like everything was fine between them, but everything was not fine.


    “Where’d you get clothes? I thought your clothes all burned at Camelot?”


    He stared at her a beat too long. “I have my ways.”


    “Lulu, why were his clothes at your house?” her father asked.


    “You two are living together?” Her mother stared at Lucy as though she had suddenly sprouted a parasitic twin out of her neck.


    “William Covington.” Will cleared his throat and offered her mother his hand. She shook it and gave Lucy an accusing look.


    “You’re dating our girl?” her father asked.


    Not anymore… Lucy opened her mouth to correct her father. “N—”


    “What do you do, William?” Her father shot his patented witness-on-the-stand, take-em-down-death-ray stare at him.


    This wasn’t happening. Lucy shoved more tortilla in her mouth with a newfound understanding as to why she had been chubby for all those years.


    Will glanced to her and stopped abruptly, raising an eyebrow. “I…uh…own several television stations across the region.”


    Lucy snorted. “He owns dozens of them.”


    “Oh my.” Her mother’s nasally words pitched higher. “Why’s he with you, dear?”


    Katie gaped at her.


    Will tensed.


    Lucy squeezed the burrito, and a chunk of chorizo plopped out.


    “Why wouldn’t I be?” Will had clicked into his get-it-done CEO tone.


    Had he forgotten they broke up? They were over?


    Her mother paled. “She’s…well…Lulu.”


    As though that explained exactly why he wouldn’t want to be with her. The burrito landed, thump, a solid mass into Lucy’s stomach.


    “Berta.” Her father’s tone held warning.


    Lucy was beyond over this little meeting. They were as impossible as they had always been.


    “Could you both leave?” Lucy stared straight at her parents, vaguely aware of Will’s hand moving to her leg. “I mean it. Don’t come again. You’ve made your choices. Now I’m making mine. Please…go.”


    “She’s kicking us out.” Her mother glanced to her father. “Graham, she can’t just kick us out.”


    “Lucille, apologize to your mother,” he barked at her.


    “No,” Lucy replied, shocking even herself with the unyielding tone of the word.


    Will stared her father down and spoke low. “You can’t just show up here and take over. Lucy, Lulu, whatever you want to call her…she’s not disposable. You can’t toss her aside and come back later.”


    Whoa. What?


    He wasn’t done.


    “I’m not sure what you see when you look at her, but the rest of us see the kind of person who takes in a cat because its owner died.” He held a professional note of respect despite the boldness of his words. He rose and efficiently lifted Lucy’s mother’s coat, shook it out, and offered it to her. She reflexively slid an arm into the sleeve. “Lucy’s the person who can’t cook but bakes you a birthday cake anyway because she knows you’re having a rough time.” Her mother had a deer in the headlights expression painted across her face as he unceremoniously hung her purse on her rigid shoulder and guided her toward the door.


    “What do you think you’re doing?” her father sputtered.


    Will took a step back to pull shut the privacy curtain, separating them from Lucy. But she could still hear his words.


    “She’s the kind of woman who makes you smile by simply being in the same room. She asked you to leave. It’s time for you to go.”


    Lucy stared in shock at the pastel-blue divider.


    “You’re out of line,” her father said.


    “I said she’s not disposable,” Will rasped.


    “Holy shit,” Katie whispered.


    “This is a mistake, Lulu,” her father called.


    “Think she already asked you to leave.” Will’s words were granite.


    More mutterings came from the doorway as they evacuated. But she knew her father was, how would he say it? Displeased. Very displeased. Will didn’t seem thrilled either. For once, her mother remained silent.


    Will emerged from behind the curtain.


    “That explains so much.” He wrapped up her abandoned burrito, as though he understood her appetite had vanished.


    “I should…um…go. You need privacy.” Katie stood and moved to the edge of the curtain. Then she turned and gave her a dazzling smile. “Lulu, can I have him when you’re done? Or could you order me one just like him for Christmas?”


    Will flashed the dimples at Katie, and she left.


    The two of them were alone. And she had something to say.


    Except, she couldn’t remember what it was anymore.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Lucy’s pale face nearly matched the bleached white sheets of the hospital bed where she lay. But even after her parents’ ambush, she seemed okay. William sat with her in the chair next to her bed and curled his fingers around hers. Her smile hit him straight in the gut. He wanted to wrap himself around her and never let go.


    He had a lot of time to think last night.


    He didn’t want to be her boss. A partner made more sense. The way he’d been looking at the whole situation between them was wrong. With him as her boss, it couldn’t work. But he wanted to be with her, not just temporary. He wanted her to be his partner.


    In business and life.


    He’d get her a real ring this time. His mother’s engagement ring.


    Selfishly unwilling to think about what his mother would have said about how badly he’d screwed up with Lucy, he’d left her letter on the counter. Now, the last words his mother had written to him were ashes in Camelot, opening nearly a decade of regret so deep it could swallow him whole.


