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Chapter One

 

 

I am psychic. I do not see dead people or have visions of the future, but I can hear things—the thoughts inside the minds of others. Though, nothing prepared me for the shock of hearing my name in the thoughts blowing NASCAR laps around my brain.

Three tequila shots past sober to any degree, my head swam with voices of unspoken hopes and desperations, judgings, and rationalizations. Then the sound of my own name broke through, whispered on a wish. I scanned the dark interior of the Big Red Brew Pub—a couple in the corner, a group of bachelorettes, a few guys playing pool, a couple of random people filling barstools down from mine, and Jace Laugherty. Huh.

A symphony of nostalgia washed over me, drowning me in feelings I had long ago forgotten. I wrestled with my mind, trying to clear everyone out but him. Sadness radiated from him in waves, slamming into me with hurricane force. His heart ached, but I couldn’t focus enough to determine the cause.

It didn’t, however, escape me as ironic that, during the twelve years I had been gone, I’d not thought of him more than a few times—and then only because his name had been splashed across the sports page for more than six months of each year. At the moment, I could think of nothing else.

Unfortunately, though, in the same place at the same time—four barstools separated us—his sorrow caused such blindness he didn’t realize how little space, virtual feet . His mind whispered my name because—surprising to me—my sister and his brother had flown across the country for their wedding on Saturday. Despite the presumed happy news, Jace sat knee deep in mourning. My sister had chosen Max over him. Poor Jace had chosen the wrong sister to pin his hopes on. Without knowing what he’d done, he’d beckoned for me. Okay, maybe not. But his thoughts used my name, and he looked good—really, really good.

I ordered two more shots then walked the five steps to where he sat chatting with a dumb blonde. Her single train of thought centered on the shampoo/conditioner combo that made his hair look so “dreamy.” Unable to stop myself, I groaned aloud, setting a shot in front of him before taking the empty barstool at his elbow. “You look like you need a distraction.”

“Excuse me?” One more huff or puff and the blonde bimbette’s top would lose all effectiveness and her ample bosom would spill across the bar. “We’re talking here.”

Silicone made me mean. “Oh, blow away, Barbie. I knew him first.”

Jace glanced at me. His eyes widened, a crooked grin replacing the glum look the blonde had chosen to ignore. “Lyric?”

“It’s been a long time.”

Surprise lifted his eyebrows. He leaned forward to wrap both arms around me. My memories fogged all other thoughts, dispelled every sound. He’d been my next-door neighbor after my parents dumped me at Gran’s at the tender age of eleven. His place in my young life had left its mark on my adult being. He’d never treated me like I belonged in a sideshow at the county fair. He’d been the first boy I’d ever kissed, the first boy I’d ever loved, the one person in my home state of Texas I’d considered a friend.

“What’re you doing here?” Before the words left his throat, his mind filled in the gap. Of course. She’s here for the wedding.

“No. Actually, I didn’t even know about it until you thought of it. I’m working here.” I worked in Vegas a lot, hence the need for the apartment upstairs.

He drank his shot then slid the empty glass from one hand to the other across the scarred wooden bar.

I hadn’t spoken to Melody in more than two years, but I still stung over the slight of not being invited—at the very least, told. I gulped my own drink in a quick bitter swallow then slammed the glass next to his. He motioned for two more.

“I always thought you were Mel’s destiny.” When I hurt, I liked to share the pain—my words had hit their mark.

“So did I.”

We downed our next drinks. The bartender, keeping one eye on us and the other on her work, busied her mind with wondering how she could get Jace to take her home. I wiggled my eyebrows, earning a glare from her. I couldn’t restrain a chuckle.

“What?” His face crinkled with the question.

“Oh, just random girl thoughts.”

“Yours or someone else’s?” He knew me so well.

“Doesn’t matter.”

We drank in silence, each lamenting the states of our lives. I was more than a little lonesome, and he sat, trying to figure out how he’d messed things up with Mel. Lucky for him, the alcohol made me giddy rather than morose, so it was easy to push those thoughts to the far corners of my brain. Because of the alcohol, his thoughts were as fuzzy to me as my own. I seldom had to play on a level field, and I didn’t care for it with Jace.

He turned, and full-on, OMG, smoking hotness delighted my eyeballs. His blond hair, always too long, shone in silky waves with finger trails running through the top—his nervous habit often disrupted his follicles. His eyes, though sad, were as blue as a scorching Texas sky. His body—toned, muscled, long, lean—said he dedicated himself to staying in shape, to keeping his athlete’s form. A shiver of the attraction I had run from at sixteen crept up my spine.

Jace, too, felt the effects of the Patron. “Did you know you have a very odd name? I mean, standing alone, it’s kind of pretty. But your sister’s name’s Melody.” He shook his head. “Who does that? Lyric and Melody. A song.”

“Wow.” I pushed his shot glass away before the bartender could refill it. “No more alcohol for you. You insulted me.”

“Was your mom into music?”

“I think so. Maybe.” I chuckled at the irony of the situation. “Who’re you to talk, Jasper?”

“Hey, my name’s cool.” He jabbed a thumb against his chest to emphasize his point.

“Only because that vampire movie made it cool. You used to hate your name.” A memory, long forgotten, slipped into my mind before I realized it had happened.

“Oh, I still do.” His head bobbled in agreement.

“Then don’t make fun of mine, mean boy.”

He laughed and caressed my cheek with the pad of his finger. The tingles slipped along my skin, badder than ever. “I always thought it would be so cool to be able to do what you do.”

I shook my head. “It’s not always cool.”

“How can you say that? You know what everyone thinks.”

I sat up straighter. “Allow me to explain.”

“Please do.”

“Thank you.” I searched my alcohol-addled brain for an explanation. After a few minutes, I settled on my morning ritual. “Okay. So, you get up in the morning and you need a cup of coffee. You go out to the kitchen and…. Oh, no!” Slapping my hands to my cheeks, I had a Macaulay Culkin/Home Alone moment. “You’re out. You rush into the bedroom to throw on a pair of sweats. All you can think of is the first drink. It’s your sole reason for living. You aren’t worried about the toothbrush or the shower. There is plenty of time for hygiene after your first miraculous, life-giving taste.”

“I don’t drink coffee.”

I sighed. “Don’t be difficult.” I shook my head. “As I was saying, you throw on a pair of sweats and race down the block to Starbucks, a double-shot mocha latte fogging all rhyme and reason.” I waved my arms while I told the story, on occasion forcing him to back up or duck his head to avoid a slap in the face.

“Girls.”

“What?”

“Real men don’t drink double-shot mocha anything.”

“This is my story. You hush.” Smiling, I laid a finger over his lips. “Anyway, you’re standing in Starbucks, and it’s clear you just rolled out of bed.” I shrugged, making my disgusted face. “Now, the truth is, people hardly every say anything about the tousled hair or lack of a shower, but despite popular belief, very few people find bedhead sexy. How do you think I know?”

He tilted his head, his lids at half-mast.

“People don’t say it, but they think it.”

“I think bedhead is very sexy, especially if I’m the one who made it that way.” He winked and heat zoomed up my neck.

I chuckled. “Good Lord, Jasper. Do you ever turn it off?”

“No. Can you ever turn it off?”

“No, but unless I am drinking, I can control it pretty well.”

“Yeah. Me, too.” He laughed, and my toes gave an involuntary curl.

Same old Jace.

“Can you hear what all of these people are thinking?” He pointed to a table in the corner. “What’s going on with them?”

“Jace.” For the first time, he asked me to haul my talents out for show and tell. For the first time, he treated me as an oddity. It might have hurt had I not been knee deep in a big bottle of Jose Cuervo.

“Just them. Then I’ll never ask you to do it again. I promise.”

I blew out a tequila-breath sigh. “Fine.”

I tried to clear my own hazy thoughts away to focus on the couple in the corner booth. They were one of those twenty-something couples who’d ventured away from the Strip, looking for a bit of peace and quiet for a romantic evening. At least, her plan included romance. His, on the other hand, revolved around his search for the world’s best hot wings.

Pretty, long chestnut hair similar to my own, with sparkling green eyes and a tan achieved by hours upon hours of sun worship, she encompassed the very idea of the All-American girl. Dark haired, dark eyed, the guy dug into his third plate of all-you-can-eat chicken wings while she watched his enthusiasm.

I honed in on the girl. “She’s thinking—no, hoping, that tonight’s the night he asks her to marry him. She’s picturing an obscenely big brick house with a library filled with first editions, maybe a swimming pool.” I paused, a picture of the house floating across my mind. Her thoughts meshed into mine, and I clutched my shirt over my heart. “Aw, she added a couple of kids. Oh, a dog, too.” It painted a sweet picture reminiscent of the American dream—the one little girls grow up seeing in their fantasies until some stupid jerk yanks the rug out from under them.

“What about him?”

When I shifted my focus, I had to lean back. The change sent a perfectly still room into a spin. I waited for it to slow to a stop then tried again. The younger man’s thoughts combined with mine, forcing a laugh to bubble up from deep in my stomach. “He’s thinking, Damn. These wings are good.”

Jace turned to the bar, his good mood fading by the second. “That poor guy. If you had a heart,” he muttered, “you’d go over there and tell him to run.”

“Oh, poor little Jasper. One little relationship disaster and you swear off marriage forever.” I rubbed a hand down his arm, my fingers tingling at the contact.

He rolled his eyes at me. “This is not my first broken heart, you know.” His melancholy seemed to ease enough to let a glimmer or two of his former happy self poke through. The twinkle reappeared in his bright-blue eyes.

Resting my chin on my fist, I leaned in. “Well, do tell.”

He pushed a piece of hair behind my ear. “So pretty.”

“Shut up and get on with the story.”

“I guess that wouldn’t be so impossible, would it? Not for you anyway?”

“What are you talking about?” I couldn’t help my confusion. He talked in circles.

“For me to shut up and tell you my story at the same time.” He spoke with over-enunciated precision, as though I had comprehension issues.

“Stop stalling and spill it, funny man.”

“Still so bossy.”

I slanted a glance his way.

“Fine. I was eighteen, and there was this pretty little neighbor girl. I could tell without being able to read minds she thought I hung the stars and the moon.”

I rolled my eyes. “So full of yourself.” But I wanted to hear his version of the story, since I shared this memory.

“Shh.” His thumb brushed over my lips. Holy crap. “Anyway, she thought I hung the stars and the moon and, for her, I probably would’ve tried.” His gaze pointed into mine causing a hitch in my breath. Turning blue seemed a small price to pay. “So, one night, I worked up the courage to kiss her.” He cupped my cheek. “It was everything I knew it would be.”

“What’s that?” My voice rasped, a throaty whisper I had trouble recognizing.

“Perfection.” His tangled his fingers in my hair as his gaze captured mine. After a few long seconds, he blinked, breaking the spell. His hand dropped. “So, the next day, I woke up so excited, I rushed over to her house. But her sister told me she was gone, left in the night without so much as a note. Just took my heart and blew out of town.”

“Jace—”

“You know”—he signaled for two more shots—“it’s probably her fault I’m so torn up now over her sister.”

I needed to turn this conversation around before I embarrassed myself. “I’m going to ignore that and ask how you could fall in love with Melody anyway.”

“She’s your sister. You tell me.”

I shook my head, angling my body away. “I don’t see it.”

“Why not?” He frowned, but I had no deep desire to know why so, instead of poking around inside his head, I searched my own mind for an answer to his question.

“She’s freaking weird.”

He looked surprised. “You think so?”

“Oh, yeah. Definitely. I mean, you know how people say ‘Holy mother of’ insert God or Buddha or whoever they find religiously fitting?”

He nodded, a slow grin making its way across his lips.

“Not Mel. She says things like ‘Holy mother of mayonnaise’ and ‘Oh, for the love of ketchup.’” I shook my head then took my shot. “I mean, who does that?”

“I always thought it was cute. Kind of quirky.”

“That’s infatuation clouding your good judgment.” I shook my head. “You dodged a bullet there, pal. Did you really want to spend your life with someone who can, at best, be described as a condiment worshipper? Really?” In truth, aside from the horrible argument we’d had and the fact she had neglected to call to tell me about her wedding, I couldn’t find much about Mel that didn’t speak to her utter perfection. “She’d probably name your kids something like Mustard or Guacamole.”

“Well, it’s still all your fault I’m sitting here with a shattered heart and no faith whatsoever in my ability to find true love.”

“When did you get so needy?”

“Needy?” His eyes narrowed, his mouth dropped open, and his hand rubbed over his broken heart. While watching the path, I clenched a fist, holding it firmly on my lap to control the itch to touch him again.

“There are at least five chicks in this bar checking you out. If you play your cards right, you can have any one of them kissing it better tonight and sharing breakfast in bed in the morning.”

He spun his barstool to face the crowd. “Who?”

I sighed. “Well, the bartender is wondering if sneezing into my drink will make me leave.”

“That’s disgusting. Who else?”

“The girl in the red’s waiting for me to get up to go to the bathroom because not only does she want to rock your world, but she knows who you are. Baseball fanatic, I guess.” I waved my hand, deeming the fact insignificant.

“Nah. Too plastic for me. Who else?”

I skimmed the thoughts floating around the bar, but he looked at me, up then down then up again.

Jace Laugherty had developed standards. I would have never guessed. “Okay. That group of girls over there?” I pointed to where five women, all dressed in bachelorette T-shirts, gawked at Jace, not bothering to hide their interest. “Two of them are all lusted up over the idea of running their lovely new manicures through your silky-soft hair while you gaze into their eyes and realize you have not one, but two soul mates. They’re best friends. They share everything.” I laughed. “Very sister wives of them.”

“Two? Cool.”

I made a face at him. “Perv.”

As suddenly as he’d become playful, he turned the tables, gazing at me while holding my hand between both of his. “What about you, my little Lyric? Can you see yourself kissing it better?”

Hell, yes, I could. I cleared my throat, blinking away the stars in my eyes. “You’d better stick to the barflies and the bachelorettes, mean boy. Flirting with me is pretty useless.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded, pulling away.

“Why is that?” Jace had never met a challenge he didn’t like, and I’d just issued one by accident. Maybe.

If my hammering heart hadn’t been enough to set me on the run, the mischief written on his face would have had me searching out the nearest exit at warp speed. I hopped off the barstool and swayed, certain my next move would be to hit the floor.

Jace’s arms came around me, and a new kind of dizzy clouded my vision. “Where’re you going?”

“You’re too sexy and too pretty, and I’m weak. I should go before I do something stupid.”

His eyes, the exact color of the most comfy jeans I owned, half closed as he looked into mine. “You can’t say something like that then leave me here alone,” he whispered.

“I have to work tomorrow, Jace.” My pitiful excuse sounded weak, but spoke truth. I had to meet the attorney I’d been hired to assist the next day—hungover wouldn’t speak to the first impression I wanted to make. But the urge to stay with him held stronger than my itch to be on time for a work meeting eight hours later. “Bathroom, then?” I needed a minute, at least, to calm my racing heart.

He nodded, and even though my curiosity to know what ideas spun around his head niggled my mind, I kept my nose out of it. Others didn’t fare quite so lucky. The wing guy and his woman engaged in a mental battle of wills, telling me, as she brushed past me to the door, there would be no proposal coming any time soon. Behind them, all that remained was a cloud of perfume coupled with anger. As he followed her out, he remained clueless, having no idea what he’d done—or not done—to cause her hasty exit. Poor guy. His immediate future centered on a long night of groveling while he watched her cry.

A man alone at a table grieved the loss of his wife, lamenting how he would never again feel her arms around him. As I moved toward him, he thought I reminded him of her, and a wave of sadness slammed into me, taking my breath away. I smiled, a soft curve of my lips rather than my normal one of happiness. I said a quiet prayer that he would be able to find peace somewhere.

Once in the bathroom, I splashed water on my face then leaned against the sink, bracing one hand on each side of the porcelain. Get a grip. It’s Jace, and he’s in love with your sister, dumbass.

I blew out a breath, fogging the mirror, then looked at myself through the mist on the glass. I deserved better than being any man’s second choice, and Jace freaking Laugherty could just deal with it. There would be no hanky-panky or kissy face or any other kind of romantic notions going on. I strolled out, a new confidence in my step. Jace had a bachelorette on each side, vying for his attention.

His eyes caught mine. “Help,” he mouthed. I stopped in my tracks, crossing my arms. “Please?”

Nodding, I wrapped myself around him, slanting a coy glance his way. “Would you like to dance?”

“Yes.”

The girls stared at me, open mouthed.

Jace took the lead to the very tiny dance floor. “Pretend I’m asking you to marry me.”

“Um, no.” Maybe once upon a time, but at twenty-eight, that particular game of make-believe held no appeal—even with him. Especially with him.

His acquaintance with rejection lacked apparent frequency, and his frown deepened. “Why not?”

I didn’t have a reason other than drunken meanness. “Because.” I thought as fast as I could spin the lies in my mind. “There’s nothing in it for me. If you want me to pretend, tell me what you would really say to the girl you’d ask to spend her life with you.” I frowned, and our faces matched. “Pretend I’m Mel.” Adding insult to injury seemed to be my MO for the day.

“Why?”

“It amuses me.”

His big baby blues narrowed.

“Come on. And be serious, or I will say no. Then your little fan club won’t have any reason to think you’re taken, and it’ll be on all over again.”

“Lyric, that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

I pulled away, taking a step before he grabbed my elbow and propelled me into his arms.

“Fine. Give me a minute.”

I waited, almost giving in to the urge to check his thoughts.

“Okay. Here goes. No laughing.”

I nodded my promise.

“A while ago, I started thinking about the kind of girl I wanted to spend my life with. I knew she would have to be smart and passionate. She would have to be loving, too, but I could never put a face to what I was looking for. I knew the woman I needed to find was already here.” He brought our linked hands up to cover his heart. “I always knew that when the time was right, I would know her, recognize her as a part of me.” He leaned his forehead against mine. “Now, I have a face to put with all I dreamed she would be—all you are.” He dropped down on one knee. “I want to be the guy you dream of because you’re the girl of my dreams. I want to be with someone who’s my beginning and my ending. You were my beginning before I knew it, and I don’t want a happy ending without you in it. Will you marry me?”

Snapping my jaw shut, I nodded. “Did you tell her that?” I squeaked. “She would have said yes.” Well, she would have if she had half a brain. I had to wonder.

He stood. “Don’t punch me,” he whispered a split second before his lips captured mine. The effect of the alcohol, his words, and our bodies pressed together square inch by square inch had me envisioning myself buying the gown, calling the preacher, and reserving the hall. My world tilted, and I glanced back in time at my sixteen-year-old self in the arms of the hot boy who had lived next door—the boy who’d watched me fall off my bike and, instead of laughing, worried I’d been hurt. The boy who’d thought it so cool I possessed the skills of a freak. The boy who’d stolen my heart when I’d been too young to appreciate the theft.

After drawing away with painful slowness, I blew out a long, steady breath. “Good speech.”

“I know.” Jace had never been the strong, silent type. His personality characterized the loud, confident guy who stole every glance in every room and knew it. I’d once found it part of his charm, though sometimes, it made me want to smack him around a little. I straddled the fence at the moment.


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Every cell in my body scorched at his touch, clouding my ability to reason or recognize the decision to speak a bad idea. “Wanna get out of here?”

Jace nodded twice, an almost imperceptible motion.

“Where are you staying?”

“Melody has us all registered on the Strip.”

“Oh.” Of course she did. She would fit right in there. For her, the excitement would be unmarred by the thousands of voices wishing for their big payout. I laced my fingers through his while walking backward four steps, leading him toward the rear of the building. “Come on.”

“Should we get a cab?”

For one second, I poked around in his thoughts. He didn’t want to drive, and I had no business behind the wheel of anything.

I shook my head. “No, we aren’t going far.”

I turned around, leading the way. A set of stairs, hidden behind a cooler at the far end of the bar, led to my apartment. As we climbed, I brushed away the temptation to sneak into his mind. I wasn’t taking him upstairs to have my wicked way with him—although, I couldn’t rule out the possibility. I’d simply missed him, didn’t want the night to end, and couldn’t stand being in the bar anymore. When we reached the top of the steps, I pushed open the door and looked back at him before stepping inside.

“Come in,” I said, when he remained in the small hallway. “It’s okay. I own it.”

He cocked his head but followed. “You own it?”

“Whole building.” I shrugged. “My financial manager found it, and since I work here so often, he thought I should have a place of my own.” I shook my head. “I have a house in Savannah I bought last year. It’s big and historical. Have you ever seen the house in The Notebook?”

Jace’s confusion was comical as his eyebrows cinched together, his lids narrowed, and his mouth puckered in. I almost couldn’t hide my mirth. “The one he remodels?”

“No.”

“The one she lives in?”

“Not that one either.”

“Which one?”

“It doesn’t look like any house in the movie. I just wanted to see if you were a Ryan Gosling fan.” I chuckled.

“Cute.” He shook his head, the scent of his cologne traveling on the air to my delighted nose. “What do you do that you work here so often?” He stood in my living space, investigating the scarce bits of memorabilia I had collected over the years. He held a picture of me and my roommate, George, at a black-tie fundraiser for some foundation he had founded.

“I’m a jury consultant. I work a lot for an attorney here. He thinks I have special insights.” I shrugged with over-affected modesty. “You know, I read people pretty well.”

Jace grinned, and my heart’s rpms could have powered an eighteen-wheeler. “Do you? I haven’t noticed anything special.”

“I try not to flaunt how amazing I am.”

He replaced the frame then walked to the sofa, running his fingers along the smooth fabric of the arm before he bent his body to sit. “This is really nice, Lyric.”

I looked around the room. I had to agree, though I’d had nothing much to do with a lot of it except financing the purchases. My roommate and the building’s caretaker, George Chancellor Philmore-Michels, had been a trust-fund baby until he’d chosen to dedicate his life to the less fortunate. Then, he’d gone bat-crap crazy and given all the money away, preferring to live off of the pitiful amounts of money I sent him for keeping my place nice. I would’ve paid him more, but he refused to take it. The one fault he owned, in my rose-colored opinion, was his dedication to finding and dating every available woman in the surrounding counties. The latest object of his nightly affection sauntered on drunken legs out of his room, wearing his T-shirt and little else.

She stood at a towering five ten, at least three feet of which was comprised of long, tanned leg. Her hair, though she’d very obviously just been benefitting from George’s amorous attentions, framed her face to perfection. Her boobs jutted high on her chest and could have provided a shelf for books if she’d desired to use them that way. She plopped down next to Jace on the couch, ignoring me as though I’d faded to invisibility.

“Hi. I’m Ciara.” She drew out the syllables: See-Are-Uh. Oh, boy. Even my thoughts hated her. Hers, on the other hand, ran to the bulge in his jeans and whether or not she could convince him to join her and George. Slut.

“Hello, Ciara. I’m Jace.” To his credit, his eyes stayed on her face, ignoring the mile of leg she had curled onto his thigh.

George picked that moment to step out of his room, wearing boxers, bare-chested, his usual smug expression prettying up his features. I shook my head, and he rushed to greet me with a hug.

“Hello, beautiful.” Lifting me off my feet, he spun me in a wide circle before setting me on the floor.

I wrapped my arms around him. “Hello, yourself.”

“I didn’t know you were in town.”

I pulled away, wondering how he had missed my dishes in the sink or, at least, my laundry piled on the dryer in the closet. “George, I’ve been here for two days already.”

His eyebrows raised, almost making his forehead disappear under his caramel-colored boy-band bangs. His hair wasn’t long because he intended to be trendy, but, rather, because he didn’t care enough what others thought to take the time to get it cut. “Really?”

I nodded.

He frowned. “How did I not know?”

I shrugged ending the conversation. He turned to look at his latest conquest sitting by Jace.

“You brought home a little snack for yourself.” His voice dropped to a conspiracy theory whisper. “You trashy Jezebel.”

“Jace is an old friend, and people who live in slutty glass houses shouldn’t even look at stones.”

Moving with the grace of a feline, he scooped his date off the couch and looked at me over his shoulder. “My stones are just dandy, thank you very much.”

His date offered a bit of resistance. “But I was getting to know Jack,” she whined, either too drunk or too dumb to get his name right. Squirming, she reached out for Jace who smiled but moved not another muscle.

“Jack doesn’t belong to us, sweetie. We have plenty of our own toys in the bedroom.” He wiggled his eyebrows at me, and she giggled. “See you in the morning.”

Before I could form a reply, the door latch clicked into place behind them, leaving Jace and me, once again, alone.

I didn’t have to be a mind reader to see the question in his eyes. “Roommate. He takes care of the building while I’m working.”

Jace leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. Neither of us spoke for so long, I began shifting from one foot to the other. “I went to one of your games.” He’d pitched an almost-perfect game—a one hitter. In an unfortunate turn of events, the single hit he’d allowed had shot over the left-field wall, and Atlanta had lost the game 1-0. “George loves baseball. He wanted to go, so we went while I was in Savannah buying my house.”

“Did we win?”

I shook my head.

He laughed. “Was I pitching?”

This time, I nodded. “I called out your name. I thought you saw me,” I lied. There’d been standing room only. Thankfully, I’d ordered our nosebleed seats when I planned the trip. He played along. “I thought that was you. I looked for you after, but you must have snuck out.” We crept back to awkward. “So, you are here for work?”

If there existed a single topic to get me talking, it had to be my job. “Yeah. I usually start cases at the beginning and help pick the juries, but this one is for a friend from college.” My stomach churned at the thoughts of the elements missing in the case. “I sat in the last two days to watch. I don’t have a good feeling.”

“You went to college?”

His question was fair, all things considered. I’d run off at sixteen, long before finishing high school. I nodded. “Yep.”

He looked up at me from beneath lashes that made envy crawl into my belly. How was it, I wondered, that men, who had no use for them, were always blessed with long eyelashes while I had to buy mine? I planned to save the question for my heavenly encounter with the Lord. His voice broke into my wandering thoughts. “Lyric, is there a reason you’re practically hugging your countertop?”

I bit the corner of my lip. “Maybe.”

He unfolded his frame, and I resisted the urge to run. “Are you afraid of me?”

I shook my head.

He moved close enough I could feel his body heat, his breath on my skin. “Did you think about me all these years?”

“No,” I whispered.

“Not at all?” He ran his fingers through my hair, watching his hand rather than me. I couldn’t take my eyes off of his face. He had a small scar below his lip, the result of Dylan punching him in tenth grade, busting his mouth open.

“No.” I couldn’t pull enough air into my lungs to make my voice louder.

“Why not?”

“I thought I would miss you too much.” The truth lay in my words. In the morning, however, I could chalk it up to the tequila.

“I missed you. I even looked for you.” He cupped the nape of my neck and I started sinking—fast. If he asked me to strip naked right there in the living room, George’s presence in the other room wouldn’t have stopped me.

“I know.” I’d stayed around Battlecry long enough to see if anyone cared I’d left. He’d been the only one who’d bothered to search at all. He even went to the police, who refused to help since I’d been classified a runaway.

“I always wondered about you. Melody said she talked to you every once in a while, but that was all she would ever tell me.”

I hated to ruin his illusion, but not all twins formed an unbreakable bond at birth. Speaking of Mel…. “I don’t want to be your substitute Melody.”

He smiled, lowering his head to lean against mine. “I think maybe she was my substitute you.”

He moved in closer. The sensation of the kiss shot through me, and I clutched his shirt in my fist. He pressed my hips into the counter. I wanted to know what he thought, wanted to make sure he spoke the truth about my sister, but I couldn’t focus on anything other than his lips caressing mine, the hand at my hip, the racing of my breath as he used the pressure of his own mouth to open mine, the sound of his voice when he moaned. Our bodies mashed together, caused serious and maybe life-threatening palpitations, but the sounds and the touching threw my every other system into utter chaos. My knees weakened, and my stomach fluttered. The kiss went on until I pulled back, out of breath and dizzy. My hands had tangled in his hair, so I slid them down to rest on his chest, in case I wanted to push him away. Yeah, right.

I pulled a long breath in then ducked my head to hiss it out. “I can’t do a…. I can’t…. We shouldn’t. It’s too….” I had no idea why I tried to deny myself. If he could kiss like that, the possibility of his other skills seemed limitless. Yanking the emergency brakes made no sense.

“Lyric.” His hands covered mine where they lay against his heart. “Do your thing. Get inside my brain. This has nothing to do with anyone but you and me.”

Oh, who was I kidding? I was about six seconds past caring whether or not half of the free world traipsed into the bedroom with us, assuming we made it that far. He’d stirred the long-forgotten pot of needs. Besides, it had been eons since anyone but George got lucky in my apartment, and that trend had to stop. I gazed into his eyes, brushing away any left-over doubts.

“So, you wanna bunk in my room tonight? It isn’t as nice as the Strip hotels, and there’s no room service, but I’ll make you coffee in the morning before I go to work.”

He raised his eyebrows. “No room service?”

“No, and there probably isn’t much hot water, either. George has an addiction to hour-long showers, but I make good coffee.”

“I don’t drink coffee.”

I shook my head. “Then I guess there is probably nothing in it for you.” I swallowed hard. “Should I call you a cab?”

“I could learn to like coffee.”

Electricity zinged between us as his lips crushed against mine. Every fantasy I’d ever had about Jace Laugherty came true, and I lost all sense of reason in a rush of sensation. His hand skimmed up my side at the same time his kiss devoured my thoughts.

I broke away to lead him to my bedroom. When we stepped inside, I wheeled to face him and shoved his jacket to the floor. He pressed a quick kiss against my lips and lifted me from my feet, carried me backward to the bed. Gently, he lowered me to the mattress, leaned over for another kiss, and then pulled away to slide his hand down my calf to my less-than-sensible shoe. Sliding the stiletto off, he tossed it over his shoulder then repeated the move with its mate. He pulled me to my feet. I stood a good eight inches shorter than he did. “Those are some pretty hot shoes.”

“Yet, you threw them to the side without any regard for their stylishness.”

“Your shoes aren’t my first concern.” His voice glimmered with his own brand of saucy mischief.

“Then why’d you bring ’em up?”

“We can talk about your footwear later.” He worked the zipper on my dress, the teeth loosening, coming apart as he inched the tab down my back. When the cool air swirled against my bare back, he slid the fabric down my arms, then my torso, letting the silken bundle pool at my feet. He stepped away, his gaze burning my skin, while I resisted the urge to cover myself, my remaining clothing somewhat ineffective. “Wow.”

My extravagances numbered very few but included a shoe collection worth enough to finance a small country and undergarments that made me feel sexy even on days when that description and I were not friends. The black-lace cami and panties hugged my every curve. A matching garter and thigh-high stockings completed the look. Worth every penny. I took in the hunger written on his face. He didn’t move anything but his eyes, which scanned from my neckline to my feet and up again.

“Jace?”

“Hmm?”

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”

My hands fluttered at my sides, nothing to anchor them.

After a moment of utter insecurity, I said, “You still wanna do this?”

“Yeah.” Only the air stirred around him. He remained frozen in his space.

I shook my head, reveling in the girl power and lust. Definitely, worth it. Closing the distance between us, I wrapped my arms around his neck. From that moment on, Jace took complete control.


 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

With the kind of pleased look that could only mean something good—amazing, exceptional, extraordinary—was about to happen, he carried me to my bed.

I chuckled with my head pressed against his neck. Spicy, woodsy, him. “Show-off.”

He set me on the bed. “Just wait.”

Using his knee, he coaxed my legs apart, moving between them, the heat of the skin-to-skin contact intoxicating. He bent in and pressed a searing kiss against my lips, soft but demanding, his tongue probing, but gentle. There was no limit to the things he could do well, but I had a feeling this was his special gift, and I wanted to savor every moment, every touch, every kiss. He lowered me until my back touched the cool fabric of my blanket.

I tore my mouth away, gasping for breath. I needed a minute to get myself together before I lost the power of rational thought. “You might have a few too many clothes on for this.”

“You think?” He stood at his full height, looking down at me. I bit my lip. Something about this man had my body humming already.

“I do. I think you should take a few off, at least.”

He started with the bottom button of his shirt, and I leaned up on my elbows. “No. No. No, Jasper. Do it sexy.” He was a walking erogenous zone who I imagined could wash the dishes so sensually I would be turned on.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “Don’t think I won’t.”

“Well, you’re not getting in this bed until you do.”

He swiped and tapped on his phone for a few long seconds.

“Really, Jace? Texting now?”

“Patience, love.” After a few more taps, sensuous beats throbbed from the small speaker on his cell.

My mouth dropped open. “That, my friend, is not stripper music.”

As he made his way to the middle of the floor, confidence oozed from every step. “No, it’s better.”

And it was. The sound undulated around me, and I wanted to reach for him, touch every inch of his chest, his stomach his…all the way down.

Our gazes met. Oh, my. The slow rhythm was pure sex. “You have that on your phone?” I couldn’t summon more than a whisper.

His eyes glimmered with hunger as he came toward me. “It’s online.”

He leaned forward, one hand on each side of my body, as he lowered his mouth to mine, his lips soft and sweet until mine parted. His kiss changed, driven by hunger and need. Longing swelled in my veins. In front of me, he swirled his hips in a wide circle, then moved back three steps.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his gyrating pelvis, even as his eyes roved over my skin . One by one, he slid the buttons free, his shirt gaping farther open with each move he made. He tossed it onto the floor then stalked to the bed, each move sleek and graceful, oozing sex.

He knelt in front of me and crawled up the side of the bed, his hands sliding along my thighs to the bottom of my cami. He lifted the lace higher, and brushed his mouth against my belly button, the brief touch of his tongue sending quivers racing through my veins. He backed away, still pulsating to the music. His hands skimmed down his stomach, where he yanked his belt free from the loops, letting it join his shirt on the floor. With a deft flick of his fingers, he freed his pants button, dancing closer to the bed again. He took my hands in his, pulling until I sat up straight, staring at the ab muscles now in my face.

I ran a touch over his hot, smooth skin, up his chest, back to his waistband, and lower until I’d pulled the zipper tab down. He moved away again, giving me a full view of his luscious backside as his body continued to sway in time to the music. He looked over his shoulder and lowered one side of his jeans, teasing, tempting me to finish this myself before he had a chance. I sat mesmerized by the hypnotic way he used his body. Every buck and roll of his hips simulated sex. The confidence in each move shot the temperature up another few degrees until sweat glistened on my skin. He didn’t talk, didn’t need to.

I crooked my finger at him, ready to beg him to tear the rest of his clothes off right then. Finally, when his jeans dropped onto the pile, he lifted me so I stood in front of his glorious nakedness. “That was hot.”

“I was inspired.” His smug smile said he knew exactly what he’d done and how intense the picture of him dancing had been. “Now, you seem to be overdressed.”

I reached to remove my own clothes, but he reached out, and I stilled.

“No. Let me.”

His knuckles grazed my skin, shooting fireworks off in my mind. His mouth closed around my nipple, nibbling then sucking until it pebbled. He moved to the other and repeated every move as his fingers glided down my stomach, over my panties to the clips holding my stockings in place. When he finished unfastening, his palms trailed down my thigh, slipping inside the hem of the nylons so that he held side of my thigh. Without breaking the skin-to-skin contact, he pushed the stocking to my ankle, bowing until he was on his knees in front of me, lifting my foot to remove the silk.

His lips pressed against my panties, and I sucked in a deep breath then moaned. Pure heat and need spiraled from his mouth, teasing my skin through the lacy fabric as he worked the other stocking off. With only the garter and my panties between my skin and his lips, I was anxious to rid us of the final barrier, but he captured my hands again as his tongue ravaged me.

I neared the edge, and he’d barely touched anything but my clothes. He tucked his thumbs into my waistband, dragging both pieces of lingerie down in one move while his mouth caressed my skin, causing my knees to weaken. All my bones turned liquid. Every thought in my head escaped in a rush of panting breaths as I climbed higher and higher, ready to take flight.

His finger slid inside me, and the world exploded into every type of light and sound I could have ever imagined. A symphony played in my head—that might have been his phone—and I writhed against the continued pressure of his mouth. For a second, or a minute or a year, I could only focus on him, the way he braced my body to keep me from puddling at his feet, the greedy tongue lapping , the sounds in his throat escaping, humming against my sex. My thoughts remained fluffy clouds of ecstasy as I floated back to earth.

Jace stood, taking me in his arms as he pressed gentle kisses against my shoulder, my neck, my ear. I turned our bodies around so the backs of his knees were against the bed then pushed him to a sitting position. The color drained from his cheeks.

“What?”

“I don’t have a condom.”

“You came to class unprepared? Tsk, tsk, Mr. Laugherty.” I reached into the night table, pulled out a foil packet, and tore into the wrapper with shaky hands. Brushing away all thoughts of expiration dates, I concentrated instead on the hard length of Jace’s erection, trying to do this without the latex flying off and snapping one of us in the face.

I didn’t want to know what he was thinking, so I blanked my own mind in an effort to ignore his thoughts. At last, condom in place, I climbed on his lap, fitting around him, one slow inch at a time until my eyes closed and the whole world narrowed to Jace , until my focus clouded and only he existed, until I panted with the effort of control, Then, I began moving. The most primal of needs blotted out any self-consciousness I might have felt. With each thrust, wanton sound escaped my throat. His lips captured mine, branding me with heat and desire. My body thrashed against his. My hands clawed his back, his shoulders, hanging on as I rose, once again, to a fevered pitch.

He flipped us around without ever breaking contact and pushed into me with desperation, intensity. Our voices rang out together as we toppled over the edge, shuddering and panting as though we’d completed the Iron Man Challenge.

He rolled off, taking me with him, one arm wrapped around my shoulder in a cuddle, the other thrown over his eyes. “Wow.”

I would have answered but was busy trying to bring my breathing back to normal.

He turned his head . “I guess having condoms in a drawer next to your bed means this isn’t your first time?” A single eyebrow quirked heavenward.

“Are you asking if I’m a big old slut?”

He chuckled.

“No. Not a slut, but not an angel. Mostly just nonexistent in that arena.”

He snapped his fingers. “I wanted to be your first.”

“You’re a few years too late.” I laughed at the mock sadness on his face. “Oh, poor baby. I suppose that since you couldn’t be the first you want to hear that you were the best.”

He nodded, his bottom lip jutting out.

“Too cute.” I traced that lip. “You’re definitely in my top ten.”

He shot upright and looked down at me. “There were more than ten?”

There hadn’t even been five. “Don’t judge. Especially when your sexcapades are all over the tabloids, baseball love god.”

His eyes were still wide.

“Okay. Fine. There were three, and you definitely beat the others. That sexy stripper dance alone pole vaulted you right over top of them.”

“Well, I think we need to make sure I stay in the top spot.” He reached for me.

“Yeah? How do you plan to do that?”

He wiggled his eyebrows. “Oh, as the god of baseball and love, I have my ways.” Leaning forward, he pressed a kiss on my stomach.

“Prove it.”

“My pleasure.”

 

I lay with my head on his arm, pleasantly worn out. He twirled my hair around his finger. “Why jury consultant?”

I busied myself with basking in afterglow, but he wanted to chat. Fine. “A friend of mine had to sit through a court case for one of her classes, so I went along. I sat there listening to the case and hearing what the jurors were thinking. I knew the prosecutor wasn’t doing enough for them to be satisfied. So, I started writing down what they wanted to know—things he hadn’t stressed enough in their minds. At the end of the day, I went to him and told him. He brushed me off. I was just some college kid telling a big smart prosecutor what to do, but I went back the next day. I was so hooked, I wanted to do it again.” I ran a fingertip over one of the ridges on his stomach, and his breath caught. I lightly clawed his skin once more, receiving the same response, so I continued while I spoke. “He just wouldn’t listen. But, he was asking himself all these things in his head, and I accidentally”—it had been no accident—“answered one of the questions he hadn’t said out loud. It freaked him out. He threw me out of his office. He called Security and everything.” His eyes looked into mine, while he continued to twine my hair around his finger. “Anyway, that night, he showed up at my dorm and asked me to come to court the next day. I have been working with him ever since.”

“But not on this case?”

“No. This case isn’t his. A girl I know is a secretary or paralegal for a firm here in Las Vegas. Her boyfriend is some up-and-coming associate who is doing the case pro bono. He wants to make a name for himself, so she called and asked me to help out.”

“Is he winning?”

“Nope.”

He grinned. “Is he going to win?”

“I don’t read the future, Jasper.” I moved closer to him, no longer interested in talking.

 

My alarm blared its hateful early morning beep but, instead of reaching over to slap it into silence, I snuggled closer to Jace, using his warmth to hide from my day. I wanted to stay locked into the night.

“Good morning, sweetheart,” he murmured, kissing my shoulder as he smacked the snooze button.

George popped the door open, a cup of french roast and two slices of perfectly slathered toast on a tray. “She is not a morning person.” The know-it-all tone in his voice explained his appearance in my room.

I sat up, snatching the steaming brew, moaning in anticipation of pleasure of my first taste. Before bringing the mug to my lips, I flipped a look at George. “Did you put ice in it?”

“One cube.”

“Cream?”

“Two ounces.”

“Sweetener?”

“Two packets. Exactly the same every single time I make it.” Every morning I’d been in Vegas, at six in the morning, we repeated the exact same conversation.

I took a sip—perfection in a cup. George woke pretty much dressed for his day, ready to tackle the inequalities of the world. I, on the other hand, wore my sheet. “There is a reason you’re my best friend.”

“I know, my love. Shall I make your houseguest a cup as well?”

I laughed. “Feel free to speak directly to the houseguest, George.”

He squinched his face at me then turned his attention to Jace. “Coffee?”

“No, thank you.”

“Very well. This is normally the part of the day where I sit here poking her along into getting ready, but I believe she has been well and adequately poked enough for a few weeks at least.”

I pantomimed a laugh.

“So, I guess, I’ll leave you to it.” He turned, strolling to the door. “See you tonight.”

Sensing Jace’s discomfort with the closeness I shared with my bestie, I said, “Sorry. George knows no boundaries, and he has no filter.”

“Did you and he ever—?”

“Oh, God no. He’s a one-hit wonder in the dating world. I don’t do one-night flings.” Of course, having just the one sip of caffeine in me would make me say stupid things. He probably thought I expected romance, flowers, or—God forbid—a relationship with the promise of a ring. “I didn’t mean I think you should…that we should….” I shut up when he wrapped his arms around my waist.

“For being able to read minds, you’re awful at it.”

I sighed. “I’m trying not to get all into your head. It isn’t always good to know what people are thinking. Remember my Starbucks story?”

“I do, so I’m just going to put this out there. I love the way you look with bedhead.” He kissed my neck, moving down to my shoulder. “Besides, you’re already in my head.”

He twisted my body around, turning his attention to the fun parts of my torso.

“As much as I’d like to hang out here with you, I have to work. So, put that thing away.”

He chuckled and lay back on the bed, looking up at the ceiling. “Hey, Lyric?”

I turned to look over my shoulder at him, tying my robe. He rested on his side, his head perched on his fist.

“I’m glad you were in the bar last night.”

I answered before any regrets had a chance to set in. “Me, too.”

“Are you free tonight?”

“Constitutionally.”

“Socially?”

I hadn’t had any plans on a Friday in ages. “What do you have in mind?”

Something in his expression, the tight line of his mouth, the hooded eyes, told me I wouldn’t be cartwheeling through the living room in joy over his idea. “I have dinner with the family to celebrate the upcoming nuptials, and I thought, I mean, I hoped you could come along.”

“Are you out of your freaking mind?” I supposed I could dabble around a bit and find out, but, sometimes, I experienced actual joy in not knowing.

“Maybe, but I have a family obligation, and I want to spend the evening with you. I found a way to resolve the conflict. It’s quite a brilliant compromise, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t ask you.” The bite in my tone ached in my ears. This idea—dinner with the family—lacked even a shard of anything shiny, bordered instead on lame brained, touched the fine line of stupid.

“But you didn’t deny its brilliance, either.”

“Consider my turning you down a denial of epic proportions.”

“Turning me down?”

I nodded.

“Oh, come on. Surely, you aren’t afraid of your sister?”

“No.” Years of living on my own almost guaranteed if I wanted to, I could take her.

“Your grandma?”

“Yes.” She defined the word formidable and, to my knowledge, she’d never experienced an adverse effect for wielding a wooden spoon when I got out of line. I’d never checked but would have bet my next three paychecks she carried one around in her purse.

“Your folks are going to be there, too.”

“Clearly, you are crazy, in need of some serious psychological pharmaceuticals. Dinner with my sister, my mother, and my grandmother? I wouldn’t go if you promised to show up naked.”

He grinned. “So, you like me naked?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I think you might have missed my point.”

“No, I got your point. You’re scared to face your family. I chose to concentrate on the fact you like me naked.” This Jace, the cocky, arrogant boy I remembered from my childhood, appeared different than the man I’d just crawled out of bed with.

I shrugged. “I plead the fifth.”

He tilted his head to the side, shooting me the sexiest version of puppy-dog eyes I’d ever seen.

“Fine you’re built like a Greek god. It’s a crying shame clothes were invented and the laws of the land require you, of all people, to wear them. Your nudity should be a socially accepted practice.”

“I agree.” He grinned. “Come to dinner with me. Afterward, I’ll take you to my hotel, and we can enjoy room service while defying the laws of the land that require garments.”

“I enjoyed room service this morning.” As an afterthought, I added, “With nary a stitch of clothing whatsoever.”

“I noticed.” The humor, the sexy playfulness evaporated from his voice.

“Are you jealous George didn’t bring you any morning goodies?”

“I can take care of my own morning goodies.” His gaze, as he perused my half-naked body, heated my skin.

“Not this morning, stud. I have to get ready for work. I have a meeting at eight.”

He stood, and I rethought my position in its entirety, imagining all different kinds of positions. “We have plenty of time.” He untied the belt to my robe then slipped his hand around my waist. His lips found mine. “Come back to bed.”

As more giver than taker, I found my own brilliant compromise. “Shower?”

“Oh, you really are a mind reader, woman.”