    But he had Lucy.


    She had worn a ring once for him. He’d ask her to wear one again. This time there would be candlelight and roses and promises he would keep forever. I love you. He swallowed the words, unsure if she was ready to hear them.


    “No one’s ever stood up to my parents like that.” She twisted the pillow behind her and flinched.


    “Do you need something for the pain?”


    “I’m good.” She bit her lip between her teeth.


    He didn’t buy it. This must’ve reflected in his face because her expression hardened.


    “Will, serious.” She untangled her fingers and patted the edge of the bed. “I’m fine.”


    He still wasn’t buying it.


    She couldn’t be fine.


    He stood and leaned a hip against the bed.


    The expression that passed across her face punched him in the gut.


    “Luce. I’m so sorry. About what happened with the picture, and the name, and the story. I am so, so sorry.”


    God, he could suffocate in her and not even care. The woman was in a hospital bed, had been through hell, and he wanted nothing more than to ravage her senseless.


    She fidgeted with the blanket covering her legs, unable or unwilling to meet his gaze.


    He gestured to her waist. “Does it hurt?”


    Stupid question. Of course it hurt.


    She shook her head and scrunched her nose. “Stings mostly.”


    His throat worked against the convulsions of a cough building in his chest. The coughing fit overwhelmed him.


    “Will?”


    “I’m okay.” His vocal cords felt like they’d been scoured with nails.


    Her gaze finally caught his. “I never told you thank you. Last night. For everything you did.”


    He would throw himself in front of a train for her, just to have her look at him like she did before he’d found the photo. Used the horrible nickname.


    He was so far gone for her. “I’d do it all again for you. But I’d do it better.” Hello, cheesy. A dash of carbon monoxide poisoning clearly fried his brain.


    “You shouldn’t be sweet to me,” she whispered.


    “Why’s that?”


    “We need to talk.” She glanced at her hands on the bed.


    He tensed. Four words that held a promise he absolutely wouldn’t like what came next. “About what?”


    “Before you got home, before the fire…” Her hands shook. Not a good sign. “I got a call from an affiliate in Ohio…” She moved her gaze to meet his. “They have a job opening, and they want me. I…I’m going to take it.”


    A weight pressed against his chest, and it had nothing to do with the smoke from the night before.


    “You know this thing between us isn’t permanent,” she whispered. All the fight seemed to drain out of her. “I think it’s best if we both move on.”


    He could not accept that.


    Arms crossed, he blew out a breath. “It started to feel pretty permanent when I fell in love with you.”


    When I fell in love with you… The words were an anchor holding them in place. Hanging in the oxygen. Ready to devastate.


    “People don’t love me, Will. I’m not that kind of person.” She glanced away because apparently the floor tiles were suddenly interesting.


    “What kind of person is that?” He ruffled a hand through his hair.


    She opened her mouth and closed it again. Cleared her throat and tried again. “The kind people love.”


    “Didn’t get that memo.” He searched her face but couldn’t find the sliver of a future he’d hoped to find there. “I do love you.”


    Her expression softened slightly. “You only think you love me. It’s just an illusion.”


    She said the words, but her eyes didn’t match them.


    He cleared the smoke from his throat. “I want to be with you.”


    She moved her hands away. “Will, it didn’t work. It won’t work.”


    He stared at her, unable to speak. She was leaving.


    Unbelievable.


    He tore his eyes from hers and rose from the bed, pacing to the window to put space between them. Distance, so he could think straight. He wasn’t enough.


    “Will,” she said, “please say something.”


    The door creaked open. “Blood pressure check,” the nurse called from behind the curtain. She yanked it open and wheeled in the little cart.


    “I should, ah, go. Check in on some things.” William did what he did best, put on the mask, shut down emotion, and left without a backward glance.


    “Will…” he thought he heard her say softly.


    He couldn’t be sure, and he didn’t care.


    …


    William’s world crumbled around him. He slipped past a doctor into the elevator. His head throbbed like someone had dropped-kicked it into a professional soccer match.


    He was losing Lucy.


    He’d said he loved her, but it wasn’t enough. What he experienced last night was a trip through purgatory. Now he was officially in hell. A cough racked his lungs as the elevator chimed at her floor.


    The doors slid open, and he moved to exit when Teresa stepped in. She glanced up and jerked to a stop.


    “William.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears, and she wrapped her arms around him.


    He let her. If he was in hell, he might as well embrace it. Seemingly on their own, his arms wrapped around her as she squeezed tighter.


    “So worried. I call, and you are not here. No one knows where you are. We hear you are in the fire and nothing else.” Her accent was heavier than normal. She leaned back and tapped his cheeks with her soft hands.


    The doors slid closed again, cocooning them in the small cab of the elevator.