 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

I strolled into the conference room at Charles & Charles and Associates, practicing my excuse—traffic? Fire? Definitely not because I was getting lucky—for my tardiness. “Sorry, I’m late.” Half an hour. Sue me.

“It’s fine.” The senior Charles motioned to a chair. “My son’s not arrived yet, either.” From his tone, his son’s absence garnered the bigger bone of contention.

The offices could be described as nice, but the conference room was an exercise in extravagance. An oversized crystal chandelier gleamed above a heavy oak round table, which would have befitted King Arthur’s knights. The luxurious chairs were overstuffed, cradling my butt in cushy comfort. A credenza, stocked on top with pastries of every make and model, sat off to one side. A silver tea service glistened on one end while a bucket of ice and assorted bottles of soft drinks sat undisturbed on the other. The designer of this space had envisioned opulence, succeeding in its creation. I imagined if a wealthy client needed to be impressed, this was the go-to room.

Mr. Charles’s assistant offered refreshments.

I stopped her in the middle of her litany of choices. “Bottled water.”

I looked around. Three other attorneys—two I recognized from my days in court along with a woman I had yet to meet—occupied chairs to my left, leaving Mrs. Charles to my right. I saw no reason to wait for an attorney who hadn’t been in court and had no information that would help sway my information to a more favorable light.

“I’ve sat in the last two days, just watching.” I shook my head. “It isn’t going well. The jury loves the prosecutor. She’s smart. Funny, even. She has them hanging on her every word.” I looked at Michael, the lead attorney on the case. “They want more from you on cross. I know. Right now you’re just waiting for the prosecution to make its case, but they wanted you to ask more from the detective who questioned the couple.”

He scoffed without attempting to hide his disdain. “Really?”

“Yeah. They wanted you to ask why he arrested the woman. They feel like he had his cake and you let him eat it, too. He said she lied. She told him her boyfriend got angry when the baby cried. He believed her. But then he turned around and said she was a raving liar. If that’s true, they want to know how he decided what statements to believe. Why did he get to pick which was true and which wasn’t? It’s a good thing because it means they have a problem with him, but they need a push, a way to reinforce so they feel justified.”

“How do you happen to know what they think?” Frost chilled the air with the spoken words.

Wonderful. Angry, insulted lawyers posed a jury consultant’s biggest job hazard. Lawyers I worked with seldom liked me at first sight. It took a while along with a lot of proof before they accepted what I told them. Some gave in without much of a fight. I had a sense Michael wouldn’t be one of them.

“It’s what I do. It’s why I make the money I make, and why my juries rule the way I want.” I fumed, stalling puffs of breath into a long exhale, one short second from putting him and everyone else who doubted in their places.

“So, you tamper with juries?”

How dare he? “Absolutely not. I’ve never talked to a single juror. I read them, their body language, the way they look at each side. It is a skill. It makes me good at what I do. Extraordinarily good.” It comprised half of my skill, but I had no real reason to brag about my hidden talents. However, I might have been willing to bring them out for a little show and tell if he continued to challenge me.

“What is my body language telling you?”

Challenge accepted. Again, I saw no real need to look into his thoughts, but I did it anyway. “It’s telling me you’re an arrogant prick, and no matter what I say in this room, you’re going to do it your way and your client is going to go to jail for a very long time.” Because I was pissed, I continued. “You’re thinking I have no business here telling you what to do because you did your homework on me. My parents roam the country as fake-ass faith healers. I’m a high-school dropout who got her GED and went to college on a dime while you are Harvard educated. You don’t need some smart ass know-it-all sticking her nose into your case. It’ll make you look weak, and you can’t have that while you are trying to earn a partnership for yourself in this firm.”

He stared at me in shock.

“Am. I. Close?”

“Something like that,” he murmured, looking more than a little green.

“Well, since you know everything, you probably already know they think your client seems guilty because she never raises her eyes. She never so much as glances their way. Her head is always down.” I wasn’t going to tell him to fix it. His boss could do it.

“She’s hard to work with. She’s a little dim-witted.”

What? Did he really say that out loud? Mr. Charles, whether sensing danger or just to show that he could, decided to throw a little of his weight into the conversation. “If she’s mentally slow, work with her.”

“I tried.” His face colored with the lie. The secretary, who’d been scribbling my every word onto her notepad, looked up at him and frowned. She’d been the one sent to try to work with the client.

I stepped into the conversation. “She’d probably also benefit from a hairbrush, maybe some better clothes. They have to want to like her to find her innocent. Right now, they don’t.”

“Okay.” The elder Charles tore his attention away, his focus shifting behind me. “Wyatt, I’ll hear your explanation after the meeting.” His stern voice left no room for comment. “This is Miss—”

“Lyric Brenner?”

I glanced up, knowing that voice. My mouth dropped open.

He gazed at me. “How the hell have you been?” He all but lifted me from my chair and wrapped me in an inappropriate hug, his hands creeping toward the danger area. “You look amazing.”

So did he. Wyatt had been my semi-hot item in college when he’d also been semi-hot with half a dozen other girls. After him, no boyfriend’s thoughts remained off-limits. That also explained why there had been no subsequent long-term boyfriends. “I had no idea you were the other half of Charles & Charles.”

He couldn’t hide the bitter ring of his laugh. “I’m not. The other half is my mother. I’m ‘and Associates.’” He sent his mom an adoring smile shining with a faux glow that rivaled her platinum hair color. “If I would’ve known this meeting was with you, I would’ve worked harder to be on time.” He turned to his father. “Lyric and I went to college together.”

“Maybe you could catch up after we’re finished here.” His father had no sense of humor about anything going on at the moment.

Admonished into more appropriate behavior, he took one of the ten empty seats but continued to stare at me like I was dessert after a very long lunch.

I tried to get back into my zone. “Your client’s young. That also goes against her because they see her as an inexperienced mother who could very well have done this to her baby herself. They also don’t buy the fact she told the detective she was too scared to leave her boyfriend. You picked a strong jury, and they don’t believe a woman can’t get out any time she wants. But,” I checked my notes, “juror number six and juror number three want to know where your client’s family members were. If a concerned aunt or cousin or whoever turned her in”—I hadn’t gotten to reading much of the case file yet—“I assume they will be testifying for the prosecutor after the detective is finished?”

Michael nodded.

“You might want to go after the fact her family members didn’t help the girl when she showed up before with marks and bruises. Plant the seed of that person wanting the baby herself. These two jurors are thinking it already and wondering why she would turn the girl in. What was her motive? They want to know before they decide anything.”

“How the hell could you get all that from body language?” Michael reclined in an arms crossed doubting-Thomas pose.

Frustrated, I ran my fingers through my hair. “I know, right? How the hell could I possibly have that kind of insight? The fact is, I don’t know either. I just do, and I know my juries don’t go the other way. I don’t know if I can help you win, because this isn’t a jury I helped pick, but I know you don’t have a chance in hell without me. Whether you hire me or not—”

“We’ve already hired you.” Mr. Charles glared at Michael. Calling my opinions into question put his decision to hire me under the lights, and he didn’t care for it.

“Well, then you should listen to me because I know stuff, even if I can’t explain how.” I beamed at Mr. Charles, who rewarded me with as much of a smile as I suspected he had ever given anyone. He nodded to me. The meeting continued for another two hours before he requested my return to court on Monday.

After we adjourned, Mr. Charles suggested we enjoy a relaxing lunch. The chances of that were less likely than my being crowned queen of Narnia. This lunch constituted a test. He wanted me to perform. If I passed, he wanted to offer me a permanent position with his firm. He mentally calculated how much he would have to ante up to bring me into his tight-knit fold until he turned to his waiting personal assistant.

“Let’s blow them off and go get reacquainted.” Wyatt’s whisper slimed against my ear. He stood there, imagining the kind of reacquainting he wanted.

I did a slow rotate to face him. “Wyatt, as predictable as ever.”

He clutched his heart. “You wound me.”

“I suspect you’ll live.”

“Have dinner with me tonight?”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because I’m too handsome, too charming to resist. And you miss me.”

“Yeah, you’re handsome.” Denying it would have been ridiculous. With his maple-syrup-colored hair and his tall, well-muscled body, he caught a glance or two. But for all the attractive, his dark side overpowered his good looks with a noticeable intensity. “Charming might be a stretch, though, and, make no mistake, I don’t miss you. Plus, I have plans tonight.” I’d arrived late for the meeting because I’d allowed Jace an extra half hour to convince me of his brilliance. He’d used his time well and I’d folded before he finished the first kiss. The twenty-nine minutes that followed were a bonus.

“Then I guess I’ll have to make the most of our lunch.”

“I didn’t hear your dad invite you.” I prayed he hadn’t. I had enough drama in my life at the moment without adding him to the mix.

“Of course he did. He’s the one who said we could catch up after we were through in there. Then he scheduled this lunch after the meeting. I’m invited by default.” He tucked my fingers into his arm, covering them with his own.

Turning from his assistant, Mr. Charles looked at my hand resting on his son’s forearm. I removed my fingers with quiet stealth then slid my palms down my skirt. The frown on Mr. Charles’s face provided irrefutable evidence of his annoyance.

“Ready, Dad?”

“I thought you had a conference this afternoon.” His father’s honest-to-God displeasure should have been my salvation.

“Cancelled.” He sent a pleading look to the assistant, who had yet to leave her boss’s side and whose features colored with her hero-worship of what she believed Wyatt to be. She nodded almost imperceptibly. I fought the urge to scream a warning about him.

“Very well.”

In the limousine hired by Mr. Charles, Wyatt sat next me, pressing his body into mine while his father situated himself across from us in the spacious interior.

Wyatt poured himself a drink from the side bar then leaned back to relax. “I was thinking.” His focus remained on me, but he directed his words to his father. “Lyric said the jury thought Michael is taking too long getting his points across, and he’s losing them. What if I take over the case?”

I wished for the power to send mind messages as his father contemplated the idea before looking to me. If it were any other attorney, I might have agreed, but not Wyatt. While sure he could have the jury swooning if he put his heart into it, I also knew to win he would have to work hard to get past the mistakes Michael had already made. Some facts even charm didn’t supersede. Case in point, he had a mortal allergy to hard work and no pretty words made it less true.

“It’s not going to be easy to overcome all the evidence already established in the case. Michael did his best, but there are a lot of issues.” I used logic in the hopes the idea of all the work he would have to put in would dissuade Wyatt’s new enthusiasm.

“But,” Wyatt countered, his chocolate-colored eyes narrowed, “I have to believe a change in the guard, so to speak, might help in this situation. If they don’t like Michael and we recognize it, is it not our obligation to our client to provide her with the best representation we have available?”

“Yes, but do you know anything about the case? At all?”

“Oh, Lyric.” Nothing about his scoff enchanted me. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m a quick study.” He shot me one of those leering gawks, making my skin try to slither its way off my skeleton.

Mr. Charles sighed. “I suppose we could discuss it with the client.”

It infuriated me no one seemed to know her name. “I’m sure Greta would appreciate that.” Michael might not have been her favorite person—or even a very good lawyer—but Wyatt was the very last thing her case needed.


 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

Lunch provided an exercise in patience—of which I almost ran out. Mr. Charles insisted I demonstrate my skill at reading people while I fended off under-the-table gropes from Wyatt. When Mr. Charles excused himself to speak with the mayor, Wyatt leaned close, setting his hand on my thigh. I picked it up the way I would spoiled chicken, placing it on the table.

“Tell me again why we broke up because I just can’t remember.”

I rolled my eyes. “Was it Macy? Or was her name Marley?”

He chuckled. “Baby, they were flings, one-night distractions to keep my mind off you being too busy for me.”

“Oh”—I slapped my palm against my forehead—“it’s my fault you cheated. That fixes everything, unless of course I should apologize to you.”

He laughed. “You could. It made me feel awful.”

“Dream on, Wyatt.” I injected as much disdain in my tone as possible.

“Oh, come on. People change. Give me another chance.” He could not believe I hadn’t fallen at his feet with wanting to be with him again.

I pretended to think about it. “Nah. I’m good.”

I didn’t have any memories of him that made me cringe in horror, except the one where I found out he cheated. I also had none inducing joy or happiness. They, for the most part, cancelled each other out, leaving behind the pain when I’d discovered he’d been born a cheating man-whore. That one trumped all.

“At least let me try to convince you.” His delivery missed only a whined pretty please.

“Forget it. It’s not gonna happen for you.” Wyatt was nothing if not persistent. “I’m not interested.”

“Oh, baby. You should have learned long ago to never doubt me.” He winked as his father returned to the table. “I might surprise you.”

Lunch wound down after the hundredth time I checked my watch. I only had to endure after-dinner drinks before being released from my forced testing. I took a cab to the apartment and found a note from Jace.

 

I hope you have a wonderful day. I will be smiling my way through whatever the next hours bring, thanks to you. I cannot wait until tonight.

J.

 

I frowned at his reference to our “date.” I didn’t have a chance in hell of facing it without a drink in my hand and a few more in my system before I arrived. The guest list for tonight’s soiree included my parents, who, on discovering my special gifts, had tried to use me in their greedy shame game of Steal From the Poor; my grandmother, who thought I embodied some sort of religious abomination; and my sister, the perfectly perfect counterpart to my evil self, all gathered in one place. My only buffer would be a guy who had chosen me by default but had fallen in true love with my sister. This promised to be quite the night.

My phone tinkled to life in my pocket, signaling a text message.

Jace: Pick you up at seven?

I typed with fingers swiping over the screen at Mach IV.

Lyric: Are you sure you still want me to go?

Jace: I’m not letting you welch out of it. You already agreed.

Yeah. Like I needed him to remind me I had been so easily swayed by his pretty face and soft lips, by his too pretty smile and oh, that body. I sighed at my phone.

Lyric: I know, but you’ll have more fun without me.

Jace: I don’t see how.

Before I could type a reply, my screen flashed his new message.

Jace: Come on, Lyric. I might need a little help getting through tonight, too, you know?

Lyric: I plan to call on my other old friend, Jack Daniels. I highly recommend his soothing nature and have found him very helpful on many occasions.

Jace: So, I’ll pick you up at six and we can get an early start.

Lyric: I’ll meet you there at seven.

Jace: Would have saved a lot of time if you’d just said yes in the beginning.

I laughed, tossing the phone onto the sofa next to me. As though sensing I needed some emotional support, George strolled in the front door, loaded down with bags of groceries. “Now, here sits a girl who is in quite a quandary.”

“Why don’t you ever talk like a normal human? You always talk like you ate the professor.”

He laughed. “I sometimes forget my big words don’t impress you.”

“Aw, Georgie, everything about you impresses me.”

“You flatter me and I think your lover boy might have impressed you a bit more than I ever will, from what I heard rumbling through the walls last night.”

“You heard us?” The hits kept on coming. Heat crawled up my cheeks. Because of the rarity of men in my bedroom, it hadn’t occurred to me to tamp down my erotic enthusiasm. I probably couldn’t have anyway. Jace had skills.

“Just you, love. I didn’t think you had it in you.” He laughed. “Well, from the sound of it, you did, but—”

“Aren’t you a laugh riot today?” I filled him in on the details of my day and the previous night—including having agreed to a visit with the family. “So, either pull out the wine you have hidden in the bottom of that bag or I’m going out to get my own.”

“Mummy and Daddy, too?” His British accent coated every word with a sexiness only he refused to acknowledge. “I won’t even ask for a fair share. You need it all.”

I twisted the cap off then swigged from the bottle. What I adored about George was his lack of pretentiousness. He loved twist-cap wine, ham in a can, and he treated ramen noodle soup as though it was better than a steak dinner.

“Yup, can’t wait.” I spent the next few minutes wishing for the earth to open up and suck me down into whatever lay beneath, but no such luck.

“Well, before you drink too much of my wine, you’d probably better get changed.” He knew my pattern for avoidance. I drank until I gave up caring what I looked like.

“Well, what does one wear to see parents she hasn’t seen since they tried to force her into servitude and a grandmother who thinks demon blood runs through her veins and a sister who will undoubtedly—even though we are identical twins—make me look like I just tumbled through the gutter in my clothes?”

George hauled me off the couch toward my bedroom. “Something so deliciously sexy that even if you have a rotten time, you look exquisite doing it.”

“Do I own anything like that?” In fairness, I had already swigged half the bottle, and I’d barely been able to touch my lunch for all the assessing taking place. I’d drunk on an almost empty stomach, already leaning toward the tipsy side.

“You let me handle that and, I promise, you’ll have their eyes popping out at first glance.”

“I don’t want to look like one of those streetwalkers we all pretend are your dates.”

“You insult me, love. I never have to pay for it.” He chuckled. “I couldn’t afford it anyway.”

I pushed him into my room. “Get on with the dressing me up.”

By the time he finished, I didn’t recognize myself. He’d picked a cream three-quarter sleeve sweater with a cowl neckline and a caramel-colored brushed-suede floor-length skirt then handed me a pair of ankle boots that matched the skirt perfectly and made my legs look longer than I’d ever seen them. He pinned my hair into place. “How do you know how to do hair?”

“Oh, sweetheart.” He spoke in muted tones as though I’d disappointed him. “I have taken enough hairpins out to know how to put them back in.” He grinned, cocky and sure of his talents. “You’re a vision.” He stepped back to admire his work then turned me to face the mirror. “What do you think?”

Touching one of the auburn curls he had left hanging around my face, I smiled at my own reflection. “I guess it’s true what they say. The more wine I drink, the better I look.”

“Not quite the quote.” He chuckled. “Plus, you have an amazing personal style consultant.”

“You, my friend, missed your calling.” I punched his arm. “Are you sure you aren’t gay?”

“Time and place, love. I’m more than willing to prove it to you.”


 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

I’d enjoyed an entertaining—to me, anyway—chat with the cab driver on the way, and my mood had improved from barely hanging on to a divine inner peace by the time I arrived. For safety’s sake, also because I decided I would likely feel the need to make a hasty exit, I was meeting Jace at the bar beneath the restaurant my sister had selected for her pre-wedding dinner. I chose a spot close to the door and slid onto an empty stool then ordered a Jack and Coke.

I’d been here before, but only to the shopping center on the main floor. I’d never been to the basement casino, the top floor restaurant, or any of the hotel rooms between. With its brass rail and granite bar top, this place exuded elegance. I watched a few people I recognized from the courthouse sitting a few stools down, not preparing to have the most dysfunctional dinner of their lives. Jealousy spidered a big sticky web in my stomach. “Lyric.”

Rounding toward the person who’d called my name, I stared in total surprise. I hadn’t ventured far enough into the bar’s sitting area to discover my parents also waiting for my sister, and I bristled as dear old Mommy came up beside me.

“What a surprise.” My mother’s voice had grown breathy, deeper from years of smoking. Her eyes raked over my outfit from sweater to boot. “Sit up straight, darling. You can’t afford to grow a hunched back.”

Nothing like an impromptu parental visit to ruin a very good buzz. My mind swam inside my alcohol-soaked frontal lobe—minus my previous wine-induced happiness—and I had to look twice, but my mother hadn’t changed a bit. Seriously, she looked like a plastic mannequin of herself, stretched and plumped to dispel any telltale wrinkle of age.

“Oh, my sweetheart!” My father joined in the anything-but-happy reunion. “You look wonderful.”

“You haven’t changed a bit.” Her phone-sex voice was a new addition to her repertoire. She was Gucci’d from head to toe, while my father could have been a walking ad for Armani for men. The evangelical business must have been booming if they could afford those fine threads.

I wondered if, somehow, karma had grown a sense of humor and decided to punish me for agreeing to this ill-fated date. “How you have been?” My words slurred across the air at them. I shook it off, trying once more to put the words in the right order. “I mean, how have you been?”

“Have you been drinking?” My mother’s disapproval made her voice deeper. “The Lord says your body is your temple, Lyric. Alcohol is the devil’s poison.”

“Well, tell me…how does the Lord feel about pot, Susan?” I asked, hating that my mother, of all people, had taken the moral high ground. When she failed to answer, I elaborated. “Marijuana? Wacky weed?”

She narrowed her eyes, but her stiff, Botoxed face didn’t change.

“I don’t like the implications you’re making to your mother, Lyric.” My father’s voice carried just enough Ward Cleaver reproach I had the urge to hurl.

Jace walked in, and I cringed as his eyes searched and then met mine.

I turned my attention back to the problem at hand. “Well, Richard, it’s a damn good thing I don’t give a holy crap what you like, or we would both be upset.” No truer words had ever been spoken. “This way, it’s just you, and I’m okay with that.” I nodded. “Yeah. Still okay.”

“I would think, after all these years and all we have done for you”—he dragged each word out to stress its importance—“you would be somewhat welcoming to your parents.” The Lord might not have been a fan of alcohol, but apparently, their God had no problems with the embellishment of truth.

“All you have done for me?” I parroted. “Didn’t God do something with lightning and liars? No, it wasn’t God, it was like Mother Goose or something.” I looked out through the giant picture windows that formed the bar’s backdrop. Stars twinkled in a cloud-free sky. I wondered if there had to be a storm for bolts of electricity to shoot out of the heavens to punish liars. “Probably won’t happen inside a building, but I wouldn’t walk outside if I were you.”

“Come, Susan.” My father’s feet stomped across the tile floor, away from me. “She’s had too much to drink to be civilized.”

I would have flipped him off but couldn’t remember which bird to fly, so I settled for making a face. My parents, without another word, walked away. Jace, who’d arrived in time to see the entire thing, laced his fingers through mine. “That was pretty.”

“You like that? Then dinner should be like a real party for you.” I sucked down my drink and slammed the glass down with attitude. “We should get hats.”

“For the record, I don’t think it was Mother Goose.”

I smiled though my heart weighed heavy. “I can’t do this, Jace. I want to go home.”

He nodded and followed me to the elevator. We waited, neither of us speaking or moving. When I stepped inside, he stood at my elbow. “What’re you doing?”

“Making sure you get home.”

“Yeah.” I nodded then shook my head. “No. That’ll make you late for dinner.” I almost laughed. “Nobody likes to be late for dinner. I can get home. As a matter of fact, I got here no problem all by myself. Well, with the help of a lovely cab driver named Andre.”

“Such a brave girl.”

“Don’t mock me.” I didn’t own an ounce of courage to spare at the moment. In fact, I was one short second from crumbling before his very eyes. It pissed me off. “Listen, I know we were supposed to do this dinner thing and then go have a good time tonight, but I just…I don’t think I can.”

He nodded.

“You see, the thing is, I am in this elevator with you and you look so….” I couldn’t think of a word. “And you smell so….” Again, nothing. “All I can think of is my dad saying I’m ungrateful after all they did for me.” Either the wine or the Jack inspired the true-confessions part of me to come springing forth. “I’m wondering what exactly it is they did for me.” No longer censuring my words or thoughts, everything I thought tumbled out in a rush. “I mean, I should be having hot elevator sex right now, but once again, my parents have found a way to ruin every single thing.”

“Hot elevator sex?” His voice cracked a little.

“Yeah, you know, backed against the wall, skirt over my head. Elevator sex.” Images of Jace and I together, living out my words, flashed in my mind as the elevator crawled downward. Had I not been so distraught over my parents, the King of Clubs security people—who undoubtedly saw many an amateur porn movie on the elevator monitors—would have been able to add another to their naughty files.

“I will take you home, but I reserve the right to revisit the topic of hot elevator sex later on.”

Laughing, I leaned my head against his shoulder. “Deal.” His cologne tickled my olfactory nerves. What the hell. Stop being ridiculous. My mental pep talk continued in my head. You are a grown woman. Who cares about them? He smells good. And he wants you there. Don’t let them ruin anything else in your life. This dinner would be as hard for Jace as it promised to be for me, and I’d given him my word. Besides that, I really did want to see Mel’s face when he strolled in with me. And he smells so good. “You know what? Let’s go to dinner.”

Grinning, he took my hand and kissed it. “I like that idea.” He pushed the button to send the elevator up. “But we are still going to be talking about hot elevator sex later.”

I held up the peace sign. “Scout’s honor.”

He leaned over, sealing the deal with a kiss. “I knew you way back when. So, how come I have never heard about your mom and dad?”

I shrugged. “They aren’t exactly the kind of parents a girl can be proud of. They forgot about us, so we forgot about them.” Rather we’d tried.

He raised his brows in question.

“We moved around a lot when I was a kid. My first day of school was when I went to live with Grandma.”

“Really?”

I nodded against his chest. “I was home schooled, if you can call it that. A lady from the carnival my parents worked for at the time taught me how to read when I was eight. It took forever, but then I just read anything I could get my hands on.” The thoughts of all I’d missed bothered me the most. “Almost every town has a library, so while Susan and Richard partied, after I finished working, I hauled myself down to the library for learning, reading, and wishing. My first home without wheels was with Gran.”

“So, you lived in a trailer. A lot of people do.”

I wanted to believe his words were supportive, to make me feel better, not a defense on my parents’ behalves. Plus, he’d lived the sheltered life of a Laugherty. I doubted he could imagine even a tenth of what my life had been like.

“No. Not a trailer. An RV. A house on wheels but with a motor moving me from town to town where I never had time to make a friend or have a pet or be a normal girl.” Dizziness seeped in, and I swayed. He slid an arm around my waist. I continued my tale of woe. “Once they discovered Mel was normal, they sent her to Gran right away, but they kept me, so I didn’t even have her for a long time.” Boy. Did I sound pathetic or what? “Anyway, it wouldn’t have been all bad except for the loneliness. Since Susan and Richard were always busy trying to score weed, I spent most of my time alone. Then, he got this evangelist thing and…it’s all a scam. His is, anyway. He pretended to heal my uncle Ron, my aunt Lila, and me so people would believe he was some prophet of God with hands blessed by the angels, and they bought it. I mean, those people whipped out cash like he was selling youth, you know? I was ashamed to be a part of it. One day, I just stopped being helpful. I told them I couldn’t do it anymore. I told them I guessed I’d grown out of it. Then they sent me to live with Gran, too.”

The Reader’s Digest condensed version of my life still sounded bad, and he’d scored a front-row seat to the fallout.


 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

By the time we approached the long, over-flowered banquet table, everyone, including my parents, had already been introduced and seated. Jace’s mother sat next to Max on one side while my mother perched next to Mel on the other. One empty seat remained, reserved for Jace. I turned to leave, my strength having vanished. He propelled me back to his side, and we waited for the initial surprise to pass.

“See?” my mother hissed to Melody. “I told you she was here.”

“Well, Mother”—the venom in my tone couldn’t have been stronger without my becoming a snake—“pardon her if she didn’t quite believe you. We might have a trust issue or two where you’re concerned.”

“Oh, for the love of mustard,” Melody groaned, her voice a whisper. I shot Jace a knowing look. “My wedding dinner is going to be a disaster.”

I shrugged. My grandmother stood, greeting me as though she didn’t think me a slight against God. She pulled me in for a tight hug, pinning my arms at my sides. When she stepped away, she reached up to kiss my cheek. “You look beautiful.”

“Thanks, Grandma.”

She motioned for a waiter, demanding he bring another chair. “You sit by me.” She smiled, and nostalgia washed over me. “I’ve missed you so much.”

I considered her with new eyes before I spoke. “I missed you, too.”

“Are you well?”

“Most days.” I scrutinized her, investigating the similarities and the changes in the woman I’d once thought I’d known, knew I hated, and the little old lady hugging me. Grandma hadn’t changed much, still looked way younger than her seventy-plus years. Her middle had thickened, but her hair, as always, seemed perfectly styled. She wore a lavender floor-length dress designed by some magical angel of fashion just for her. “You look like home to me.” Note to self: wine and whiskey make you mushy.

She patted my forearm. “I hoped you would come back to me sooner and forgive me for what I said to you.” Her eyes welled with tears. “Oh, look at me, blubbering like a big, fat old baby. Sit. This is a joyous day. My one girl is getting married, and my other is right where she belongs—with me.” Was that a pointed look she shot at my parents?

My mom frowned, and I felt a surge of love for my grandma. My father nodded in Jace’s direction. He sat, with raised eyebrows, waiting for an introduction that would be a very long time coming. As a matter of fact, if left up to me, it wouldn’t happen at all.

After twenty seconds, his face bunched, his eyes narrowed and his mouth thinned. “Are you going to introduce us?”

“Nope.” Petulance, at twenty-six, seemed outlandish even to me, but for the love of God, I couldn’t stop it.

Melody, ever the suck-up, smiled at dear old Daddy, adoration written in her every feature. “Dad, this is Max’s brother, Jace. Jace, this is our dad, Richard Brenner.”

My father shook his hand with exaggerated vigor. “This beautiful creature is my lovely wife, Susan. We are Melody and Lyric’s parents.” A fact they’d ignored to this point. I felt like a pony at the fair, hauled out for show, so my parents could demonstrate what wonderful parenting skills they possessed. I was ten years old all over again.

Jace nodded to my mother, while I sat stone still, hoping the earth would swallow my parents and deposit them in China. Alas, no such luck. They chose instead to chitchat with, of all people, me. “So, Lyric, what brings you to Las Vegas?”

They knew I hadn’t been invited to the wedding and seemed to flaunt it in my face. It brought out the mean in me.

I narrowed my eyes, tilted my head at my mother. “Well, after my sideshow days were over, and you shoved me off on Grandma, I went out and got a real job. I’m working here.” Her underwhelming interest in my life compelled me to answer. I just didn’t feel obligated to be nice about it.

Turning her attention to the more interesting part of my evening, she said, “I can see why Lyric snatched you up. You’re a handsome little charmer, aren’t you?” She flashed her pearly smile his way.

“I didn’t think you had any of the wandering spirit in you.” My father beamed his over-bleached teeth in my direction, trying to glorify what passed for my childhood. He, too, turned to Jace. “As soon as our beautiful babies were born, we wanted their lives to be an adventure. We wanted to show them the country, and that’s just what we did. We bought an RV and started traveling before they were even a month old. Poor Melody was so sickly, we had to send her to Susan’s mother, but Lyric took right to it.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. Melody hadn’t been sick a day in her life. Her only affliction had been normalcy. “That’s what we’re calling my childhood, an adventure?”

Heavy drinking became a requirement for survival. I waved over a waiter. Milliseconds later, I had the straw of yet another Jack and Coke in my mouth. I held onto the waiter’s sleeve while I removed the straw and chugged the drink, then sent him off in search of another.

My father ignored me, continuing his fairy tale undaunted. He made carnival life sound romantic—which didn’t provide an accurate depiction. “She loved traveling, seeing new things. Why, I believe, without all that life experience she would never have gotten at school, she wouldn’t be where she is today.”

“It was a delightful life.” My mother picked her moment to chime in. “But Lyric never appreciated it. She has always been a tad spoiled.”

Spoiled? “More like ruined,” I muttered. Jace smothered a laugh with his napkin.

Her head hung lower as though, for once in her life, she elected to take responsibility for her actions. “I suppose that’s my fault. I wanted her to have everything she ever wanted. I even home schooled her.” Oh. My God. “With all the traveling, she would’ve been so far behind. I had no choice.” She had no more home schooled me than I had become the queen of America. The patting of her own back continued, while I watched in helpless amazement. “In the beginning, I thought she might be a little”—her voice dropped to a whisper—“slow.”

“It was probably all the pot I was secondhand inhaling.” This time my grandmother chuckled.

“No matter how hard I tried, she wouldn’t take to her lessons.” My father joined in the Lyric bashing and my mother clucked her tongue in agreement. “But then, Susan put all of her time in with Lyric, and our baby girl started whizzing right through. And here she is, a stunning, successful woman.”

I could have been living in cardboard box under an overpass for all they knew. I almost expected them to stand up and lead an ovation on my behalf of my successes, which they took credit for.

Disbelief clouded my vision. I clutched my butter knife, wishing for a Ginsu to cut out their lying tongues. Prying my fingers off the utensil, Jace gloved them with his. Grandma seized the knife, mixing it in with her silverware. It took a quick little squeeze from him before I realized my mouth gaped. I snapped it shut.

My parents hadn’t quite finished torturing me, though, and my mother shot me an anything-but-friendly smile. “It is good to see you have put on a bit of weight since the last time we saw you.”

“I was eleven the last time you saw me.” My voice lost its conviction. I sounded weak and hated myself for it.

“Yes, well, you do have to be careful, dear.” The evil written all over her face spoke volumes of the person she’d become. “You’re starting to get a little chunky around the middle. It’s not healthy. You can’t let yourself go if you want to stay as beautiful as your sister.”

Jace opened his mouth to speak. This time, I squeezed his hand.

“Lyric,” my mother continued, her voice too loud for the table’s size, “quit glowering, or you’ll get wrinkles.” She paused for a second, for effect more than anything. “Well, more wrinkles.”

“I am not glowering, Susan. I’m thinking.” Thinking of a way to make you disappear.

My father ignored me, instead continuing to romanticize my upbringing. “Yeah. We traveled all over the country with our girl.” He hauled his pants up a notch under the table. You can take the clown from the rodeo….

Their story wasn’t fiction in its entirety. One percent of truth mixed in with their fantasy. We’d traveled the country, but in a dingy, outdated RV we’d shared with four other pot-smoking carnies. The adventure had been in keeping my brain cells intact through the marijuana haze.

My parents spun grand yarns of carnival life. They left out the part where my mother forced me to stand outside their “work” tent, eavesdropping on patrons’ conversations, then troll inside to feed my father details he could use to part innocent fools from their money. They didn’t mention the fact that they locked me in the trailer during the day until I aged enough to climb out the window, while they drank or smoked more pot until time for work. I sat in wonder that these self-proclaimed prophets of God were one tiny lie from their pants spontaneously combusting.

“Are you okay?” Jace whispered.

“I’m fine.” I tried for a smile, knowing I looked constipated but beyond summoning the ability to care.

“Uncle Joe is here with us.” My father’s headline left him wide open.

Uncle Joe, my father’s younger, less bright brother, was just another prop in the religious farce. Before I could help myself, I blurted, “Is he playing the cripple or the blind guy?”

“Lyric!” My mother’s face flamed, her eyes glittering with anger. “You have always been such a mean-spirited child!”

Enough. “Listen, Susan and Richard, as much fun as this is, you wear me out.” I blew out a long breath. “Maybe we should all concentrate on Melody and Max. This is their celebration.” I pushed to my feet and grabbed a glass of wine from Jace’s brother, Dylan, as he brought it to his lips. “I would like to propose a toast to the happy couple.”

Jace tried to pull me down beside him, but I yanked my arm away.

“To Max and Melody.” I pointed a finger at them, aiming a wink in their general vicinity. “You have no idea how lucky you are, girl. No voices, no crazy attaching itself to you. Well, except for those two.” My finger veered to my parents. “That’s not all that lucky but, whatever.” I paused to regroup. “So, now you have found true love, and you look sparkly.” I chuckled a bit. “I should know. We share the same face, right? Although, I looked into the mirror, and I am not sparkly. But you are.” Melody looked pained. “Oh, you just turn your frown upside down, little lady.” Leaning over the table, I beeped her nose. “This is your happy day. The family who loves you, the man who adores you, another who can’t imagine how he let you get away….” I dropped a hand to Jace’s shoulder, and he coughed, spitting his water toward the center of the table. I tilted my head, unable to imagine why my truth upset him. I continued. “They’re all here to celebrate you, Mel. You. And you deserve it. Because you’re good and kind.” I shook my head. “This is all about you.” The drunken babble continued.

“Lyric, maybe you should sit down.” Jace’s older brother, Dylan, looked up at me, his smile slight but unwavering.

“Hey, you wait your turn, Laugherty. I’ll toast you in a minute.”

He chuckled. “Can’t wait.”

“I’ll bet.” I turned to Mel. “Anyways, as I was saying, Melody. Melody. Lyric. Melody.” I looked down at Jace. “It’s really weird, our names.” I turned to my mom. “It was the drugs, right? That’s why you shredded the components of a song and made them our names. Drugs.” I gazed down at Gran. “You know she has a drug problem, right?”

Jace stood. “If you hurry up,” he whispered, “we can order, eat, and then go find a nice quiet elevator.”

“Your breath tickled my ear,” I whispered back. “Anyway, hope you’re happy together. Let’s eat.”

“That turned out better than I expected,” my father muttered.

“Yes, well, I guess we are all lucky she didn’t choose to toast you, Richard.” Gran’s voice was quiet but stern. “It might not have been so painless.”

Jace’s family continued to regard me as though I was ready to toss the table and attack while increasing nausea from the pressure—okay, the alcohol—churned in my stomach. I tried to smile my reassurance but felt the grimace. I braced a hand on each side of me on the table, swaying to stand. My chair tipped over, crashing against the floor. “Oops.” After righting the chair, I wobbled on quicksand to the bathroom. Leaning against the sink and splashing water on my face seemed like such a good idea until I remembered I hadn’t worn waterproof mascara. I looked up to find long, black streaks running down my face. I was a mess. For some reason, I found it funnier than anything I’d heard in a while. I doubled over in laughter seconds before Lily Laugherty came into the bathroom.

She looked at me, her shock widening her entire face, which made the hiccupped guffaws come harder, in bigger bursts. “Are you okay?”

“Oh, my God. Of course, I’m not okay. Seriously? Did you hear the crap my parents were saying? I came here with Jace, thinking he wasn’t using me as a stand-in for the girl he can’t get out of his head, the one he wants more than anything. I mean what could be better than her twin sister, right?” Yet, the giggles wouldn’t quit. “Really. Look at me, Lily. Do I look okay?”

She grabbed a tissue from the swanky counter full of lotions and sprays. “Actually, you look kind of destroyed.”

“Well, that’s fitting because I feel kind of destroyed.” I snatched the tissue away from her. “Did you know Mel didn’t even call me to tell me about this wedding? I am here by sheer coincidence because I accidentally ran into your brother.”

“I know.” Lily’s voice softened.

“Why, Lil? You’re her best friend. Tell me why.”

Lily grabbed my wrist, leading me to a sofa against the wall. With a gentle shove from her, I sat. “Because you outshine her. For whatever reason, you make her feel less. This is her day, well tomorrow is, and she wants to be the one who shines. Even after everything you went through with them, or maybe because of it, you make her feel like she isn’t enough.”

“Whatever, Lily. She’s the shooting star in our family. She had all the friends and all of the talent. They all loved her best.”

“Who are you kidding? All she has ever wanted to be is half of what you are, and you’re ruining her day. Shame on you.” Taking the tissue, she wiped away my mascara. I grabbed her, stilling her frantic, skin-scraping movements, sure I would have bruises to replace the tracks of makeup on my face. “Do you have any idea what it did to her when you ran away? How hard she took it?”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t tell me. Tell her.”

I nodded.

Lily stood. “You have five minutes, or I’m sending your mother in after you.”

I narrowed my eyes as she stepped out of the bathroom. I could do this. I could walk out there, acting happy for my sister while ignoring my parents, to give Melody her time in the sunlight. I could do it. The question remained—would I?


 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

When I returned, every man at the table stood, and every woman watched me as though waiting for my next breakdown.

Gran leaned close. “I ordered for you while you were gone. Your dad’s paying for dinner, and I wasn’t sure what you liked anymore, so I ordered you steak with lobster, and chicken and pasta.” Her head gave a little shake. “I ordered you some sparkling water.”

Oh, well. Drinking hadn’t gotten me anywhere. Jace put his arm over the rounded spindles of my chair, leaning his body into mine. “Are you okay?”

I nodded. “You?”

Nodding, he trailed a finger along the side of my neck.

I shivered in response. “If you keep doing things like that, there’s a pretty good chance I’m going to make a bigger scene than the one I already made.”

“So, Jace, how long have the two of you been seeing each other?” Mrs. Laugherty’s tone suggested she was not at all thrilled with the idea of her son’s involvement with the less-refined sister.

“We ran into each other yesterday.”

Sensing trouble, Dylan hopped on his white horse and rode to my rescue. “Well, I think it’s a pretty great coincidence you’re both here at the same time.”

“Coincidence indeed,” my mother scoffed, her own brand of nasty about to rear its ugly head. She aimed a pout at Melody. “I’ll just bet she is here to ruin your perfect day.”

Only because all of the color had drained from Melody’s face, I held my tongue, hoping she knew I was sorry I had ever agreed to come. I checked in on her brain activity to find fury directed at our parents. Of course, her irritation included me, as well.

Grandma pointed an angry glare at my mother. “Susan, I hardly think now is the time to air our dirty laundry. We can discuss all of the wrongs done on the way to the hotel.”

My mother fluffed her hair as she leaned back, not taking her admonishment well.

“Now, Melody,” Grandma continued, “tell me about your dress. I heard it is divine.”

A forced smile emerged on my sister’s lips as she described the fairy-tale dress she’d had shipped from a designer in California. I gushed in all the right places, and Mel stopped shooting me the I-hate-you looks. After our entrees arrived, I felt marginally better. From the dress, Gran led the conversation around to the flowers, the ceremony, and the vows Max and Mel had labored over. Next to me, Jace cringed when Mel spoke about how deeply in love she’d fallen with Max. I gave his knee a little squeeze.

I turned to him. “Sting?”

“How did I not see it?”

“Love is blind, sweetheart.”

“Well, this is awkward.” He seemed surprised by the admission.

I nodded. “Now that you have jumped into my boat, maybe you would like to grab an oar to paddle us the hell out of here.”

“You think we can sneak out?”

“No, but I think we can stand up, say good-bye, and leave.”

“Chicken.”

“Adult,” I countered.

“Just my luck. All the sudden, you want to be a grown-up.”

“Sobered up.” I shrugged. “Blame Gran. She ordered me six plates of food.”

“Well, you ate them all.”

“I have a healthy appetite. Starve a fever, feed an alcoholic.”

Chuckling, he scooted his chair back and stood, holding out his hand to me. “Okay. We’ll do it your way. But you’re kind of sucking the wind out of my sails.”

Slanting my gaze at him, I prepared to be naughtier than I had been in a while. Considering that my grandmother sat right next to me, I reconsidered. “We can talk about your sails later. Let’s get out of here.”

It took longer than I expected to make our way around the table to say good-bye to everyone. When I got to Mel, I apologized as though she was my executioner rather than my sister.

“It’s okay, Lyr.” She glanced at our mother. “I know you’re angry I didn’t call you, but I knew they were coming, and it would be bad for you.”

I shook my head. “It’s your day, Mel. Don’t worry about me.” I looked over her shoulder at Jace who shook hands with his brother.

“I really want you there.” She squeezed my fingers in her own.

“Maybe I’m not the crazy one, after all.”

She grinned, robbing me of all power to refuse. “Promise?”

“Okay, but it is not on my bucket list to get kicked out of a wedding. I just want you to know that in case it happens and you’re left wondering why your wedding turned into a Jerry Springer meets Cops cross-over episode.”

She laughed, pulling me in for a squishy hug.

When our mother reached out to hug me, I shook my head, stepping away from her grasp. She turned her face away, pretending to dab her lids with her napkin. I rolled my eyes.

When we were hidden inside the elevator, Jace pushed me against the wall, covering my mouth with his. He held my face to his, allowing no movement unless he wanted it. After a moment, he tore his lips away to begin a gentle assault against my neck while his hands roamed from my shoulders to my waist.

“Jace,” I whispered.

“Shh. I need you, Mel.”

My entire body stiffened, my hands dropped to my sides, and a split second later, he realized what he’d done.

“Lyric, I am so—” His voice plummeted to a pained whisper. “Sorry.”

Before I could formulate an answer, the doors opened and I rushed through the lobby to the outdoors. The valet keeping post at the front looked me up and down until Jace strolled to my side.

“Your ticket, miss?” The valet’s voice interrupted our staring contest.

“I need a cab.”

Jace grabbed my arm, and I jerked away hard. “Lyric, please.”

Whirling to him, I poked his chest. “I know it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have let you keep all your private stuff to yourself. My mistake. Don’t let trying to keep me here be your mistake,” I threatened.

He stepped back then ran his fingers through his hair as he turned away. “God dammit,” he ground out between clenched teeth. He spun toward me again. “Please don’t go. Not like this.”

My cab pulled up, and I yanked the door open before the valet could even take a single step. I climbed in and spit the address out. The cabbie took off as though his ass was on fire. I had never appreciated a taxi driver so much before in my life.


 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

At exactly eleven fourteen, I unlocked the door to the apartment only to stand back in shock. A tornado/cyclone mish mash had mated in my living room, leaving our furniture slashed, the lamps laying broken on the floor, and George’s DVDs strewn about the room in pieces. A hammer stuck out of the TV’s shattered screen.

My phone rang. I answered without bothering to check the caller ID. “What?”

“Hey, Lyric. It’s Wyatt.”

“Wyatt, my place got broke into while I was gone. I’m five kinds of freaked out. I cannot talk to you right now.”

“Did you just get home?” The concern in his voice put a quick halt on my tantrum.

“Yep. Just opened the door.”

“Get out, Lyric. The maniacs could still be there.”

I hadn’t considered the possibility and ran down the stairs to the bar.

“I’m going to hang up and call the police,” he told me.

I hit the end button. When my phone rang again, I answered. “Wyatt?”

“No, it’s Jace. Who’s Wyatt?”

I hung up.

When the phone rang a third time, I checked the screen before answering. “Did you call the cops?”

“Yes. They’re on their way.” Wyatt paused. “I’m on my way.”

“Okay. I’m in the bar downstairs.” Good Lord. What a day.

After the police cleared my apartment, allowing me to reenter, I walked straight to my room. “Oh, no,” I moaned.

My clothes were thrown all over the place—this time it hadn’t been me. “Houston, we have a freaking problem.” I eyed my hundreds of pairs of shoes, heels broken off of each and every single sole. At least twenty-thousand dollars’ worth of designer creations lay destroyed, in small bits of their former glory.

My chest tightening, I dropped to my knees amid the carcasses of years of collecting. I shook with anger and grief. Wyatt called out my name from the other room.

I picked up an armful of my beloved shoes, cradling them close to my heart, mourning each one.

Wyatt spoke first to the police, then to George. “She’s sitting on the floor, hugging her shoes.”