    “I got out okay.” His attempt at a reassuring smile clearly failed. “I’m fine.”


    She studied him. “You are not fine,” she announced. “We will have tea. Talk.”


    “I—”


    “Enough.” She raised her palm to him. Teresa was apparently done with his avoidance. “We are family. Families have communication.”


    Yes, she was through with his dodging. She had used the tone she’d perfected when he was a child and she was his nanny. That tone she’d used when he’d gotten caught stealing extra peanut butter cookies in the middle of the night. They’d had talks then, too.


    But that was before his mother died. Before Teresa married his father, thrusting their betrayal into light.


    She pushed the button for the first floor and gripped his hand as though he were a five-year-old again, ready to bolt.


    “Your father, he is at the police station asking for information about you. He worries.” She dialed numbers on her cell phone and pressed it to her ear. “Hello? Yes, he is here. No…I don’t know… Yes, of course I will.” Her face softened. “Ti amo anch’io.”


    Of course she loved his father. They’d been married for years. Still, hearing her say the words grated against his loyalty to his mother. He stuffed his hands in the pockets of his jeans. She clicked off the phone and shoved it in her purse as the elevator opened at the first floor.


    “Where are we going?” He really should get back upstairs. Then again, if he were going upstairs so Lucy could put the final detail on her breakup with him, he might as well take his time.


    “To talk.” She jerked her chin toward the hospital cafeteria. He followed. When they arrived, she ordered tea for herself. He ordered nothing, so she ordered coffee for him.


    They sat in a corner booth. He stared at the black sludge in his cup.


    “How could you do it to her?” he whispered to the sludge.


    Teresa lifted his chin with her fingers, so their eyes met. “Do what? To who?”


    “You and dad, together. How could you do that to my mom?”


    She shook her head, her thick black curls bouncing with the movement. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Do what to Patricia?”


    “The messing around.” He glanced down again.


    She leaned forward, her elbows on the table. “Mess around? I don’t understand this?”


    “Your affair with my father.”


    There, it was out.


    Teresa gasped. “Affare.” Her face gentled. “This is what you think? This is why you do not come home? William, look at me.” He did, and she continued. “We did not. Never. Your mother was my friend. The best one. I would never…”


    They were silent for a moment.


    “We were with her when she died. Your father, he struggled with this, and he worked all the time. It is a hard thing to let someone go. I know this. From my first husband when he passed. It took time, but your father, he came home, and we were both there in the big house. We found comfort in each other. Comfort turned to love.” Her dense accent thickened.


    “You were with Mom? While she was dying?” He had to know she wasn’t alone in those hours.


    Teresa’s eyes misted again, and she squeezed his hand across the table. “With her when she died.”


    She had been there.


    William swallowed the perpetual guilt at his absence when his mom had needed him most. “Tried to get back. I didn’t have enough time.”


    “She knew. Your mother was very smart. She understand. That’s why she wrote the letter for you, so you know she understand.”


    William cleared his throat from emotion and residual ozone. “Didn’t read it. I was finally ready, and then it burned. Last night in the fire.”


    Teresa removed her hand from his and rested it on her cheek. She spoke under her breath in rapid-fire Italian. He couldn’t keep up with it all, but she did use the term “idiota” along with his name multiple times, so he got the idea.


    Finally, she closed her eyes and pressed her fingers against them. When she blinked them open, she spoke English again. “She was too weak, your mother. So, I write the letter for her. She told me what to say.”


    William couldn’t breathe for a moment. “You know what it said?”


    Teresa leaned forward against the table. “She is sorry for the words the last time you talk, and she is proud of the man you become. She say, she leaves you time to prepare before you run her company. Your father, he never wants to be in broadcasting. This is her family company, her dream. She hopes when you are ready you could be successful with Crestone, and your father, he can do the things he wants to do. He loves the boats with the sails. What do you call them?”


    “Sailboats?” William asked.


    “No, the other, the cat-a-something?”


    “Catamaran?”


    She gave a quick nod. “Yes. He loves them. We move to the ocean so he can sail. Your mother, she made a plan so he can do this.”


    William scooted his cup away, unable to speak. The years of worry that had rotted inside were now exposed. “Why did he fight so hard against me?”


    “Your father, he is a hard man. You miss her funeral, our wedding. He loves you, but worries you aren’t ready. He sees now. You are. Your mother, she trusted you. She loved you. Your father sees this, too, and he lets go now.” Teresa wiped her tears on a handkerchief embroidered with poppies.


    “Thank you,” he rasped, and another round of coughing started.


    “Something else is wrong,” Teresa announced when he caught his breath.


    Lucy.


    Teresa didn’t miss much. He had forgotten that about her.


    “Lucy’s leaving.”


    “That girl I met? Where is she going?”


    “Yeah. She has another job offer. She’s taking it. I messed up. It’s done between us.” He gripped the handle on the mug.


    “You love her. I see this when you are together.”


    “She’s still leaving.”


    “When you love someone, you come back to them. She is young, you are young…you don’t know this about life yet.”


    “That’s not how the world works, Teresa.” His head started to throb in earnest, and not from the fire.


    “He turns thirty, thinks he knows everything,” she said to no one in particular. Then she said directly to him, “You trust me before. When you were a child. Trust me on this. You apologize, and you prove your love. If she loves you back, she’ll return.” Teresa raised an eyebrow at him. “Come to dinner with your father and me. No more excuses.”


    She stood and raised her arms with a little wave for him to hug her. He did. And he didn’t let go.


    “Thank you,” he whispered into her hair.


    “You need red wine for that cough.” She gripped his shoulders and looked up at him. “And soak some sage leaves in the hot water, add some honey. It helps, too.”


    “Wine and sage. Got it.”


    “And dinner. You come to dinner.”


    “Wine, sage, and dinner. Okay.” He squeezed her hand.


    When she smiled, it hit him straight at his heart. He’d missed her. Missed that smile.


    “Now, walk me out. You’re a gentleman.”


    “I’m a gentleman,” he parroted.


    “This one”—she jerked her thumb at him—“always so smart.”


    He hugged her against him, and then he walked her to her car.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Lucy had no place to go. Her house was probably still smoldering. She let out a long breath and raised the head of her hospital bed a bit more.


    “Do you have any eights?” Reuben asked from the chair he’d pulled up beside her bed. An impromptu visit would’ve normally cheered her up, but right now everything was wrong.


    “Go fish. Any twos?” Lucy replied absently.


    He handed her the two of clubs. She added the card to make a stack of twos and tossed them on the table. “You’re a guy, right?”


    “That depends,” he replied. “Any aces?”


    “Go fish.” Lucy scowled. “What does it depend on?”


    “Your question.”


    “I figured you might have some insight into the male mind.” She organized the cards in her hand, rearranging them by number. “Any queens?”


    His poker face remained in place. “Go fish.”


    “What do you think it means when a guy tells you he loves you?”


    “That depends.”


    “On what?”


    “He want in your pants?”


    “No, for the purposes of our conversation, he’s already in… Okay, you know what? Never mind.” Lucy held up a hand.


    Reuben grinned. “William?”


    Yes, of course it was Will. “Maybe.”


    “Inappropriate for me to comment then.”


    “Okay, it’s not him. It’s a…I don’t know…a guy named Ernie.”


    Reuben folded his cards in his hand and leaned back in his chair, tapping the edge of the cards on the table. “Hypothetically, a guy doesn’t toss around the L-word without meaning it. Unless he wants in your pants. He’s already in? Nothing to gain. Any kings?”


    “Go fish,” she mumbled.


    “Still irritated at him?” he asked.


    “All my feelings are squished together. I don’t know what I feel right now.” She yawned and tossed the rest of her cards down. “Thanks for keeping me company.”


    His expression turned serious. “Lucy.”


    She raised her head to look at him.


    He smiled at her, a real, honest to goodness with teeth and everything smile. “Ernie’s lucky.”


    Katie breezed into the room. “I’ve got it all sorted out. Come to the hotel with Jeff and me. I got you a room.”


    The new, way too perky nurse followed behind Katie, slipping papers into a folder with the hospital’s logo emblazoned on the front. “Discharge papers on the left, and these are your prescriptions.”


    Lucy vaguely followed along. Her gaze kept falling to the door standing ajar.


    No Will.


    Expecting him to come back was ridiculous. She’d ended it.


    “Let’s get you changed out of that gown.” The nurse clicked the bedrail down.


    “On that note, I will see you at work.” Reuben did a little two finger wave and slipped out the door.


    He was wrong. She wouldn’t see him at work. A call to her friend in Ohio that morning had confirmed she wouldn’t be returning to Crestone.


    The nurse helped Lucy stand, holding her good arm steady as the little rubber grippers on her socks hit the floor.


    “That a girl.” The nurse beamed at Lucy.


    Lucy forced a fake smile. The knot of fear tightened in her chest. Where the heck did Will go? With everything they’d been through, she never wanted to leave things like this. The bandage strained, and she winced, stopping to take deep breaths in an attempt to control the jagged ache.


    “You got this, Lulu.” Katie held the bathroom door open.


    Lucy slogged there slowly to change into sweatpants and an It’s a Confluence Thing T-shirt Katie had shown up with.


    “Do you want some help?” the nurse asked.


    “No, thanks.” Lucy tried to smile, failed, and closed the door.


    One glance in the mirror showed how right her mother had been. Her hair was atrocious. She didn’t normally have a ton of color in her skin, but right now she was straight up washed-out. Some of the medication they’d given her even made her cheeks swollen. The girl looking back at her looked like her old Lulu self.