A moment later, George sucked in a loud breath taking in the horrific sight. He came to sit next to me and threw his arm around my shoulder, unable to tear his gaze away from the mess. “Oh, baby! These made your legs look so sexy.” He snatched a pair of Blahniks off the floor.

“I know!” I moaned.

“Well, this was clearly done by someone who has legs too chubby for heels this high,” he said. “Who would be brash enough to break in just to commit shoe-icide?”

A police officer groaned at the bad pun and then glanced around the room. “Is there anything missing?”

“Missing? Who cares what is missing! They ruined my damned shoes!” What kind of idiots had been dispatched to cover this hideous, devastating crime? “Look at this!” I held up a Louboutin-embroidered platform heel in white. “This pair alone costs almost a thousand dollars.”

The male officer’s mouth gaped open. “You spent a thousand dollars on a pair of shoes?”

Oh, if only he knew! “These are not just shoes.” The syllables spit in a clenched-jaw hiss. “These are an investment.”

“An investment?” He quirked an eyebrow.

“Do boat shoes say ‘come get me, big boy. I’ll make a great wife’? No. They say, ‘Hmm. Take me boating. I don’t mind frizzy hair and smelling like fish.’ These shoes make a statement about the kind of wife a man is getting. You are a buffoon.”

Being a mere man, he had no clue the depths of a woman’s relationship with her shoes. But to his credit, he took the information I supplied. The total, when he tallied the amounts, landed well over the twenty grand I’d estimated in my head. “Do you know anyone who might do this? Anyone who is angry with you?”

Wyatt squatted next to me as a female officer leaned down next to him.

“I saw your picture in the society pages this morning. You looked incredible.” She lowered her eyes, thrusting her chest out farther. “Still do.”

She could take her adoration and shove it clear up her own butt. Of course, it would be forced to fight her head for space.

“Get out!” I bellowed, knowing these officers would be no help. They couldn’t have cared less that my collection lay in broken pieces.

“Miss—”

“I said get out!”

George pulled me closer against his side. “Honey, calm down.”

“Screw that. Deputy Dawg over here doesn’t give a rat’s ass about my shoes, and all Mae West wants to do is drool over him.” I wanted to sit on the floor with my belongings, commiserating with someone who loved them as much as I did. As my only real friend, George would pretend, doing it with a smile the entire time. “You know, these are not BOGO at the Payless Shoes Source. These were designer shoes. Italian hand-sewn, embroidered leathers. And the Keystone Cops are acting like I lost my house slippers. Well, screw that!” I pounded my fist on the floor. “Get out!”

The male officer looked at Wyatt. “Good luck, buddy.”

Wyatt shook his head, leading them to the other room.

“And don’t cops here have a button up rule? Her boobs were all over him!” Okay. The jealousy surprised me. I had to believe it was a by-product of the day I’d had.

George rubbed his hand along my spine, still hugging me while I hugged my shoes.

“Maybe we could call a cobbler. You know?” I turned a quizzical eye in his direction. “The guy who fixes shoes. Like Geppetto in Pinocchio.”

“He wasn’t a cobbler, you goof. He was a puppet maker.” His disbelief shone in his chocolate-brown eyes. “For real. Pinocchio wasn’t a shoe.”

“Oh, right.”

He shook it off. “I’m sure we can find someone who can fix them.”

Wyatt strolled back in the room, whistling a fun little tune that made me want to get up and slap the good mood right out of him. “Babe, I don’t think you should stay here alone tonight.” He eyed my best friend with open animosity.

“She won’t be alone.” In a blatant battle of testosterone, George answered for me. “I’ll be here.”

I couldn’t have cared less who won their little pissing contest. Grief still enthralled my very soul.

“But will you protect her? Can you protect her?” He scoffed at the thought—though George stood a good three inches taller and twenty pounds of muscle mass heavier. “I highly doubt it.”

George rose, taking immediate offense.

Jumping to my feet to put a stop to all of it, I pushed them both out of my room. “I don’t need anyone to protect me. Get out, both of you.”

“If you need me, sweetheart, I’ll just be in my room.” He kissed the top of my head.

Not to be outdone, Wyatt moved closer than I cared for and reached out to touch me. I jerked back.

“I’m never more than a phone call away.” He leaned in to plant his smarmy little lips on mine. He barely had time to move out of the way before the door slammed in his face.

I heard a few moments of arguing before the front door squeaked open then shut.

George popped his head in my room. “Good God, Lyr. Where did that one crawl out?”

“I guess you could say I brought some of my work home with me,” I answered as I still prayed for a shoe miracle.

“Shoulda tossed him into the shredder.” He referred to Wyatt rather than the Gucci boot I held. “Oh no, your bed!”

I glanced at the gaping slit in the top of the mattress. “Oh, well. Nothing but bad memories there anyway.” Glum didn’t even come close to describing me.

“This morning’s boy toy do you wrong?”

“You could say that.” Tears welled up in my eyes. I let them fall unchecked, not experiencing a moment’s shame considering what I’d been through. My phone rang, and I stared at it for a moment before snatching it up answer. “Mel, now is not a good time.” My voice caught on a sob.

“What’s wrong, Lyric?”

“Someone broke into my apartment and ruined all my stuff.” When the body-wracking moans and cries escalated, he took the phone.

I ignored whatever he said, burying my head in the carpet in front of me. What the hell was wrong with me? I had money. I could replace most of it. Some of the shoes were vintage, but that hardly justified bawling like I’d lost my best friend. I sniffed and tried to sit up, but another round of sobs caught me. I wavered. George wrapped his arms around me, whispering plenty of it’s-all-rights and it-will-be-okays, but I was a lost cause.


 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

 

I stared over at a pair of to-die-for turquoise pumps. Behind those sat a pair of plain black dress shoes next to a pair of running shoes. Shoes, perfect in their design, mocked me. Voices accompanied each pair, but despair kept my face hidden behind the veil of my hair.

Melody knelt in front me. “Honey, are you okay?”

“No.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not particularly.” Especially since I suspected she and the way Jace felt about her were the very reasons for my total devastation.

I scanned the thoughts of those in the room. Some were worried, but the consensus believed I’d lost my ever-loving mind. “I’m not crazy,” I murmured. “Look at my place. If one more of you thinks these are just shoes, I might toss you out the window.” I looked up at my sister. “Just saying.”

Groaning, Melody picked up a pair of my Blahniks. “Who would do this?” The pain in her voice mirrored the ache in my heart. “These are amazing.”

“I know, right?”

She reached farther, almost tumbling sideways to grasp another high heel. “And these? These are beautiful.”

“Have the police been here?” Dylan asked. “Did they take fingerprints?”

I shook my head. “Apparently, shoe-icide isn’t high on their crime list.” I sent George a shaky smile. Melody stood, collecting stilettos, pumps, and sling-backs, hugging them to her as she would an injured child. Maybe we were more alike than I’d believed. “The cops were more interested in Wyatt than finding whoever did this.”

“Who the hell is Wyatt?” Jace asked again.

“I don’t know, Dylan. Oops. I mean Jace.” I’d located the anger in my situation.

Max raised his eyebrows at Dylan, who mimicked the gesture to Lily, who passed it on to Melody, who imparted it to Ryan, who handed it off to Jace. “Shut up, you guys.”

They all continued to stare at him.

“Not your business.” Jace spoke to them but looked down at me, his eyes wide, asking for help. “Aren’t we supposed to be concentrating on finding a shoe murderer?” He flipped his stare to Dylan. “Mr. FBI, don’t you have any useful input? Something procedural you can do?”

Dylan crossed his arms over his chest, rocked on his heels.

Jace looked at Lily. “Sherriff? Are you planning to be any help here at all?”

She shrugged, waiting. The fact they were giving him a hard time made me feel better.

“Oh, come on.” He threw his hands up in the air and yanked them back down. “You’re supposed to be my family.” He was one second away from stomping his foot. “Seriously?” He looked at each one.

I knew it would do nothing for Max to hear the problem he already suspected spoken in words. “It was nothing you guys. Really. Just a misunderstanding.” It had nothing to do with the pleading eyes Jace sent my way.

“Doesn’t much seem like a misunderstanding.” Ryan, the oldest and blondest of the Laugherty children, shot Jace a look of triumph as he spoke to me. “It kind of seems like you probably understood exactly what was going on.”

I shook my head, an evil eye aimed in his direction, daring him to challenge me further. “Nope. Simple communication problem.”

“If you say so.”

I nodded. “I do.”

Dylan assumed his all-business pose. “Lyric, can you think of anybody who would want to do this to you?”

I sighed. “My money is on Mom and Dad.”

As much as the entire group wanted to agree, my parents had been with us when the ransacking occurred.

“Tell me about your new clients.”

“My clients are the defense attorneys. Their client is a young mom accused of felony child abuse.” Thanks to my job, I couldn’t share much more about the case. Since I’d been hired by the defense team, attorney/client privilege extended its long arms straight to me.

“Did she do it?” Ryan’s genuine curiosity drew his brows together.

I rolled my eyes “I can’t tell you anything one way or the other.”

“What about the prosecution team?”

I shook my head, unwilling to consider that the people I worked with were anything less than good. “They’re all officers of the court. This is a crime, a big one because of the amount of property damage. Why would they risk it? Just to piss me off?”

“Or scare you off.”

Maybe Michael had found out I was responsible for Wyatt taking over his case. Maybe. Or maybe my distress over the ruination of my belongings had me ready to point fingers in any and every direction. “This is stupid. It was probably some random drunk from downstairs.” I wanted to believe it, but the words sounded wrong.

Lily held up a crushed Louboutin. “I don’t think so, Lyric. This seems kind of personal to me.” She turned to a very silent George. “Did they wreck your room?” He shook his head. She glanced at me. “See?”

All eyes turned to George, the mood of the room turning to the dark side. “Where were you tonight?” Dylan didn’t bother to hide his suspicion.

“Out with a very lovely stewardess at the Bellagio.” He held up his hands. “There will be security footage of a very enchanting encounter in the elevator then me going into her room at six-fifteen and leaving around ten forty-five.” He shot a look at Dylan. “You’re FBI. Surely hacking into hotel security footage is not out of your realm.”

“Does this building have security?”

“Um, there was a glitch in the system a while back, and I never got around to having it fixed.” George looked at me with pleading eyes.

“Kind of convenient, don’t you think?” Dylan asked, squaring his shoulders, ready to pounce on my friend.

He wouldn’t have had time. Besides, he was my Georgie. I defused the situation by sticking to the part of the story I’d found the most interesting. “You had hot elevator sex?” This jealousy, I understood.

“No, we just spent a little time fondling one another. Her room was only three floors up.” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. “We had sex in her room.”

“Classy, George.” But I smiled anyway.

“Hey, you asked. I have no secrets from my best friend.”

Okay. He had a valid point. I had some making up to do. “And the room full of virtual strangers?”

“Not virtual, Lyr. Actual strangers,” Max pointed out.

“Collateral damage,” George replied.

I looked at him. “I would never believe you would do this, G.”

He smiled. “I know, love.”

“In any case, it probably isn’t safe for you guys to stay here tonight,” Lily said. “The perp could come back.”

“For what? My TV, my shoes, and all of our DVDs are already trashed. The pages have been ripped out of every book. My laptop is broken in half. My cabinet doors have all been torn off. They poured some toxic fluid all over the keys of my piano. If you take every single thing of value George and I have left and put it in a pile, you will have a very small pile of nothing.” I motioned to the floor. “Absolutely nothing.”

“It wasn’t about the value of the things they destroyed. It was that they belonged to you.” Dylan’s voice dripped with a practiced softness. “I agree with Lily. This was personal. Someone wanted to hurt you.”

“Stay with us, Lyric.” Melody spoke with fierce desperation.

“It’s the night before your wedding.” I shook my head. “Thanks, but no. I’ll be fine right here.” I put an arm around George. “Right, buddy?”

He hemmed. He hawed. Then he turned coat. “I think they’re right, Lyr. This wasn’t about me. It was meant for you. Until we know why and who, I think you should stay somewhere else. I personally plan to head back to room 318 at the Bellagio.”

“Traitor.”

“Lyric.”

I knew if I pressed a little bit harder, George would forget all about Miss Delta Air and stay right here with me, but I couldn’t sacrifice his safety any more than he would mine. I threw up my hands. “Fine. I’ll get a room.”

“You could stay with me.” My head whipped toward Jace.

I nodded. “I could, but it would be so cold, what with Hell having frozen clear over.” I stormed into my room, slamming the door behind me. If I had to leave, my belongings traveled with me, assuming I could find them in the mess that had become my room. The door opened and clicked softly shut.

I continued my search, knowing by the thoughts beaming into my mind Jace stood behind me, checking out my ass as I bent to rifle through a pile of clothes. “Can we talk?”

“I think you said all that needed to be said.” I tossed garments over my shoulder in a continued quest for pajamas.

“Lyric.”

I spun to face him. He pushed off the door he leaned against as though he didn’t want to miss what I said. ”Jace, I’ve had a really bad day. Anything I say to you right now probably won’t be because of what happened in the elevator but because of what happened in this room tonight. So, please, don’t ask me to sit down to talk about you and me because there is no you and me. It was sex—one wild little night of sex. You have some serious baggage to clear out, and I don’t have the time or patience to wait for you to do it.”

He nodded. “Are you finished?”

I shrugged, worn out from my mini tirade. “Time’ll tell.”

“I don’t know why I said her name.”

“Well, that just about clears everything up for me, but if you’re still confused, you can probably ask anybody in the other room, and they can tell you.”

“I knew I was kissing you. I was enjoying kissing you, and you are the one I wanted to be kissing.”

A bitter laugh bubbled up in my throat. “Your lips said otherwise, Jace.” I went back to flinging clothes over my shoulder. Where the hell were my pajamas?

“Lyric.”

“That’s good, Jace. Keep practicing.” I rolled my eyes. “Maybe next time you’ll get it right.”

“Good to know.” A glimmer of smug Jace stared at me.

I should have ignored him, but curiosity won out. “What’s good to know?”

“That there’ll be a next time.”

My breath whistled as I sucked it in through clenched teeth. “No.”

He chuckled. “Ah, but your lips said otherwise.”

I’d had enough—absolutely, positively enough of him for one day. Rising to my feet, I jabbed his chest. “I’m so glad you think this is funny. I told you I didn’t want to be your substitute Melody. You said I wasn’t.” I shook my head. “I know you can’t help being in love with the wonderfully perfect Melody. Everybody is, but please go be in love with her away from me because”—I waved my arms around the room—“as you can see, I have enough of my own crap to get through. I’m not a freaking counselor who’s going to help you get over her. The one piece of advice I can offer you is: you lost her, so suck it up. Move on.” I continued looking for my clothes, which stayed well buried. By the looks of the room, I needed a twelve-step program to cure a clothing addiction.

Strong arms encircled me from behind and, for one split second, it felt so good I almost melted into him. “Lyric, maybe you’re right.”

“I usually am.” I wanted to be wrong this time. Damn it anyway.

He chuckled. “Is being friends too much to ask for?”

I rolled my neck and shrugged alternate shoulders like a prizefighter preparing for battle. “We can be friends.”

He kissed the top of my head. “Well, as your friend, I am offering the second bed in my room at the hotel for you to sleep in.” I started to protest, but his voice boomed over mine. “As your friend. Nothing more.”

I considered it and balked at trying to resist temptation—not one of my stronger skills. “Jace, as your friend, I gotta tell you, it’s a bad idea for us to stay in the same room together.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, and I moved as far away as humanly possible, to the opposite side of my room. “Why is that?”

“Because, after what we did in here, it will be awkward staying there together.”

“Are you afraid you won’t be able to resist me?”

I used indignity to hide my lie. “Of course not. I am afraid you won’t be able to resist me.” I spied my pajamas—the kind with built-in feet—and snatched them up then held them high enough for him to inspect. “Especially in my sexiest lingerie.”

“Those are attractive.” He believed otherwise.

“I sacrifice sexy for warmth.”

“I doubt you will be any less sexy in those than in anything else you can dig out of this rubble.”

Being his friend could work if he shrank a foot in height, grew eighty pounds heavier, and sported a couple of facial warts. However, even though my apartment looked like a hurricane had swept through, I smiled, suspecting my lighter mood had less to do with his handsome face and more to do with who he was. “Are you insulting my decor?”

“Not at all. I am insulting your cleanliness.”

“Nice.” Resting the jammies across my shoulder like a gym towel, I continued hunting. I still needed underwear and an outfit for at least the next day.

“Now what are you looking for?”

“Undergarments. Wanna give me a hand? They are red and lacy and—”

All the color left his face.

“In the name of friendship?”

“I think being your friend might be a challenge,” he said with a smile.

“That’s what I hear.” Then added, “More often than you’d think.”


 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

 

The bathroom had some sort of marble tub in which I would have died a happy woman had I drowned there. The bed linens boasted a three million thread count, and the blackout curtains plunged me into a darkness so deep my eyes failed to adjust. This would have allowed me a peaceful slumber had I not been so damn aware of Jace laid out on the other bed, breathing the serene breath of untortured sleep. I wanted to yell a resounding bullshit, but instead, I lay there listening to him. He didn’t snore. Didn’t talk in his sleep. Didn’t even have a dream to entertain me. He just kept breathing in and out, not giving a single thought to amuse me.

Even knowing he wanted Mel did nothing to quell the lust I thought we had dispensed with in the elevator after his unfortunate faux pas with her name. Lust, an evil, devious bitch of an emotion, worked with brutal determination to ruin my Las Vegas luxury hotel experience.

I flopped onto my side then flipped back. I flailed around like a fish out of water in the most comfortable bed I’d ever tried to sleep on.

“Tell me something about you, Lyric.” His voice, soft and deep, shattered the quiet. “Something I don’t know.”

I jumped. “You don’t know anything about me.” Much quieter, I added, “Not anymore.”

“I know.” I could hear the smile in his voice. “I’m trying to fix that. A little cooperation might be handy.”

“Okay. Fine.” I searched the details of my somewhat boring life for something that didn’t make me sound pathetic. “I usually hate big hotel chains. I stay away from them whenever I can. Although, after seeing this room, I might have to reconsider my position.”

“So, you rent an apartment in every town you work in?”

I laughed. “Sometimes it would be cheaper, but no. I try to find those cute little bed and breakfasts where they cook for you and clean your room.”

“That’s boring. I meant something that says a little bit about who you are.” He sounded let down. Guilt ate at me.

“Well, if you let me finish, I might give you some of that amazing insight.”

“Sorry.”

Because the dark surrounded me, robbing Jace of the opportunity to see my embarrassment, my mind switched into true-confessions mode. “Sometimes, if the place is just right, I pretend it’s home and the people are my family—the one I always wished I had.” I chuckled. “Tragic enough for you?” Because he’d gone silent and I really wanted to know why, I closed my eyes, listening to the thoughts inside him. He wanted to wrap his arms around me, kiss away the sounds of the sadness he believed he’d heard in my voice. “I didn’t tell you that to make you feel sorry for me.” His pity fired me up with anger. “I have a good life. Well, except the shoe thing tonight. But, ordinarily, I love my life. I travel, meet a lot of people and, until tonight, it has been years since I felt like a freak. So don’t lie over there feeling bad for me because there’s no reason. I love my life.”

“You said that already.” Even the know-it-all tone of his voice did nothing to diminish how much I enjoyed hearing it.

“Well, I really do.” The words sounded hollow even to me.

“Don’t you ever get lonely? Traveling all the time?”

I didn’t answer, afraid the lie I had prepared would betray my hidden truth.

“I do. I mean, I literally have a job where I get to play all day, but I don’t have anyone to come home to. It’s lonely.”

“I have George.”

“George has room 318 at the Bellagio. Don’t you want someone to be excited when you walk in, to just be thankful you chose them? Of all the people in the world, they are the one you chose to come back to?”

I laughed. “You obviously have never seen him when I get to town.”

I’d said it with a hint of play in my voice, but I knew what he meant and could feel his frustration. I just wouldn’t admit what we both knew to be true.

“Fine. You have George. That’s super. I’m glad for you. Good night, Lyric.”

The guilt got the better of me. “I am lonely, Jace. Every day.”

“Me, too. I think that’s why I’ve been hanging on so hard to your sister. At least when I was with her, when I was fighting to keep her, I had someone else to focus on.” His sadness called out to me. I threw off my blankets and moved to stand at the side of his bed.

“Move over.”

“I am not interested in sympathy sex.”

“Such a liar.” I ignored the thoughts in our heads, concentrated on the ceiling tiles, as I waited to see how we worked this out. The time had come for me to make the choice. “Two things. First, I don’t feel any sorrier for you than I do for me, so it offsets.” He didn’t speak, so I felt compelled to fill in his silence. “You know. Like in football, when both teams get a penalty on the same play and they cancel each other out?”

“I’m familiar with the concept of offsetting.”

“Well, you’re a baseball guy, so I wasn’t sure if you knew about football.” At least the pitch-blackness of the room hid the flush of my cheeks.

“Second?”

“Uh, second, we are not having sex. Not sympathy sex or any other kind of sex. There will be absolutely no sex in this room tonight.” Lowering myself to the bed, I snuggled into the crook of his arm, wishing I didn’t have such a vivid imagination and I hadn’t just said the word sex twenty times. Pretty pictures of all the things we’d done the night before horizontal mamboed through my mind.

Hyperaware of the smooth contours of his chest rising and falling with each semi-stilted breath he took, I imagined how he’d looked when he came out of the bathroom after his shower. His hair had been damp and pushed straight back, the ringlet ends brushing the nape of his neck. His flannel, plaid sleep pants rode low on his hips as he’d barefooted his way across the plush carpeting to his side of the room. The main attraction of the eye-candy extravaganza was the six-pack ab muscles forming a mouth-watering pattern across his stomach.

Good Lord. The mercury in the room climbed to hell hot. I blew my bangs out of my face.

“So, this is just two friends getting cozy in a completely nonsexual kind of way?”

“Right,” I squeaked then cleared my throat and tried again. “Right. Friends. Nonsexual.” Repeating the high points of his statement, I hoped my hormones would get with the program. That, however, was the exact moment Jace took the program in a very different direction.

He sat up, sliding his arm out from under my head. His other hand crept up my stomach until he had the tab to my zipper sliding down. “So, if one friend accidentally unzipped the other friend, there’s no harm because it’s a completely innocent action designed to help the first friend.”

My tone reached a high-pitched squeal, instigating visions of shattering glass. “Help?”

He snuck his hand inside the fabric of my jammies, and his index finger rubbed small circles on my stomach, each touch a feather against my skin. The temperature climbed another few degrees. “Your breathing was a little intense. I wanted to make sure your clothes aren’t too snug.”

“Oh.” Then, “Oh,” again in surprise when his lips touched the sensation-heightened skin of my abdomen. “Jace?”

Coming to my senses took a while, but when I did, I snatched the zipper upward in a panic.

“Uh, Lyric?”

His head hovered very near my left breast, and I, though no longer exposed, felt my pulse quicken. “Mm-hmm?” I concentrated on breathing in and out.

“My hair is caught in your zipper.”