    Do not process, Lucy.


    The nurse gave a light tap on the door. “I’ll run and get a wheelchair. Are you okay in there?”


    Lucy shook away the thoughts of bullies from her past. “I’m fine.”


    “Pull the red cord if you need help,” the nurse said, and the privacy curtain scraped across the track in the hospital room.


    Lucy quickly brushed her hair. She rummaged through the cabinet with one hand, but nothing worked as a tie.


    “Hey, Katie, do you have a hair tie?” she called.


    “Katie’s in the hall. You want me to get her?” Will’s reply was muffled by the door.


    Holy crap.


    She gazed at herself in the mirror for a moment. Her eyes wide. Her face pale. She dropped the brush and turned to stare at the inside of the closed door.


    He came back.


    Stiff, she opened the door. “Will…”


    He stood near the doorjamb, inches from her. Guilt tightened its hold on her.


    “Here’s how it’s going to be.” He enveloped her in his arms and tucked her head against his chest.


    She let him, her own hands resting against the denim on his hips.


    He cleared his throat. “I’m in love with you. I think you love me too.”


    Did she? All the emotions were muddled into a ball inside her. Was this what love felt like?


    Her fingers crept along his spine. “I’m sorry, Will. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.”


    He wasn’t supposed to love her.


    “Don’t give up on us.”


    She swallowed the hunk of emotion lodged in her throat.


    “Take the time you need. But come back to me.” He tilted her chin up.


    That wasn’t going to happen.


    God. This killed.


    “Will, it’s time for me to go.”


    She released him.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Three weeks later…


    William was sweating. The bright lights of the Beach Nights Reunion studio warmed the set past comfortable levels.


    He tapped his foot against the blue carpeting and stared ahead into the array of cameras and screens, production crew and directors. His blood pressure rose higher than the ratings haul the producers assured him this show was sure to carry.


    Lucy wouldn’t answer his calls.


    He didn’t blame her. He’d messed up. She broke it off.


    But she had to know how he felt. She didn’t believe he loved her, but he did. And he was willing to put his reputation on the line again to prove it to her.


    Now he only hoped to hell she’d watch the show—and they wouldn’t flay him again on national television.


    “William?” Mason Hale, the host of the show stuck his hand out to William.


    He shook it. “Hale.”


    “Long time, huh?” Hale flopped in the seat across from William. “Heard you were a hold out to this whole thing.” He gestured across the set.


    William nodded. “Took a little convincing.”


    Cameras weren’t rolling, but his mic was already attached to his collar, so he knew better than to say anything that could be edited into something it wasn’t in post-production.


    “What do you say we get this party started?” Hale took the cue cards a production assistant slipped to him.


    “Sounds good.” William stilled his tapping foot.


    He was a journalist. He had spent years in front of the cameras. He shouldn’t be terrified of what these assholes were about to do. And yet, he couldn’t stop sweating—literally and figuratively.


    Makeup powdered his face one last time. A cameraman wearing a headset held his fingers out beside camera two in a silent countdown from ten…nine…


    He could do this.


    Eight…seven…


    For Lucy.


    Six…five…


    Because he loved her.


    Four…three…


    And she needed to know how much.


    Two…one…


    Because his life wasn’t the same without her in it.


    Camera two’s red light flashed to green. The camera guy pointed to Hale in an exaggerated motion.


    They were on. Hale blabbed an intro, the rushing in William’s ears amplified, he plastered on a smile and waited for Hale to ask him something.


    “We’ve got one of our most popular Beach Nights alumni with us today, but first let’s take a look back.” Hale smirked and the light on camera two flicked to red once more.


    William stared at the monitor on the floor beside the camera. They put together a montage of William and his time on the show. He pressed his lips together. This was expected—the rehashing of the women, his idiocy, bringing the past back to the present. It’s what he had to get through—the price he had to pay—for the chance to get through to Lucy.


    “Next please,” his younger self said from the monitor.


    This is where Hale would pounce. The camera clicked to green without warning. Hale turned to William.


    “So, inquiring minds want to know who is your latest next, please?” The Hollywood smile Hale flashed looked like a shark circling a bucket of chum.


    The chum being William.


    They were about to be disappointed.


    “There’s not a new, next please. Hasn’t been for a long time.” William glanced down and then looked straight into the camera. “Things changed for me. I’m not that guy anymore.”


    Ever the professional, Hale’s expression didn’t change, but William saw the way his eyes dilated briefly in annoyance.


    “No one at all?” Hale probed.


    “No. There’s not another next, please.”


    “I’m sure our audience is disappoint—”


    “Now, I have an only one,” William cut him off. He wasn’t the least bit sorry about it. “I screwed it up with her. But I want to ask for her forgiveness. Here, in front of everyone. Did you ever meet someone who just makes you happy, Hale?”