That wasn’t something a girl heard every day. “What?”

“My hair is caught in your zipper.” He said it as though I needed extra time to process each word.

“Well, pull it out.”

“No. It’s still attached to my head. I’d like to keep it that way.”

I lay there wondering exactly how much karma could punish me in one day.

“Can you reach the light?”

I tried, but it sat a few inches beyond my reach. “No. Not unless we scoot toward the edge a little.”

“Okay.” His shoulder pushed into my ribs.

I scooted toward the side of the bed. When I’d moved close enough to the table, I flipped the switch then squinted hard against the brightness. I gazed down at him. His hair was tangled in the teeth of my zipper almost to his scalp. I bit my lip. “Maybe I could cut it out. Do you have a pair of scissors here?”

“Yea. In my travel sewing kit in the closet.” He bit the smart words out. “Of course, I don’t have a pair of scissors. Who do I look like, Martha Stewart?”

“No, wise guy. You look like you were doing something you shouldn’t have been doing, and you got caught.” I couldn’t hide my smile. “Literally.”

“So funny.”

I shrugged in dramatic fashion, which pulled his head forward.

“Ow.”

“Sorry.” I considered our situation. “Maybe we could try to lower the zipper. See if we can work your hair free.”

“Okay.”

As I reached for the tab, he stopped me.

“Slow. This isn’t a Band-Aid we need to rip off. It’s my hair.”

“Right. Slow.” I inched my hand down lower and lower, closer to his head. Unfortunately, the hair entangled underneath and over the zipper. “This isn’t going to work.”

“I know. You’re killing me.” He sighed. “This is totally your fault, by the way.”

“My fault?” I’d been lying there, minding my own business. He was the one with his hand, and then his head, inside my clothes.

“Your fault.” He blew out a breath that tickled my throat. “If you had just let me be a friend.” His smile said he didn’t find this situation all that bad.

“A friend? That’s what you call it?”

He wiggled his eyebrows.

“Serves you right for trying to take advantage of my hormones.” I shook my head, realizing what I had admitted. “Unfortunately, as much as you deserve this, we can’t have you walking around attached to my chest until your hair falls out. We can argue over blame later.”

He relaxed his head. “I could stay like this forever.” He ran a finger down across my jaw down to my chin.

“Yeah, like I want you looking up my nose for the rest of my life. Could you please focus here?”

Witty. Now, hand me my phone.”

“Why?” Alarm raced through me, and my eyes popped wide open. We didn’t need witnesses to this debacle.

“I’m going to call my brother. See if he can help.”

“How the hell do you expect him to help?” It didn’t matter which brother he called; we would never hear the end of it.

“I don’t know, Lyr, but I’m out of ideas that won’t rip out my scalp.” For a guy with a fair amount of hair attached to my clothing, he was mighty calm.

“No way. One Laugherty man in this room is enough for one night.” I started to sit up, the motion of which pulled his hair. He pushed me against the pillows.

“Okay. Okay. I’ll call Lily, then.” It was either Lily or Mel, and I would rather die than have my sister find me in such a compromising position with her ex-boyfriend. Handing him his cell, I waited while he explained the situation to Lily. “She’ll be here in a minute.” He tossed the phone onto the mattress next to him. “There is a remote on the table that opens the door.”

“Why would they have that?”

“In case you don’t want to get out of bed to answer for room service.”


 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

 

A thousand intensely awkward minutes later, Lily arrived. A second after that, Dylan came in, followed by Ryan and his wife and then Max and Mel. Photos were snapped from every angle, and snickers were probably heard throughout the hotel.

“Wow, Lyric. You sure know how to dress to get a guy’s motor running.”

I flipped Dylan off. “Don’t judge me. He’s practically stealing second right in front of your face. How lucky are you getting tonight?”

“Touché.”

“Yeah. That’s what I thought.” I would have never guessed when I left home more than a decade earlier I would end up in a hotel room bantering with the Laugherty kids. But there I lay, in bed with one, while the others looked on. I found this moment of my life quite odd.

Lily worked on separating me from her brother. “Yeah, well, I have a very hot British guy in my bed. I was about to get lucky and would like to get back to it. So, shut up and let me work.” I couldn’t see her face, but knew from the laughter in her voice, she found the entire situation amusing.

“Sorry.” Our voices came together to form a single sound.

“How in God’s name did you get stuck in her zipper anyway?” She quirked an eyebrow as she quit working to free him.

“I was being a friend.” He squinted his eyes, daring me to challenge him.

“You just stick to that story, pal.”

“You’re lucky it was only your hair that got stuck. It could have been way worse.” Max stood against the bureau with his arms around Melody, her back pressed to his chest. “Little Jace could have died a very horrible death.”

I scanned the room. Oh, this would never end. Ryan mentally calculated how many jokes he could come up with, and Dylan read the comments for the picture he had already posted on Facebook. Max owned glad thoughts for Jace having found a way to amuse himself to keep his mind off Melody. She marveled at the speed with which I had wormed my way into Jace’s bed. Boy, did I have news for her.

Leaning forward, I hid behind yesterday’s hairdo. When I opened my eyes, I looked at Jace, whose face loomed less than an inch from mine.

He used the hand that wasn’t balancing his weight to brush my hair behind my ear. “Mad at me?”

Lily, tired of gentility, yanked the last strands free.

He sat upright, massaging the side of his scalp. “Damn, Lil.”

“I’m tired.” She shrugged. “Maybe, next time, move your big head out of the way before you try working her out of her clothes.” She stood, stretching. “I’m going to bed.”

Since he could move without fear of losing any of his golden tresses and was giving them each the get-the-hell-out-of-my-room glare, they all trickled out the door, leaving us alone.

I moved to my own bed. “Goodnight, Jace.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep.” Being in the same bed with him presented too much temptation. He still loved my sister, and I declined the opportunity to be any man’s second choice. My hormones had been fine before him. They would be again.

Someday.

I hoped.

He sighed, running his hands through his hair. After a moment, he crawled under his own blankets and switched the light off, plunging us into deep darkness. “Who is Wyatt?”

“He works at the firm that hired me. We went to college together.”

He stayed silent for a minute. “Are you seeing him?”

I sat straight up in bed. “Seriously? I would never have slept with you if I was seeing someone.”

“Okay. Goodnight, Lyric.”


 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

 

It took a long time to fall asleep. I counted sheep. I relived every moment of the night before, which did nothing to help my predicament. I said the alphabet backward then forward and, what felt like hours later, I drifted off. I awoke to the sound of room service wheeling a cart into the room.

“Good morning, sunshine.” Jace looked gorgeously refreshed. He’d either slept very well or he didn’t require anything from the REM category to appear so handsome I lost my breath.

“Please say there’s something caffeinated on that tray,” I begged.

He handed me a steaming mug. “Cream, sweetener, and a single cube of ice.” He used his hip to scoot me over. The bed dipped under his weight, sliding me closer to him than I considered smart for either of us. “Did you sleep well?”

“Like a baby,” I lied. “You?”

“Same.” I took little satisfaction in the fact that while his words said one thing, his thoughts screamed another. “Big wedding day. Are you going?”

Was I? I hadn’t decided yet. “I really should clean up my place. It isn’t fair to stick George with all of it.” I grimaced. “Besides, I’m sure my parents are going to be there, so I should stay away. You know, let Melody have her day without a bunch of drama.” I frowned. She’d asked me to come, and Lily had made it a point to tell me how hard she had taken it when I ran away. I bit my lip. “Do you think I should go?”

“I think it would make her happy.” He did his best to keep his thoughts hidden behind a blankness I knew took work to achieve, but I kept seeing flashes and I couldn’t tell which were memories or hopes. I also couldn’t tell if those thoughts featured me or Melody.

I shook my head. “I think everybody will be better off if I stay away.”

“I understand.” His mind screamed to mine. He didn’t get it.

“Jace, this is a hard decision. She’s my sister. I hate letting her down, but I don’t want to ruin it for her either. She’s close to them. She loves them, and she wants them there.”

He remained unconvinced.

“If she wanted me there, she would’ve called me when she decided to do this.”

“Hey, it’s up to you.” He backed away, but he thought I hid from an uncomfortable situation because of selfish pride.

“I’m not being selfish, and I never hide from anything.”

“I didn’t say you were.” His voice calmed, almost soothing.

“No. But we both know you don’t have to say it, don’t we?”

He nodded. “Okay. Fine. Go. Don’t go. Hurt her if you think you have to, but she isn’t the one who left you.”

I knew what bothered him, and I didn’t even have to look inside him to see it. He couldn’t stand to see me wound his precious Melody. “She doesn’t love you, Jasper. She loves him. In a few hours, she’s marrying him. No matter how much you try to protect her from me, nothing is going to change it.”

“That’s not what I was thinking.”

“Bullshit.” I stomped into the bathroom, rattling the mirror as the door slammed. I seethed while I showered, fumed as I dressed, and shouted curses when I realized my parents had more to do with my hiding than Mel. Well, isn’t that dandy? He could read me as well as I could him.

I twisted the knob for the beginning of round two and found I’d slammed the door with such force it refused to budge. “Jace?” No answer. “Jace?” Putting my ear against the door, I listened.

Silence.

“Jace!” Grabbing the knob, I pulled with all of my might. The knob came off in my hand. I stared at it, open-mouthed. “Jace, please. Come back.” My cell, tucked in the pocket of my purse, sat in the sleeping area. I looked around for a phone. There was a jack, but the spot for the accompanying apparatus mocked me with its emptiness. “Seriously?!”

What if he didn’t return to his room before the ceremony? He had to. Right?


 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

 

Six hours later, I waited for someone to find me. I’d enjoyed a leisurely soak in the to-die-for tub, brushed my teeth, deep conditioned my hair with the complimentary products supplied by the housekeeping staff, gave myself the smoky-eye look, and then, out of ways to amuse myself, sat against the wall, waiting for someone to save me. I heard movement and shouted, “Jace?”

“Lyric?” His voice sounded cautious, as though he couldn’t believe someone was in his room. Or maybe he couldn’t believe the sound came from me. Probably not a lot of girls in his life—even the bimbos—managed to lock themselves in his bathroom. I didn’t care if he compared me to whatever bevvy of babes he had as a point of reference as long as he let me out of this room.

“Yes. Oh, thank God!” I’d never been happier to hear another person before in my life. “I am stuck in the bathroom. I broke the doorknob.”

“Stuck?” He jiggled the door, popping it right open. “Have you been in here since this morning?”

I nodded, stepping out past him.

“Why didn’t you just call someone?”

“Oh, my gosh. I don’t know why I didn’t think of that.” I rolled my eyes. “Wait. I did. But there’s no phone in there, and mine is on the bed.” Snatching it up, I waved it like a flag in front of his face.

“Well, lucky for you I came back when I did. I had to change because my mom hates this tie.” He loosened the knot.

I gave him a thorough once over, taking a minute to appreciate the handsome in front of me. His sunny-blond hair seemed even brighter against his black jacket and shirt. His tailored pants fit in the exact way Giorgio Armani had intended.

He removed the red silk tie and pulled a blue one from his suitcase. “Better?”

Speechless, I nodded. Never before had I seen him look quite this good. I probably needed to wipe drool from my chin, but I might as well have been carved in stone, voluntary movement not possible. He formed the knot, noosing it into place, then turned to me as my phone rang. I glanced down at the screen. Wyatt. I hit ignore and continued to gawk at Jace.

“Are you sure you don’t want to be my date?”

“I just think it’s better this way.”

He nodded. “Will I see you later?”

“Probably not. It’s going to take a while to get the mess at my apartment cleaned up. Then I should read up on the case I’m working on.”

“You’re really not going?” His puppy dog face told me I had one of those last-chance-to-change-my-mind moments. “I’ll protect you. I promise.”

I laughed a little. “Jace, the Incredible Hulk couldn’t protect me from them.”

He blinked twice, disappointment evident in his eyes.

What did I care if I disappointed him with my behavior? I would never see him again after this weekend anyway. The truth, though, I did care. “Oh, fine. I’ll go.”

A grin split his face. “Come on, beautiful.”

I looked down at my clothes. I’d chosen my outfit intending to get up early to head to the apartment to clean. “I’m not exactly dressed for a wedding.”

“There’s a shop downstairs. I’ll buy you whatever you want if you hurry up, so we aren’t late.”

 

***

 

“Do you Melody, take Maximus….”

I looked over at Jace, smiled, and mouthed Maximus?

“To be your lawfully wedded husband….” The preacher stood under a white flowered archway with Max and Mel who leaned together, hands held, eyes locked.

My mother sobbed in the front row like she’d had lost her best friend while my father glowered at Gran. Jace sat beside me a few seats behind the rest of the family, having just made it before Melody walked down the aisle.

Her dress, an amazing combination of silk and tulle with a jeweled bodice and skirt, had a cathedral train. It seemed kind of ridiculous in the tiny chapel, but glistened in magnificence. Max was a testament to masculine elegance in his black tuxedo with a long tie and a crisp, white shirt. Lily stood beside Melody, Ryan next to Max, as they handed over the rings.

My mother let out a loud sob. My sister turned, rewarding her with a glare, and Gran elbowed her in the ribs, shushing my mother. A gurgle of laughter almost escaped me, but I tucked it back. I promised myself a nice, loud guffaw later on.

“If anyone here knows any reason why these two should not be bound together by law and by love, let them speak now or forever hold their peace.”

I’d never understood why anyone would include that particular line in their ceremony, but I looked over at Jace with raised eyebrows.

He put his arm around my shoulders, pulling me in close. “I really think they belong together,” he whispered.

“Me, too.”

The ceremony ended with a kiss, almost setting the walls around us on fire. When they walked back down the aisle, all eyes remained glued on them. Whispers of hopes for happily ever afters followed, and my mother wished for a grandchild she could spoil—probably in the most literal sense of the word.

I strolled toward Mel at the same moment she rushed forward, snatching me right off Jace’s arm to pull me into a fierce hug. “I am so glad you made it.” She held me out at arm’s length then yanked me in tight again.

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” I lied.

“Come to dinner with us, tonight.”

“God, will you never learn?”

“I already warned them if you came, they had to be nice or I would never, ever give them grandchildren.” She grinned. “Plus, Gran is already all over Mom to behave, or she’s cutting them out of the will.” She winked over at Gran.

“Okay, but I don’t want to stay out late.”

“Deal.”

Jace and I moved out of the way so everyone else could take their turns before we all set off for the hotel.


 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

 

“I’ll call you when we get home from Paris,” Mel promised when I stood to leave. I’d waited until Jace had excused himself to use the restroom. I had a theory about taking the coward’s way out being the only pain-free way to travel.

“I hope so.” I might have lost touch with her, but I longed to be close the way sisters should be, to share our secrets, to have chats at odd hours, to care if she was upset or hurting, and to have her care about me.

“Are you staying with Jace again?” Her question spoke more than her fair share of curiosity.

I shook my head. “I’d better get to my own place, but thank you for letting me be a part of all of this. I’m so happy for you guys.”

“Jace is a good guy.” She hugged me again. “He never looked at me the way he does you,” she whispered.

I chuckled, a heavy ache in my chest when I thought of how wrong she was. “Looking at me is the same as looking at you.”

“I always wished that was true.” She kissed my cheek and let me go. “Stay in touch this time, Lyr. I miss you.”

I nodded then strolled out of the restaurant, hoping a valet could get me a cab with tip-worthy expedience.

“Hey, Lyric,” Jace called, running to catch up. “Where’re you going?”

“I have to get home.” Lying grew increasingly difficult.

“Without saying good-bye?” He pulled me close. “There’s no way I am letting you get away with that again.” He kissed me until I could barely stand on my own, until the cab driver waiting for me honked impatiently, until my breath came in short, violent puffs. When he’d almost literally kissed my pants off, he turned without another word and walked back inside the hotel.

“Whew.” It took the entire ride across town for my body to return to normal. If kissing was an Olympic sport, Jace Laugherty would be a gold medalist.

I walked into my apartment expecting to see all of my trashed belongings still lying here and there. Instead, the living room had been stripped to the hardwood. The TV had been removed from the wall, the space the sofa had occupied sat empty, and the general litter was gone. George and Wyatt were at my kitchen table, playing poker with naked lady cards.

Guilt crushed my chest. I looked at my best friend. “I’m sorry. I should have been here to help you.”

He held up his hands. “It wasn’t me. Bachelor number two here sent a crew this morning.”

“You did this?”

“Gin,” Wyatt called then pushed his chair back to stand. Taking both of my hands in his, he leaned his forehead against mine. “I couldn’t stand the thought of you coming home to that mess twice.”

“He sent all your shoes off to be repaired, too.”

My brain attempted to process the information, but Wyatt kept going. “I read up on the case today. You’re right. Michael needs some help.”

“You’ve been a busy boy.” I squirmed as he tugged at my waist, drawing my hips closer.

“Idle hands are the devil’s playground.”

I slanted him a look out of the corner of my eyes.

“Well, I just figured I’d better not give the devil any more to work with than I already have.”

I arched a brow. “So, this is your attempt at reformation?”

He laughed. “Nope. I’m trying not to make it worse.”

I pulled away and strolled to the fridge. His nearness felt wrong to me, maybe because of Jace, but I suspected it was more the bad vibe he shot off like Fourth of July fireworks. Dear God. He’d even stocked my fridge. I pointed to the food. “You again?” He shrugged. “You’ve been sitting here playing cards, waiting for me to get home?”

“I figured you would get tired of the pretty boy quicker than you did.”

I shot George the help-me wide eyes.

“He means bachelor number one.”

I resisted the urge to hurl a shoe at him. “Yeah. I got that. How did you know I was with Jace?” The Laugherty clan hadn’t come until after he’d left. Was he stalking me?

“I was down in the bar when the blond Addams Family arrived. I saw you leave with him.”

“Oh.” I hadn’t changed a bit—jumping to conclusions when a rational explanation existed. “Well, thank you for everything you’ve done.” I turned to George. “Do you think we’re safe here?”

“Probably.” He pointed to a box on the wall by the door. Two small lights flashed green. Multiple buttons backlit by white light stuck out with back numbers on the front. Words scrolled across a small screen. Danger. Alarm not set. What spaceship had they stolen this thing from? “We have an alarm system now.” He stood, grabbed my wrist and hauled me into my bedroom. “You have a new bed, my love. No bad memories in this one, yet.” He lowered his voice. “Wanna crawl in and make some?” His eyebrows played hide-and-seek under the hair hanging over his forehead.

I gave his shoulder a light little punch then broke free to run my fingertips along the plush, overstuffed comforter. The curtains, blanket, and forty or so throw pillows, in coordinating shades of pink and mint green, featured every design from flowered to polka dotted to striped in colors that matched the comforter and the freshly painted room. “He did this, too?”

George nodded.

A new lamp glowed soft-white light on the table. A bookshelf in the corner was stocked with new books. “I’m in holy-crap mode.”

“Why?”

“This is a lot for a guy to do for a girl he doesn’t have a chance with.”

“Oh, you wound me.” Wyatt stood in the doorway. “I did this because we were friends once, and I still care about you. Not because I expect payment. Of course, if you wanted to reward me for my kind, selfless deeds, I could roll with that.”

“Roll with that, huh?” I couldn’t hide a grimace. Images of us thrashing—not in the good way—around my bed flashed through his mind. His excitement palpitated the room. “Tomorrow night? We could go out to dinner, maybe some dancing, then you can bring me here for a night cap, and we can enjoy all this new stuff.”

George’s skin turned white. He gave a whole-body shake behind Wyatt’s back. I trusted his opinion and, apparently, playing cards with Wyatt hadn’t done much to raise his view of my new colleague.

“Um, I was going to see my sister off for her honeymoon tomorrow.” The lie rolled off my tongue with relative ease. “Can I let you know?”

A dark look crossed his face but quickly gave into a smile. “Sure. No pressure. I was just kidding about rewarding my kindness.”

I bit the corner of my lip, and we all stared at one another in awkward silence until, after a moment, Wyatt moved closer to me.

“I’m going to leave you in Georgie’s capable hands.” He looked over his shoulder at George, who leaned against my brand-new dressing table. “Let’s make sure you keep ’em to yourself, pal.” He formed his thumb and forefinger into a pistol and “shot” George then leaned down to look into my eyes. He took my face in his palms, bending in for a kiss. I kept my lips firmly closed and my fists at my sides.

This bozo had cheated on me. If he thought buying me new furniture had earned him a free pass into the bed he’d purchased, he’d reached delusional on a whole new level. He pulled away, stalked to the door, then turned to me once more, winking before letting himself out.

My friend was propped against the wall, having come out to witness the big good-bye.

“Is it weird that he got me all this stuff?”

“No. It’s weird that he knew you were with bachelor number one last night then he bought you all this stuff.” He pulled me down into a chair. “You know, I left right after you did last night, and I hung out in the bar for a bit. I didn’t see Freak Show down there.” He frowned. “I could have missed him, I suppose, but there weren’t many people.”

I considered his words.

“But why would he lie about it?”

“Because he’s a pathological liar.” The simple answer also remained the true one.

“No love fest for bachelor number two. Interesting.” He tapped his fingertip against his chin.

“What’s interesting about that?”

“I think he is trying to woo you.”

Woo me? When did we step back into 1950s land? “He cheated on me with about ten different girls when we dated in college. He was the one who made the big deal out of being exclusive.” I shook my head. “No way. Leopards don’t change their spots, and he’s the king of the sleaziest leopards.”

“What about the other one?”

“Jace is, and I suspect, always will be, in love with my sister.” I sighed, hating every single syllable of the words I had just spoken.

George frowned in sympathy. “Shall we go for brunch in the morning?”

I nodded. “That’s the best offer I have had all day.”

He threw an arm around my shoulder, walking us through the empty living room to our respective bedrooms. “You, my love, have got to get out more.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Or maybe you should stay in more, but less alone.”

“Good night, George.”

“Sweet dreams, love.”


 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

 

It was well into the night when my first text appeared.

Wyatt: Had a warm, fuzzy dream about you.

Groaning, I put the phone onto the table. A moment later, the cell beeped again.

Wyatt: Hope you are dreaming of me, too.

I rolled my eyes. Seriously?

Wyatt: Hello? Are you sleeping?

I resisted the urge to go Big Ben on his ass and tell him that at two in the morning I didn’t answer or appreciate calls. For me, social hour ended right around bedtime. Before I had the chance to rethink it, he went back at it.

Wyatt: Are you in bed with someone else?

Wyatt: Answer me!

It wasn’t ten seconds later the phone rang. “For the love of God, Wyatt. Go to bed and leave me alone.”

“Okay. Now we have both called the other by someone else’s name. Can we be even?”

“Jace?” I threw my arm over my eyes, holding the phone to my ear with my shoulder. “Do you not own a clock?”

“I do, but it’s on a wall in Atlanta.” He chuckled. “Wake up. This is the city that never sleeps.”

“That’s New York, silly. This is sin city.”

“I could go for another round of sinning with you.”

“Hmph.”

“So, why is Wyatt calling you at 2:00 a.m.?”

“Because none of the men in my life require sleep and all are huge pains in my ass.” Out of schoolgirl guilt, I added, “Well, he is anyway.” Thinking about it, he always had been. As if cued by my words, my phone beeped, signaling a new text had arrived. I ignored it. “Why aren’t you in bed asleep like a good little athlete?”

“I’m on vacation until February.” His voice dropped to curl-my-toes-into-the-mattress sexy. “Come out and play with me.”

“I’m not coming out to play.” Loud music pulsed in the background, and someone asked Jace if he needed a drink. “Where’re you at?”

“The Rockhouse. Dylan was bored at the hotel. Come on. We’ll pick you up in a half hour.”

I considered it. I hadn’t done anything fun in Vegas in a long time. Besides, since Wyatt had decided to begin a full-on campaign to freak me out, I could use a distraction. My phone beeped again. “Okay. You don’t have to pick me up. I’ll get ready then call and find out where we can meet.”

“No way. We’re picking you up, so you can’t back out on me.”

“Sounds kind of needy, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t. Now, get dressed. You have twenty-eight minutes.” He hung up. Further argument would have, at best, been half-hearted.

I hopped out of bed to check my wardrobe. Only two club-appropriate dresses salvaged from the piles of destroyed clothes—a little black skin-tight number with spaghetti straps and a lace overlay or a turquoise second-skin strapless with jewels from the neckline to the hip on the left side. Decisions. Decisions. Yanking the turquoise off its hanger, I shimmied in while simultaneously turning on my straightener. I applied makeup with one hand while taming my curls with the other. I finished one minute before he arrived. Black shoes were my only choice because they were all I had been able to salvage. I hopped out to the living room to answer the door while slipping them on.

For my reward, I received the full-on Jace affect then a shrill squeal, causing us all to cover our ears. They stepped inside. I wanted to kick the alien buttoned alarm, but settled for punching in the magic code that produced silence. I watched George’s door, waiting for him to come out. He didn’t.

“Note to self, cut wires to alarm box.” I looked over my shoulder at Jace whose eyes lingered longer than socially acceptable on my legs.

Dylan laughed at his brother. “I guess I was wrong, little girl. You do know how to dress to get a guy’s motor running.”

I winked at him. “Thanks, Dylan.”

I pulled a jacket off the coat rack and followed him out the door. Stirring into action, Jace stomped behind me down the stairs. Random thoughts assaulted my mind as we strolled through the crowded interior, the majority female vote being two very fine males accompanied me through the bar. I expected a stampede to push me out of the way to get to them.

I stopped to chat with my friend Katie, a cocktail waitress. “What time are you off?”

“Ten minutes.” She picked up three empty glasses, setting them on her tray. “Jeez. It doesn’t seem fair. You have two, and I can’t get one.” She nodded toward the Laugherty men pushing their way through to the exit.

Inspired, I said, “Come with us. I’ll lend you one.”

“No. I couldn’t.”

“They don’t really belong to me to lend out, but come along. It’ll be fun.”

She wavered, having had a pretty rough night by the looks of things, but longing for a night on the town.

“We can go dancing,” I urged. “I happen to know the taller one is an amazing dancer.” Not that she was getting that one.

“You think they’ll mind?”

I laughed. The Laugherty boys loved the attention of females. Katie, with her silicone top half combined with her long-legged bottom half, belonged in the knockout girl category. It wouldn’t be a hard sell—if I had to sell it at all—to explain her presence. “Come on, Katie. I’ll help you clean up a little then we’ll go.”

She glanced over my shoulder, caught a glimpse of all the spectacular genetic hotness, and thought she would have to be insane to pass up an opportunity to get to know those boys up close and personal. “Okay.”

I bussed a couple of tables, fought off a few tips designed to drop down my top, then dragged her outside where the guys leaned against the brick of the building.

“It’s about time.” Pushing off the wall, Dylan started walking. “I was set to leave you here, but lover boy wouldn’t have any part of it.”

Jace ignored him, but I shot him a wiggly browed grin. “So, you moonlight as a waitress?” he asked after the introductions had been made and we’d scrunched into a cab. Katie sat between the two men while I squirmed a bit more than necessary on Jace’s lap.

“I am a woman of many talents.” My knees crushed into the door handle while my bottom nestled against the part of Jace enjoying the seating arrangement most. One of his arms cradled my waist, the other lay across my thighs. My dress rode up close to the danger zone, and the skin-to-skin contact caused my voice to be breathy and deep all at once. “So, where are we going?”

The cab lurched, sending my head into the screen separating the front and back seats and Jace’s face into my chest.

“You smell amazing,” he whispered. “You are….” He looked me up and down, emitting a low whistle. I squirmed again, this time on purpose, and he groaned. “If I died right now, I would go with a smile on my face.”

I smiled down at him. “Don’t die, Jace. I wanna go dancing.”

His fingers trailed down the inside of my thigh, stopping just before they crept under my dress—damn it—then reversed direction.

“What are you doing?” I whispered because actual sound fell beyond my grasp.

“Turning the tables.”

“Oh.” My voice choked out around a lump in my throat. “Okay.”


 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

 

The sun peeked over the horizon before anyone yawned, and another hour or so passed before we decided to call it a night. We’d danced, drank, and gambled the night away. Dylan and Katie didn’t make a love connection, but they had a good time and, as trained by his mother, he hailed a cab to take her home. Jace and I kept each other right on the edge of decency all night long. Resisting him proved almost futile. He had an arm around my waist while he bent down to nuzzle my neck with his chin.

“Come to the hotel with me.” His whisper preceded a gentle kiss below my ear. I shook my head. “Tell me you don’t want me. I’ll take you home.”

I turned toward him, ready to say the words, but when I looked at him, all rational thought escaped into an abyss in my mind. “I, uh….”

He ran his finger down my cheek. “Come to the hotel with me.”

As I opened my mouth to give in, someone tapped my shoulder. “Lyric? Is that you?”

You have got to be kidding me. I wasn’t sure if I’d heard my own thought or Jace’s, but I know I thought it. I spun around to find Wyatt six inches closer to me than he should be. I took a step backward, bumping into Jace’s chest. Pulling his arms from his sides, I wrapped them around my waist. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m enjoying a long Saturday night in the casino.” He frowned. “I thought you were home in bed.”

I ignored that. “Wyatt, this is my boyfriend, Jace.”

He squinted, and as quickly as the shadow crossed his face, it disappeared.

“Baby, this is Wyatt. He is one of the defense attorneys on the case I’m working on.”

Jace extended a hand Wyatt ignored. “I’ll see you at court on Monday.” His voice blazed razor sharp.

“I’ll see you then.” I spoke the words to his retreating back.

“So, I’m your boyfriend now?”

I stumbled across his thoughts as I searched for an explanation. He thought there were worse things I could have called him. “Well, I could explain it to you, which would take a while, or you could try talking me into your hotel room.”

“Oh. You’re my girlfriend now. You have to come to my room. It’s the girlfriend thing to do.” He led me outside, his thumb rubbing small circles against my skin. He whistled for a cab.

After we’d climbed inside, the driver turned around in his seat “Where to?”

Jace looked at me in question. I considered giving him my address, but somehow, the name of his hotel came bursting out.

Jace grinned, his lips captured by mine. The rest of the ride passed in a sensual blur of touching and kissing. We pulled up, Jace paid the fare, and we all but ran inside the hotel. Since the elevator car was full and people were jostling for space, we restrained ourselves, riding to his floor in silence.

Outside his door, he stopped and turned to me. “I don’t want to pressure you.”

“Shut up, Jace.” Taking the key card, I slid it into its electronic lock. I pushed the door open in a whoosh of air and grabbed him by the front of his shirt, yanking him in after me. “I think if we talk, we ruin it.”

We didn’t say another word until late in the afternoon.

 

***

 

“So, tell me what’s going on with the weird guy from last night…the one whose name you keep calling me.”

I rolled my eyes. “I called you his name in anger, thinking you were him calling me. You moaned her name after you kissed me. There’s quite a distinction there.” When he opened his mouth to speak, I put a finger over his lips. “I think the best way to explain what’s going on is to show you my phone.” I climbed out of bed, pulled on his shirt, and snatched my purse off the floor. I tossed the cell onto the bed beside him. He considered it with squinted eyes and tightly pressed lips. “Go ahead.”

“You have seventeen new texts.”

I nodded while he read them aloud.

“How could you flaunt your boyfriend in my face after all I did for you? Number two…. Why are you ignoring me? Call me. And three…. We need to talk. Four…. I don’t think we should work together anymore. I’ll let my dad know you decided not to take the case.” His eyes widened. “That’s just the first four.”

“I know.” He looked as freaked out as I felt.

“This guy is nuts.” Sitting up in bed, he continued to scroll through the texts. “He could be dangerous. Maybe I should call Dylan, see what he can dig up.”

I took the cell. “Don’t. He’s an old boyfriend who thinks he can bully me into a second chance. I can handle him.”

“No. He could hurt you or worse.” He pulled me down onto the bed, facing him. “Let me call Dylan. He doesn’t have to do anything. Just let him dig around a little bit.”

Another text arrived. I turned my eyes to the screen.

Wyatt: I am at your house. I am not leaving until we talk.

I dialed, my entire body shaking. “Hey, George.” I didn’t wait for a reply. “Is he there?”

“Yes. He said you were having brunch with him, but I thought we were having brunch, and then I went into your room to find you missing in action. So, no one got brunch.”

“I am sorry. I went out last night and I—”

“Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. You gave your rose to bachelor number one. I get it. Bachelor number two is feeling somewhat scorned, I think.” His voice dropped, alerting me he’d ventured out of earshot of his houseguest, or my houseguest, depending on how we looked at it. Actually, not a guest at all.

“I know. He’s text message crazy. It’s madness.” I downplayed the severity of the situation.

“My big question for you, my love, is how do I get rid of this maniac? He’s pacing a hole outside your bedroom door.”

My head dropped to my hand. “I have absolutely no idea.” I paused. “Shit, George. Let me talk to him.” A second later, Wyatt came on the other end of the line while Jace shook his head like a kid having a tantrum. “Wyatt, what the hell are you doing?”

“Waiting for you to get home. We need to talk.”

“No. You need medication.” I wanted to see how he reacted to my playing a little rough.

“Why are you doing this to me?” His voice sounded pained.

“I’m not doing anything to you. I’m not yours.” I hated hurting his feelings, but he freaked me out more than I cared to admit.

“Well, you’re not his.” His anger bounced from satellite to satellite, landing in my ear.

“You didn’t want me when you had me. You wanted everyone else. I moved on.”

“Well, I want you now.”

I knew his past. He’d always been a spoiled rich boy who’d never heard the word no in his life and had no plan to handle it well. “If wishes were horses.”

“Lyric, we are going to talk.”

I cringed from the threat in his tone. “We are not going to talk. As a matter of fact, I want you out of my house, out of my building, and out of my life. I’ll call your dad and tell him something else came up, but you have to leave me alone.”

“I don’t remember you being this cold.”

“I don’t remember you being this creepy.”

“Creepy?” His voice jumped two octaves. “I’m creepy?” It didn’t seem so implausible to me, but to him, the idea sounded foreign.

“Yeah. Over the top, more than spiders creepy.”

“Really, now?” Disbelief etched his voice. He blew a loud breath into the phone. “I am sorry. I don’t know what my problem is. I hope you and Jace Laugherty are very happy together.” He hung up without another word, leaving me to glare at my screen in confusion.

“What the hell?” I wondered aloud.

“Babe, let me call Dylan, okay?”

I nodded, and he made his call while I continued to stare blankly.

A moment later, he wrapped me in a soft hug, rubbing my back. “It’s gonna be okay.”

“I’m not scared, Jace.” I looked at him. “When I first moved here, I was alone. I had no George, no friends, only this thing I can do. It’s not like a superpower that I can call on when I’m in trouble. By the time I even figure out I’m in trouble, it’s usually too late for it to be any good to me.” I shook my head. “Anyway, I was here alone, and I had to take care of myself. I can shoot a gun. I own pepper spray. I even know how to use my shoes, if I still had any, to cause some pretty serious damage.”

“But you won’t.”

“No, but I can. I also know where to kick a guy if I need to or how to use my keys to poke his eyeballs out if the need should present itself. I know, okay? I’ve been taking care of myself since I was sixteen. I don’t need Captain FBI to look after me.” I smiled. “Or his little brother.” When he started to protest, I leaned forward to press a soft kiss to his lips. “I love that you want to, but I got this, okay?”

He stared at me as though trying to memorize my face. His thumbs brushed along my eyebrows then trailed down my cheeks to my lips. “I just found you again, Lyric.”

“As usual, Mr. Laugherty, you have your facts all mixed up. I found you.” Had it really only been four days?

He grinned. “We found each other.”

“Yeah. I like that better.”

“Promise me you’ll be careful.”

I nodded.

“What about your job?”

I shrugged. Handling that would be tricky. Charles & Charles and Associates was a big firm, and I didn’t want to alienate anyone who could give me work or spread around that I was hard to work with. “I don’t know. I guess I have to call Mr. Charles and get out of it. I feel bad though. They don’t care one bit about the girl. Her thoughts are too random to know if she is guilty of what they are saying or if she was too naive to know how to get help to leave.” I pursed my lips. “That’s a lot more than I’m allowed to say.” My frustration at the events of the weekend caused a motor-mouth phenomenon on my part.

“Who am I gonna tell?”

“No one. Absolutely no one. I would lose all credibility. I have a lot of new shoes to buy, so I kind of need to work.”

“I’ll buy you new shoes. I have a fantasy about you wearing a particular pair of red heels I saw in your apartment the other night.”

I snuck into his head, knowing as he spoke the words he would be thinking about the fantasy. It wasn’t nearly so naughty as I guessed it would be, but enough to be OMG hot. “Wow. You have a very sexy imagination, Jasper.”

Instead of bringing a smile to his lips, my words caused a frown. “I can never have a secret from you.” He said it softly, as though it had just occurred to him, the idea surprising him. After I considered it for a minute, my expression matched his. I wanted a relationship without secrets, and couldn’t imagine why he would want one with.

“I would never be able to surprise you or buy you a gift you didn’t know about.”

“Yes you could. I’m not in your head all the time.”

“But how would I know when you are?” He was pulling away from me, withdrawing into himself. I shivered as I sat alone on the bed with him right beside me.

“You would have to trust I wouldn’t do that to you.”

He nodded, not believing I wouldn’t. Who could blame him? He didn’t want me poking around in his thoughts, yet there I sat, doing it again.

“Maybe I should go and give you some time to….” To what? “Just give you some time.”

“I don’t want you to leave.” But he did. I couldn’t seem to stop myself from reading his mind.

“I’m going home.”

“You’re not safe there.”

“I am. I have George and a brand-new alarm loud enough to at least burst the eardrums of anyone who even thinks about coming in my door uninvited. I’ll be fine.” I borrowed his shirt and a pair of sleep pants, so I didn’t have to bother trying to squeeze myself back into that damned dress. The clothes smelled like Jace, and I considered giving them back before I took another withering look at the sequins and spandex. I would borrow clothes from a friend if I’d gotten drunk and spent the night. Of course, none of my other friends smelled like heaven and shared the scent with his clothes. And, I hadn’t slept with any of my other friends and then peeked inside their thoughts to find regret. Well, his bad judgment for having those thoughts around someone with my skill set would cost him one pair of pants and a Bon Jovi T-shirt. I took a deep breath and twisted the shower faucet. After refreshing my outlook on the friend/lover debate skittering around my mind, I stuffed my legs into his pants, pulled the cotton shirt over my head and ran his comb through my hair. Screw this. I was keeping the clothes.

I walked out into the bedroom to find him dressed. “What are you doing?”

“Taking you home.”

“No.”

“No?”

“I can get myself home. I’ve lived here on and off for seven years, and I was completely alone before that. I can manage.”

Instead of fighting me on the issue, he lowered his tall frame to the bed.

“I can’t help what I can do. I control it or use it at my will. If you asked me to not read you, I would try really hard to give you your privacy, but I’m not perfect. Sometimes, it’s a necessity or the temptation is too much, and I want to know. Sometimes, it’s just for fun. I like it, you know?”

He didn’t.

“That’s something you have to decide if you can live with.” I paused, giving him the easy out he wanted. “You should decide now before this goes any further because it’s a big part of who I am. I don’t know who I would or could be without it.”

I walked to the door and opened it.

“Hey.”

I hadn’t seen him move, but I felt his breath on my neck, his hand on my elbow.

“You have a terrible habit of leaving without kissing me good-bye.” Neither of us wanted this particular kiss—the good-bye kiss. It had none of the qualities of a see-you-later kiss or an I’ll-call-you kiss. At the very last second, I turned my head so his lips landed on my jaw.

He pulled away, nodding. “Call me and let me know you got home safe.” His hands fell to his sides while his gaze lingered at a spot over my head on the door.

Turning, I walked down the hall, alone. Lonely. Pathetic and wearing his pants.


 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

 

“All rise.” The judge entered the courtroom followed by the jury. Wyatt and Michael sat with Greta while I stayed in the gallery immediately behind their table. Wyatt looked terrible. Bags puffed under his eyes. It appeared as though he had slept in his clothes.

Court began with the detective still on the stand. The prosecutor re-engaged the jury with her redirect. This time, I paid no attention to them, instead focusing all of my energy on Greta. She doodled on a piece of a paper in front of her, but her mind wandered through a maze of cloudy thoughts. She remembered being young, riding her bicycle outside in the sun. Then she thought of a day at a cool lake and sitting on the dock to dip her toes into the high water. She wondered how she could ever get back there.

Someone had obviously sprung for a hairbrush, even some new clothing. She seemed much less disheveled than she had on Thursday. Her long, dishwater-blonde hair had been pulled into a tight ponytail, and she wore black slacks with a burgundy blouse. I had one at home just like it.

Fear ate at her. She knew her future hung in the balance, even if she didn’t understand why. All she knew for sure was they’d taken her baby away. She doubted she would ever see her again.

“Mr. Charles?” The judge glared at Wyatt, who sat unmoving. “Do you have anything further for this witness?”

He remained motionless, staring at his pen. The only thoughts in his head revolved around me. He wanted me for his own, and by God, one way or another, he would have me. I slouched down in my seat.

Michael took control, standing taller, bigger than the week before. “Yes, Your Honor.” He appeared more confident than I’d ever seen him. His suit seemed crisper—of course, that could have been an illusion because Wyatt’s was so wrinkled—his stance wider, his steps to the podium surer. “Detective Ryan, you mentioned when you initially spoke to Miss Wildwood, she seemed out of it.”

“Yes.”

“Can you describe what exactly you mean by ‘out of it’?” His tone mocked the casualness of the detective’s previous description of Greta. Michael had relinquished the fidgeting and shifting from one leg to the other, which had made him seem spastic. He stood, hands braced on the podium, his notes on the table. He’d traded his glasses for contacts. Michael hadn’t just come to take this battle, he’d come to win a war.

“She wouldn’t speak. She never made eye contact.”

“Did she seem scared?”

“Yes.”

“When she told you about the incident that injured Baby Caroline, what was her demeanor?” Michael had my notes running around in his mind.

“Her voice sounded flat. Her sentences were broken.”

“When you raised your voice to her, what did she do?”

“She flinched and started to cry. She rocked with her arms wrapped around her knees, but that isn’t unusual.”

“Right. You see that a lot. We get it.” The judge shot a pointed glare at Michael, but he ignored it. “But was there anything about Greta that you wondered about?”

“Behavior wise?”

“Anything physically or with her behavior.”

“No. She seemed like a normal suspect.”

“Was she confused?”

“Yes, but being taken to jail is confusing to some people.”

“Especially if they are being persecuted when they’re innocent.”

The prosecutor jumped to her feet with an objection that rang through the quiet air. The judge overruled, allowing Michael to continue.

“We watched the video evidence of your interrogation, last week. When you blamed Greta for hurting Baby Caroline, we saw her fight back. Right?”

“Yes. She became angry.”

“We heard her tell you it was Mr. Callahan who hurt the baby.”

“Yes.”

“We saw you call her a liar.”

“Yes.”

“In your experience with liars, do you believe anything they say?” Michael learned with speed.

“No. Not usually.”

“But you did with Greta, correct?”

“Yes.”

“You believed she was aware her boyfriend had hurt the baby before?”

“Yes.”

“But you didn’t believe he had kept Greta prisoner in the house for a period of time when she tried to leave him.”

“No. I did not. I do not believe that.” The detective bit out the words, each one having its own period at the end.

“Why?”

“Because she was uninjured at the time of her arrest.”

“But she told you he kept her prisoner some weeks earlier.”

“A man who beats his woman, as a rule, does it consistently. He doesn’t stop or take a vacation from it.”

“Always?”

“Usually.”

“But not always. There can be a period of time where abuse is stalled, so to speak. But that didn’t happen in this case.” Michael strode to the desk, grabbed a group of photos from a folder. As he had the photos marked into evidence, I watched Wyatt. He still toyed with his pen, his thoughts centered on me. “Detective, these are the photos taken of Greta’s chest when she was brought in. Do you see this bruise on her arm?”

“Yes.”

Michael almost threw the picture to the side. “This one, where her ribs are almost green? Would that be another bruise?”

“I can’t say.”

“Have you ever had a bruise, detective?”

“Of course.” I checked in on his thoughts. Fury raced around his mind.

“So, you would know, as a bruise fades, it changes color, becoming less purple, more green and yellow?”

“Yes.” The detective spit the word as though it hurt him to say it.

“So, you knew there was some abuse, correct?”

“I can’t say where those bruises came from.”

Michael shook his head in disgust, moving on. Snatching the pictures away from the detective, he tossed them on the podium. “Have you ever seen these pictures before today?”

“I saw them shortly after they were taken.”

“But you didn’t believe Greta was afraid to take her baby and leave?”

“There are a dozen agencies that help battered women if they step up and ask for help.”

“Are those numbers posted anywhere in the hotel where Greta and Mr. Callahan were staying?”

“I didn’t notice.”

Michael clicked his tongue. “I did. There were none. Did Greta receive any kind of state assistance where someone could have made her aware of these agencies?”

“Not that we could determine.”

“Who, in their household, worked?”

“Miss Wildwood cleaned the hotel to pay their rent, and she worked two or three nights a week at the Burger Palace.”

“So, Mr. Callahan had control over the child more than Miss Wildwood?”

“It would seem that way, but Miss Wildwood was allowed to leave to go to work. She could have asked for help from any number of people.”

Michael nodded. “If she was afraid Mr. Callahan would hurt her, would she have asked for help?”

The judge sustained another objection, and Michael finished with the witness.


 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

 

Court recessed for the day at lunchtime because Michael, getting no help from his colleague, needed to “confer with” his client. He secretly intended to head into the office and report Wyatt for showing up to court hungover and unprepared. He planned to fight to get his case back. This time, I was on his side. I had been apprehensive about coming to court at all but sat on the verge of hysterics after listening in on Wyatt’s mind mumblings.

He grabbed my arm when I stepped out into the hallway. “Please, Lyric. Talk to me.”

I jerked out of his grasp, knowing Greta wouldn’t be the only one with a bruise. “Wyatt, you’ve got to stop this.”