    Hale’s expression faltered. “I guess that’s the question we’re asking you.”


    “Yeah. I met her. She means everything, and I’d do anything for a second chance. Or a third chance. Or however many chances she’ll give me.”

  




  
    Chapter Thirty


    “You did not.” Katie slammed her hands on the table in not-so-mock shock.


    Lucy gripped the flimsy table at the diner to steady it. “Yep. I kinda did.”


    She had done it. Quit her job. Again.


    After watching Will on television, how could she not?


    The few belongings she still owned were loaded up, and with only the cat for company, she spent two days driving the fifteen hundred miles to Denver for lunch with Katie, and then in a few hundred more miles, she would be home.


    Home. Confluence.


    Katie made a circle with her French fry in the air. “So I’m clear. He went on national television, said there isn’t another ‘next please,’ so you decided that meant quit your job, drive across the country, surprise him, and hope he’s still interested?”


    Well…yeah. Lucy glanced at the hot dog she couldn’t bring herself to eat because her nerves were shot. “This is quite possibly the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.”


    “Or the most romantic.” Katie sighed.


    “Maybe both?” Lucy shifted her elbows on the table and dropped her forehead to her palms.


    Katie laughed. “Are you sticking around in Denver for a bit or headed straight through?”


    “Lunch with you and then on to Will,” Lucy said to the table.


    He had called her a few times since the interview. She’d tried to pick up the phone, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. Heck, she’d even attempted to call him a few times, but once his name was on the screen she couldn’t press the button.


    What she had to say needed to be said in person.


    “When are you thinking for the wedding?” Katie asked, casually.


    “One thing at a time. I need to get to him first, find out if he even still wants me.”


    “He made a whole scene about how you aren’t disposable to your parents.” Katie made a face. “He still wants you.”


    Lucy hoped she was right.


    Katie beamed. “Only one way to find out.”


    Yes, indeed. “Guess so.” Lucy pushed the hot dog away.


    “I’m thinking I’d like red for the wedding. You could do a whole red and black theme. Or is that too Dracula?”


    Lucy grunted. “One thing at a time, Katie.”


    “Don’t put me too close to Jeff for the festivities. I’m not speaking to him.”


    “Why not?”


    “That boy has mommy issues, kid issues, job issues, you-name-it issues. Let’s just say, if it’s an issue, he’s probably got it.” She paused, thoughtful. “Except bedroom issues.”


    “I’ll never be able to look at him the same.”


    Katie raised an eyebrow, put her index finger at the edge of the bun, and then melodramatically pulled it out about a foot. She tossed Lucy a knowing look. “Not even kidding.”


    “You did not just tell me that.”


    “Nope, I believe I illustrated it. Now, either you eat that”—Katie gestured to the untouched hot dog—“or you hop in the car so I can go buy a bridesmaid dress. What’s it gonna be?”


    Lucy gagged. “I think you just ruined hot dogs for me forever.”


    …


    Lucy gripped the pink plastic pet carrier as the elevator door opened to the plush lobby of the Crestone corporate offices. She could do this.


    Mitzy scratched at the air holes and bawled.


    “Stop it, Mitzy. We’re almost there.”


    Will’s receptionist wasn’t around, and neither was anyone else. Lucy scooted past the reception area to where he sat, leaned over a stack of papers, the end of a ball-point pen between his lips. She wanted to be that pen.


    His forehead creased, and his lips ticked down, but he still looked amazing. Two days of driving, and her appearance reflected it. She wore jeans and a purple, striped crewneck sweater liberally sprinkled with the remnants of potato chips and a few splashes of her orange soda.


    He, on the other hand, looked like he just wrapped up a photo shoot for Eddie Bauer. It must have been casual day at the Crestone offices because he wore jeans and a gray pullover with a little zipper at the neck. It was unzipped, revealing a lighter gray shirt underneath.


    He poked at the buttons of the phone propped on his desk.


    Lucy’s own phone suddenly blared an Adele song from in her purse. She fumbled to silence it, and he snapped his head to the door.


    “Hey.” She waved to him.


    His jaw went slack.


    Mitzy gave a disgruntled howl from her carrier.


    “Luce.” He dropped the phone back into the cradle and stood. “I’ve been calling. What’re you—”


    “We need to talk.” So much to say.


    His expression went dark. Right. Last time she said those words to him, it hadn’t gone so well.


    “No, it’s not bad or anything.” Lucy grimaced. This wasn’t going the way she planned. At all.


    Mitzy slammed herself against the metal door of the carrier, apparently through with her temporary confinement.


    Will’s gaze dropped to her cage. “Is she okay?”


    “She’s grumpy from the drive.” Lucy held the carrier up to her eye level. “Stop it, Mitzy.”


    The cat hissed.


    “Should we let her out?” he asked.


    “Probably.” Neither of them moved to let Mitzy out of her confinement.


    If a cat could huff, Mitzy did.


    “I confess I needed to see you,” Lucy said.


    “We’re confessing?” His eyebrows drew together, and his hands drifted to his hips. “What are you putting on the line?”


    Oh.


    She dug through her purse and patted her pockets. Nothing.


    The only thing she had was a furious cat. She bit at her lower lip and set Mitzy’s carrier on his desk.


    His lips twitched.


    “I’ll match that.” He reached into his desk drawer and removed a blue Tiffany pouch. A brilliant diamond ring slipped into his hand. He set it beside Mitzy. “It was my mother’s.”


    Lucy’s lips parted slightly.


    Holy crap.


    The ring. The cat.


    “You first.” He tucked his hands in his pockets and jerked his chin to her.


    “I confess that I came to tell you…” She stumbled over the words. “I came to tell you that I quit my job. I know. It’s totally crazy. But I messed up, I didn’t listen, and new roads should be paved…and my future is here. It’s…you.”


    “Roads should be paved?” he asked.


    “Well, yeah. And you can change them, pave new ones.” She pressed a hand to her forehead. “I didn’t say that right. What I mean is I want to be with you.”


    He ran a hand over the back of his neck and studied the carpet.


    “Here’s the thing. I fell in love with you, too.”


    His face gentled further. “Come here, Lucy.”


    “Will? Wh—”


    He walked purposely to her, and she couldn’t say anything more because suddenly his arm was around her waist, and she was there. Then her bottom was on his desk, his hips were between her legs, and his mouth moved to take hers.


    “Will, you didn’t confess. That means you lose.”


    His face dipped lower. “You take that ring, Princess, and I’m pretty sure I just won.”


    She blinked. “You threw the game.”


    “Maybe.”


    “We’re engaged?”


    “Looks that way.”


    “Yeah,” she said on a breath.


    “Four kids,” he said against her lips.


    She made a face and pushed him back. “No.”


    “No to any kids, or no to four?”


    “We’ve been over this. Two. And that’s my final offer.”


    He unpinned her hair, running it through his fingers. “Works for me.”


    She curled her fingers around his arms. “I’m going to need a job.”


    “Crestone has some openings. Whatever you want to do.”


    “I was thinking I might try print journalism. See what they have available over at The River’s Edge.” She glanced up at him from under her eyelashes.


    “You want to work for my competition?”


    “Well, I can’t work here. You’re the boss. It’d be totally inappropriate. Or I could always become a breeder for hypoallergenic poodles.”


    “Yeah, Mitzy would love that.”


    “I’ll figure something out. I’ve got time. But where are we gonna live?”


    “I bought a house a few weeks after I moved to Confluence. It’s not huge, but the neighborhood is good, and the decorator I hired has been working on it for a while, so there’s some furniture.”


    “I don’t understand. If you had a house, why’d you stay in Camelot?”


    His eyes got soft, and he ran a thumb along her jaw. “You.”


    “Me?”


    “I couldn’t be away from you.”


    Her pulse skipped, and she nestled her cheek against his chest. He held her head against him, and they stood that way for a long, long time.


    “Can I kiss you now?” he asked, tilting her chin so she looked at him.


    “Wait.” She held up a finger to his lips. “I almost forgot. I brought you something.”


    She leaned back and rummaged through her purse, digging out the letter she wrote him and the little package.


    “What’s this for?” He shook the package.


    “For waiting for me.”


    The lines around his eyes relaxed.


    “Open it,” she urged.


    He tore off the shiny brown wrapping paper. “A cat-shaped letter opener?”


    “It goes with this.” She slipped the thick envelope into his hand. “I know you have a thing about opening letters, so I figured I’d help out with that.”


    He flashed his dimples at her and slid the opener along the top of the envelope, breaking the seal and reading the first page. “Luce,” he whispered.


    “I couldn’t remember exactly when I fell in love with you, so I wrote down all the times I knew I loved you.”


    His gentle expression was unreadable as he shuffled through the pages. “Some of these are from things from when we were in Florida?”


    “Well, yeah. I was kind of in love with you back then, too.”


    The Adam’s apple in his throat worked. “Most of the pages are blank?”


    She rolled her eyes dramatically. “Well, I didn’t actually expect you to open it.”


    He tossed her a bland look.


    “Kidding.” She trailed a finger along the edge of the papers. “Figured I’d need lots of pages so I could fill them in for the rest of our lives.”


    He searched her face, his golden eyes probing, consuming her. She moved her hands up along his sweater, along the ridges of his chest to his neck.


    He kissed her then. Thoroughly.


    When he broke the connection, the hope of a lifetime together reflected in his eyes. “I won.”


    “No, I think I did.” She stroked the tender spot under his ear.


    “Are we getting married?”


    “Yeah,” she replied.


    “Then I won.”


    With those words, the pieces of herself she’d spent so much time barely holding together finally bound tight. Whatever he might think, clear to her bones she held the knowledge that she had won.

  




  
    Epilogue


    The KDVX live news van was parked in the dirt lot at the Miracle Mike Festival. A crowd had gathered to watch the interview as it broadcast on the five-thirty news. The rooster actually spoke this time. William grinned from his perch on the van’s step. Lucy had insisted on taking the headless chicken interview. Turned out she had a bit of a competitive streak and wanted to prove the rooster would talk to her. He hadn’t believed it could be done. She was proving him wrong.


    With the sun tucked behind a large cloud, the dry heat of summer in Confluence took a break. It didn’t matter, though. Lucy was oblivious to the world around her when on the job. In the summer heat or a winter blizzard, she didn’t care once the camera rolled. His wife was funny like that.


    Yeah, he had married her. It’d been almost a year now with no signs of the honeymoon being over yet. About two point five seconds after she’d accepted his proposal, he dragged her to the courthouse, and in front of God and a judge, they vowed to love each other as long as they lived. That was a lie, though. If any kind of afterlife existed, he’d love her then, too.


    She now owned half of everything that was his, including KDVX. Apparently, that made it okay that she worked there sometimes. She didn’t hang out at the station often, but every once in a while she’d tackle a story “to keep her skills sharp.” That wasn’t the whole truth, but he understood she got off on the high of being on camera, and he loved that about her.


    These days, The Butterfly House Foundation she’d dreamed up took most of her attention. The story she’d reported about the school district, bullying, and their ineffectiveness to handle the situation, drew an abundance of unwanted attention to the school board. To solve their public relations nightmare, they worked with Lucy to create a foundation addressing an anti-bullying agenda. Thanks to Lucy, kids throughout Confluence now had in-school programs, after-school programs, you-name-it programs, all working to solve the issue. At the moment, the groups were full, with a waiting list. That was unacceptable to Lucy. She worked overtime to figure out how to expand their capacity. That was unacceptable to William because it bit into their time together. He was working on hiring an assistant for her. She hadn’t agreed yet, but she would.


    “Guess who got a rooster to talk?” Lucy sauntered toward him, her skirt molded to the curves of her hips.


    He stood and dusted the dirt from his jeans. “You certainly have a way with cock.”


    She snorted. “C’mon, I’ve been saving my calories all week for a funnel cake. There’s a place that puts whipped cream and those sugar-covered marshmallow chicken things on top.”


    “Peeps?” he asked.


    Her eyes danced. “I heard they even lop off the heads before they serve them. Isn’t that awesome?”


    Yeah, she fit right in here at Confluence.


    She grabbed his hand and made her way through the crowd. “If there’s a food truck filled with marshmallow chicken heads, I wonder if they’d let me buy just the heads?”


    “Anything you want, Princess.”


    “Have you talked to Parker, lately?” she asked.


    Parker continued to keep track of William’s investments in Colorado Springs. He’d turned that station around in only a few months. They’d been in the black for months, and everyone had kept their jobs.


    “Yesterday.”


    “Allie?”


    “Same.”


    Lucy glanced away. “I’m sorry.”


    He threaded her fingers with his and squeezed.


    Turned out there really was a booth that sold funnel cakes with headless chicken Peeps on top.


    “How much for a bag of the marshmallow head things?” William asked the concession guy.


    “No one’s ever asked that before,” he replied. “Twenty dollars, I guess?”


    “We’ll take them. And whatever Lucy wants.” William tugged out his wallet.


    Lucy’s eyes lit up, and the way her face went soft for William when the concession guy handed over the huge bag of marshmallows made it worth every dollar.


    They stopped at a table near the kid’s play area where toddlers climbed on oversize plastic farm animals. The bluegrass band on the stage warmed up for their set, and Lucy dusted the powdered sugar from a chunk of funnel cake. Yeah, life was pretty amazing these days.


    “I confess I’ve been thinking.” Lucy sat beside him and leaned her shoulder against his arm.


    “We’re confessing? What’re you putting on the line?” He breathed in the scent of coconut on her hair. Heaven.


    She held up the bag of marshmallow heads.


    “Must be serious if you’re willing to put your heads on the line.” He reached into his pocket. “I’ve got keys to the truck and my last stick of gum. You go first.”


    She flicked at the powdered sugar on the side of her plate. “I confess I’ve been thinking that maybe we should start planning our family.”


    Warmth that had nothing to do with the summer filled his gut. He turned her to him and ran the pad of his thumb along her jaw, studying the freckles on her nose. There were eight of them. He’d counted.


    “You ready for that?” he asked seriously.


    “Yes,” she said on a breath.


    He swallowed. Hard. “That’s amazing, Luce. That’s—”


    And then she kissed him, and she was his.


    And he could breathe.
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