“Please, come have coffee with me. Public place. You choose.” He raked through his already messy—not in the sexy way—hair.

I had to put a fast stop to this mess. As long as we stayed in a public setting, I didn’t see a need for worry. Much. “Okay. We can go to the diner downstairs.”

There would be a ton of people in the lobby due to the early court break. He nodded, again jerking my arm into his vise grip. When I tried to break free this time, he squeezed harder, and I knew I’d just bought a bunch of trouble. He passed the elevators, instead heading to the stairwell at the end of the hall, dragging me with him.

“Let me go.” I panicked, looking around for help. The silence of the hallway consumed me. Where the hell had everyone gone?

“Not this time.” His pace increased. I stalled, pulled back, trying to formulate a plan for escape.

I softened my voice, digging in my heels. “Hey. I’m going with you. It’s what you want, right? Relax.”

His mind whirled. He knew I was tricking him.

“It’s not a trick. I want to go with you.” A picture of me kissing Jace flashed through his mind. “Don’t think about anything but us, Wyatt. Nothing else matters.” I needed him to hear me, but his mind traveled down a single track, and I had no hope of derailing him.

I passed panicked and moved right on to freaked-the-hell-out.

He yanked me forward again. “Don’t play with me, Lyric.”

“I swear, I’m not.” I covered his hand, the one cutting off the circulation from my forearm, with my own.

“You spent all weekend with that baseball player.” Bitter accusation dripped from every perfectly enunciated word. We took off again, almost running.

“He was worried about me after the break-in. He’s an old family friend, nothing more.”

“I saw you kiss him. I saw you go into his hotel room, and I saw you leave last night. Did you screw him, too?”

So, he had been stalking me. The bastard. The situation had escalated to way worse than I’d originally thought. “No.”

“It’s okay. I paid him a little visit last night after you went home. I was going to come see you, but I thought maybe he needed to learn a little lesson about taking things that don’t belong to him.”

“What did you do to Jace?” Fear tickled down my spine and settled deep in my belly.

“I showed him what a baseball bat is really for.” He chuckled, and my heart lurched. “He was tough.” He rubbed his jaw, as he remembered the punch he’d taken to the face. “But I don’t think he will be bothering us anymore.”

I began to hyperventilate as he pulled me down flight after flight of stairs.

“Oh, grow up, Lyric. He was using you. Any fool could see that. Who could blame him, the way you draped yourself all over him? You were like the cheap suits your preacher man daddy used to wear.”

“What did you do to him?” He could insult my father all he wanted. On a better day, I would have jumped on that gravy train, but at this moment, all I wanted to know was Jace hadn’t been hurt.

“He’s fine. In a better place now.”

Tears sprang to my eyes. A picture of Jace lying on the floor in his hotel caused Wyatt to smirk as my voice rose. “You killed Jace?”

He shrugged. We stepped out into the lobby.

“Stop!” I had to get help, not just for me, but for Jace. I screamed a maniac-in-a-mask-chasing-me kind of scream and eyed the guards who surged forward at the sound. “You killed Jace!”

Oh, yeah. People stopped to stare.

“Let me go!” Images of Jace bounced through my mind. Jace grinning at me in the bar as he fake proposed, cradling me in his arms as we danced, in my bed, in the hotel bed, in the shower. Image after image of Jace seized me, and I screamed again. “Let me go!”

“No.” He yanked me forward.

A police officer stepped in front of us. “Sir, you need to let the woman go.”

Wyatt laughed and pulled a tiny gun from his pocket. It didn’t look like much, but in my experience, a gun was a gun. “Mind your own business and get the hell out of the way.”

Every cop in the building had their sights on him within seconds. This situation did not have a happily ever after stamped on it.

“You need to send someone to the Grand Hotel. Room 611. Someone might be hurt.” My voice belied desperation.

“Shut up, Lyric!”

“This is Wyatt Charles.” I pitched my voice louder. “If he gets away, his name is Wyatt Charles. He hurt Jace Laugherty in room 611 at the Grand Hotel.”

He shook his head. “Bitch.” He said it softly and with great disappointment. “Let’s go.”

“Sir.” A cop pointed his gun at Wyatt’s chest. “We can’t let you leave.”

Wyatt put his gun to my temple.

“Oh, yeah. So much for true love, pal.” I rolled my eyes.

He ignored me as though I had remained silent rather than being myself. “If you shoot me, my finger squeezes the trigger in reflex, then I shoot her and on my way down, I imagine I’ll be able to squeeze off a few shots for all of you, too.” Oh, he’d adopted the voice of calm. “Are you feeling like a hero, Officer, or would you like to make it home tonight?”

The last thing I wanted was to get caught in the crossfire between this maniac and the heavily armed law enforcement officers. He needed a distraction.

I began a desperate struggle against his strength, yanking my arm as hard as I could. “You’re hurting me.”

His grip tightened. I feared my arm might fall off, but I kept jerking up and down, trying to break free. “You started it. ‘He hurt Jace Laugherty.’” He mimicked me in a very unflattering tone. “How do you think that made me feel?”

I took a deep breath. “You have a gun to my head. You wanna talk feelings, I think we’re even.” I softened my voice. “Maybe we could forget about all of this and move on.”

He laughed. “You’re insane.”

The gun glittered in the overhead lighting. Small. Size mattered, and I assumed the itty-bitty extent of the weapon inspired my fearlessness. “Okay. You be the pot. I’ll be the kettle.”

“Miss,” the officer said quietly, wondering who—me or Wyatt—was the one he needed to worry about. “Maybe you should let us handle this.”

Stilling, I stared at the cop who’d told me to knock it off. “Then handle it,” I commanded. “Shoot his freaking kneecap or something.”

Wyatt moved to the side, allowing him to point his glare at my face. His gun, however, remained against my temple. “You want them to shoot me?”

“Well, kind of. Yeah. I mean, what’s your plan here? You can’t be stupid enough to think we’re getting out of here.” I swear to God I didn’t drink anything before I left for work this morning, no matter how it sounds. I pushed the random mumblings of my own mind away. “If you shoot me, they shoot you. If they shoot you and your gun goes off, even if you haven’t done it on purpose, I’m still dead. So. What. Is. Your. Plan?”

I had no weapons in my purse. His gun pressed against my head, and he still squeezed my flesh. I did, however, have on five-inch heels, so maybe I had a weapon, after all. I just had to get past the fear enough to use them.

“Wyatt, tell me one thing. Did you ruin my shoes?”

“Sorry about that.” He smiled his creepy little psycho smile. “I wanted you to need me. I gotta tell you, it’s kind of crazy for someone to love shoes quite that much.” He tilted his head and clicked his tongue.

Seriously? He’s calling me crazy?

My fear morphed into blind rage. I lifted my right foot and stomped down on his instep as hard as I could. He screamed in pain, dropping his gun to clutch his leg. As he fell, I kicked him in the crotch with all the strength I had left.

“You do not screw with a woman’s Blahniks. Dumbass.”

The officer pulled me away, slapping handcuffs on Wyatt before I could even blink. Someone had sent for an ambulance, and I found myself surrounded by cops with their little notebooks, wanting to take my statement. “We sent a unit to the hotel to check on your friend.”

I nodded.


 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

 

It took three hours, but at long last, a detective released me. I drove to the hospital to find the entire Laugherty clan, my sister included, in the waiting room.

Melody, who’d delayed her flight when Max won big at the roulette table, rushed toward me. “He has a broken arm and a concussion, but he’s okay.”

I breathed fully for the first time since the whole mess began.

“The news is calling you a hero.” Dylan stood in front of me, his features blank.

“But you think I was reckless?” It dripped from his voice.

“I think you take a lot of chances you shouldn’t, but I am glad you’re safe.” He pulled me into a hug.

“Can I see Jace?”

“He’s getting dressed. He should be out in a minute.”

“They’re letting him leave?” He’d been beaten with a baseball bat. Surely, that merited an overnight observational stay.

“It’s just a broken arm, a concussion, and some bruises, Lyr. He’s okay.”

The panic rocked me. “What if it’s worse?”

Mel shook her head. “It’s not.”

“But what if—”

Jace walked out of the emergency room door. His family rushed to him, surrounding him in love and happiness. I stayed rooted to my spot, drinking in the sight, looking past all of them to see him. He had stitches above his black right eye, and his left arm remained stationary in a removable cast, but he walked on his own. As I imagined what he had gone through because of me, tears filled my eyes.

I dropped all of my defenses to concentrate on keeping them at bay. I refused to cry in front of all of these people, but as soon as I got home, the dam would most certainly break. The thoughts of everyone in the room bombarded me, and I swayed on my feet. Since I remained standing, no one noticed, except Jace who broke out of the circle of his family to come stand in front of me.

“I heard you had an exciting day.”

I nodded, unable to speak for fear the tears I bit back would escape.

“You saved my life.”

I scanned his bruised face. “It’s just a broken arm and a concussion, right?”

“But you didn’t know that.” He pulled me forward, hugged me with his good arm, and kissed my forehead. “I wanna go home, Lyric.”

I nodded. Stepping aside, I let Lily help him outside. He limped a bit, held his ribs with his good arm. Since I only had about one minute before my nervous breakdown, I walked out to my car and headed home.

Feeling as though life had beaten me up a bit, I trudged slowly to my apartment. Before I even had the chance to retrieve my key from my purse, George opened the door and threw his arms around me. “Oh, my God. I saw it all on the news. Are you okay? You didn’t answer my texts. Or my calls. Or my smoke signals.”

“Sorry. I had some stuff going on.” I nodded. “Jace is pretty messed up.”

“He was at the courthouse?”

“No. Wyatt went to his hotel last night.”

“Oh.” His arms squeezed around me. “You have to be more careful.” He huffed, grabbing me by my bruised arm.

He had something to say, but he wanted my attention. Unfortunately for him, I’d had enough of being manhandled. I jerked away, wincing, but stood tall, ready to square off.

“That’s how you get yourself into trouble, Lyric.” He was as exasperated as I had ever seen. “You wink and flirt and throw your sexy little curves around like a weapon. You gotta be more careful, girl. Not every guy is gonna take the high road like I do.”

Every single man in my life had lost his flippin’ lid. “What the hell are you babbling about?” I had a feeling this fight might be in the epic arena.

“You. I love you, babe, but you put it all out there and expect to walk away unscathed. It doesn’t happen like that. You break a heart, sometimes, you get broken in return.”

“I don’t put it all out there.” I blinked and forced my mouth closed.

“I don’t think you do it on purpose. I don’t.” He rubbed a hand down my arm. “I think you are oblivious to how sexy you are. How men look at you.” What he meant was how he looked at me.

“I know what they think, George. I’m kind of special like that.”

“Yet, you walk around like a supermodel on the runway.”

“So, it’s my fault Wyatt jumped off the ledge?” How dare he? Our friendship hovered on the line.

“Would I ever say that?” When I didn’t answer, he continued. “No. I don’t think it’s your fault he went one-flew-over-the-cuckoo’s-nest.”

“Then what are you saying?”

“That maybe you should be more careful with people’s feelings.”

“Have I hurt you, George?”

He shot me a glare from the corner of his eyes. “I deal with what I deal with, lover. Don’t worry about me. I have loved you from afar and plan to continue to stand beside you and love you for the rest of my life.” George had always been honest—no matter what it cost him, no matter who witnessed the truths. “But I don’t want to see you hurt because some guy took your behavior the wrong way. I don’t want to lose this—what we have—over some guy who doesn’t understand you.” He pulled me into a tight hug.

“So, you want me to change?” I whispered, tears a reality.

“Oh, baby. Never. I just want you to be careful. Know that I love you, no matter what, but there are people out there who will use you or hurt you.” He gave me one more squeeze before pointing his gaze down to mine. “Settle down, girl. Find a man who makes you happy and take yourself off of the market because the shopping center is getting dangerous.”

I nodded. “I am sorry if I did anything—”

He cut me off with yet another hug. This one threatened my air supply. “I love everything about you, sweetheart, but even I know I am not the right guy for you. Because I love you, I would never expect you to settle for less than your happily ever after.” He kissed the top of my head. “Just find it soon, love, because all this crazy man business is about to kill old Georgie.”

Nodding, I pulled away, seeing my best friend in a whole new light. I had been walking around without a clue. How the hell was I supposed to fix this?


 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

The next morning, I got a text.

Jace: I had to go to Atlanta to be examined by the team doctor. I didn’t want to leave without saying good-bye, but I didn’t have much choice. Stay in touch.

That was it—not a single personal note to it. It could have been a mass text, the signature Jace Laugherty charm absent— just a plain old see-ya-around. It wounded me.

I considered calling him, but every time I picked up my phone, I put it back down. He loved Mel, plain and simple. My survival depended on my ability to let it go and be happy to do it. I repeated the notion as a personal mantra whenever my heart ached or my eyes leaked or I thought of him.

Every day for a month, my cell beeped through a new text—more random and impersonal goings on about his day or what the doctor had said. There were no tender words, no flirtations, just, Hey, hope you’re doing all right kinds of texts.

I stayed busy wallowing in self-pity, sinking into depression over losing him. I hadn’t realized I’d fallen hard for him until he left town and—even I rolled my eyes about it—he’d left without looking back.

On Tuesday, I went in to work. Because Wyatt had been arrested, the judge was prepared to toss the case back for a retrial. Not wanting to risk a new lawyer gaining traction by playing the sympathy card, the prosecutor made a decision and Greta accepted a plea deal. It turned out she couldn’t take it anymore. Her sentence of five years in prison came without fanfare or TV cameras or even a family member at her side. Within two and a half, she would be out. Baby Caroline was adopted by her foster family and would never remember the terror her parents had inflicted on her. If any saving grace existed in the whole thing, it was the only one I could think of.

Nothing held me in Las Vegas. Nothing pacified my hurt there, either. Having finished my work, I wanted to get out of the apartment to a place that had no trace of Jace. I was lying on the couch one day when George got home. It had been a month already, and still, I’d found no ambition to move or do more than mope around.

“How’s my best girl, today?”

I rolled my eyes at him.

“Babe, you have got to get over this guy.”

“I know.”

“Let’s go out tonight.” He nodded with wide eyes and a big grin.

“I don’t feel like it.”

His lips straightened into a concerned line. “What do you feel like doing, then?”

“Lying here, maybe wallowing. Later, I plan to work in a few sobs.” I half smiled. “You go out. Have a good time.”

“I cannot have a good time knowing you are here all brokenhearted and sad.”

I sighed. “I’m going home, George.”

He took a seat on the coffee table in front of me. “Home? To Texas?”

“No. To Savannah. ” Texas? The place was tarred and feathered with memories of Jace at a time when life had been both more and less complicated than it felt right then.

“I know. I went with you to buy it, remember?”

“I gotta get out of here, you know?”

“Aw, love. I wish I could make this easier for you.”

Struck with inspiration, I sat up. “Then come with me.”

“To Georgia?”

“Yes. Picture it, Georgie. Lots of southern belles, looking for love.”

He wobbled his head. “I guess I could ring a few bells.”

We booked flights and left that night.


 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

When I bought the house in Savannah, I’d been so excited. The three-story townhouse right in the heart of the downtown came with a carriage house and a flower garden. The house itself had been renovated to the point of perfection before I ever laid eyes on it. Each room boasted a fireplace—marble for the living room, brick in the bedrooms. Windows from floor to ceiling on the main floor looked out onto a busy street in the front and the lush blooms of the garden in back. A balcony porch wrapped all the way around. However, once I got to Savannah this time, I hated every square foot of it.

George discussed it with me at length. We mulled over each room, what I would change, what would make me love the house again. Then he handed me a sledgehammer, and I started knocking the crap out of any wall obstructing my view of the garden. I had some asinine idea about a book I’d read when I was young about a secret garden and how much happiness had been found there. I wanted my garden to replicate that feeling. Unfortunately, I’d missed the point of the story about happiness being found in the beauty of one’s self. Instead, I searched it out with a sledgehammer. It worked for a while. Until I glanced around to see that my showplace could be classified a natural disaster.

I sat down in the middle of the floor, among brick, plaster, and drywall, and cried as though certain tomorrow had been canceled. What had I done?

George found me hugging my sledge, sobbing to the stud walls when he returned and stood in the doorway watching me. “Did you hurt yourself?”

Well, since he mentioned it, my arms ached, sore as hell from all the swinging of the giant tool of mass destruction. “No. But I destroyed my house.”

He laughed. “Sweetheart, I think you’ve finally begun healing.”

“You let me destroy my house so I could heal? A stick of dynamite in my Cheerios probably would have accomplished the same thing.”

“Tomorrow, first thing, we will get someone to start rebuilding.” His promise helped a bit, but not as much as the pizza and beer. “We can fly out to Vegas, and when you get back here, it will be just the way it was.”

I supposed we’d come to the time for me to give him my news. “I’m not going back to Vegas.” More quietly, I added, “Ever.” As a brighter point of interest, I produced an envelope from my back pocket and held it out to him. “I signed the deed over to you today.”

He put up a hand and scooted backward. “No.”

“Yes. It was always your place more than mine. You can use the income from the bar rent for the upkeep.”

He shook his head, continuing to move away.

“It’s more than I ever sent you, G.” I chased him on all fours. “George, take this deed.”

“No.” He moved back five more inches. I advanced ten.

“Yes.” I sat on my heels, holding the packet of papers out once more. “It makes sense. You love that old building. It was really always more yours than mine. This way, instead of selling it and having to rent a hotel room if I ever come there, I’ll still be able to stay with my best friend.”

He contemplated my statement. “Okay.”

So, it was settled.


 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

Four months later, George returned to Las Vegas, and I still sat amidst the rubble, having decided I would learn how to rebuild the walls myself. At least I hadn’t destroyed the upstairs, which left me an almost dust-free place to sleep—which I did often. A local handyman, of the seventy-five-year-old variety, came every day, helping me hang drywall, teaching me over and over how to use a screw gun. Due to his age, he hindered more than helped the lifting process, so I looked like I was training to become some sort of overbuff wrestling diva. As a price to such brute workouts, I often fell into bed exhausted and aching. So, 4:00 a.m. phone calls annoyed me beyond belief.

“This had better be God calling to tell me to take cover because the world is ending.”

The sound on the other end seemed to be a scuffle. I could hear muffled voices.

“Give me the phone, Jasper!” I recognized Dylan’s voice immediately. “She’s moved on, and you can’t be drunk dialing. It’s four in the morning where she is.”

“Hello? Jace?”

“Give it back, Dylan. It’s my damn phone!” His voice was slurred.

More fracas ensued then the line went dead. I lay there, holding the cell in one hand and my forehead in the other. Who hadn’t, at some point, consumed a bit too much alcohol and used their dialing digits to make ill-advised contact with an ex? But I’d been doing just fine receiving the daily texts. He’d kept them impersonal, which made it easier to believe I’d been nothing more than a random name in a mass text to his fans or family. He never used my name, never said anything to lead me to believe I held any importance in his life.

I had three hours before Henry Madsen would arrive to resume construction. I used every second of those hours to reason away Jace’s behavior.

Around one that afternoon, my daily message arrived from Jace. This time, I knew the text was meant for me.

Sorry, it read.

Because something inside me wouldn’t allow me to let go of him, I loaded every message he’d sent me onto the computer and read then reread them, searching for anything—a sign, a code word, anything—to tell me I’d meant more to him than a weekend fling. After three hours—more exhaustive than any manual labor I’d done that day—I gave up and crawled into my bed. Pulling the covers over my head, I cried.

In the six months since our weekend in Vegas, I’d never answered a single text. Not one time had I been tempted to call him or reply. I possessed enough common sense to know either idea would, without a doubt, be my undoing. I learned to rely on my self-preservation instincts to resist temptation, but it didn’t mean it made me happy. Every day I sank deeper and deeper into a bottomless pit of depression. Nothing pulled me out—not a visit from my sister or George or even Henry’s bad jokes.

I survived the next six months by rebuilding, rebuilding, and rebuilding. I pounded nails, taped, mudded, sanded, primed, and painted. I threw myself into the remodeling like my life depended on restructuring the walls. I stood admiring my newest paint job, trying to select the final color for the last wall I needed to paint. My phone beeped. I picked it up, somehow knowing before I looked at the screen it was from Jace.

Jace: Lyric, I have written you a text every day since we parted a year ago. That is 365 unanswered messages and 365 chances gone by. I have missed you with all I am and all I have, but it is time for me to move on. I wish you well, and I hope you find happiness. J.

For over an hour, I did nothing but reread his words. Then I hit reply.

Lyric: Are you seriously doing that thing from the Notebook? Then I waited.

And waited.

And waited.

No painting got done.


 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

“You’re preoccupied today.” Henry’s astute observations wowed me on a daily basis, but this one annoyed me. I picked up my phone for the hundred-and-eleventh time.

I shook my head. “No. No. I’m fine.” Maybe saying it for the millionth time would make it feel like less of a lie.

He nodded, a frown curving his lips down. “Is this about that man?”

How the hell did he know about Jace? “What man?” My face might have been the picture of innocence, but my heart raced to the point of pain.

He pointed over my shoulder. “That man.”

I spun around, hoping to find Jace in the empty doorway. “What man?”

Henry chuckled. “I knew it. Only a man can put such sadness in a woman’s eyes.”

I plugged my earbuds into my ears and turned on the music. “Let’s just work.” I covered my half of the wall in record time then moved on to walls that didn’t need repainted. I worked until my muscles ached. I worked until I didn’t feel like crying anymore. I worked until around 3:00 a.m.

I fell into bed, exhausted, with no room for anything in my mind but Jace—his laugh, his wide smile, his body, his hands, his every anatomical inch. I couldn’t clear my head. I had finally crossed over into disaster land. But I made a plan. I couldn’t let this guy go. No way. No how. No matter what I had to do.

I climbed from my bed and began packing. Next stop, Texas.

 

***

 

Battlecry, Texas, hadn’t changed in the decade plus I’d been gone. The morning coffee klatch sat in the middle of the town square at picnic tables, reading papers and playing cards and checkers. Lily Laugherty patrolled the streets, doing her best to keep the riffraff to a minimum. Molly’s Hair Haven was full of blue-haired women getting their weekly rinse while sharing whatever gossip could be determined newsworthy enough to be repeated. Double Coupon Tuesday had the grocer’s parking lot full, and school buses crept through town at a snail’s pace, delivering their charges to the last week of class before Thanksgiving break. Swiss clocks didn’t run as dependably as Battlecry.

I zoomed through town to Gran’s house and pulled down the mile-long drive in a cloud of dust. My palms sweated, while my heart raced. This did nothing to help my less than stellar driving, and I screeched to a stop bare millimeters from plowing through the garage door.

I’d reached Gran’s house—a brick ranch with three garage bays, a giant picture window, and a front door that looked like it belonged on a Medieval castle rather than a farmhouse standing at the edge of town. Her house was larger and roomier than either of its nearest neighbors. Her garden took almost the entire side yard and, in the summer, boasted five rows of tomato plants, ten or twelve rows of sweet corn, along with zucchini, cucumbers, carrots, and lettuce. Since November arrived, it had dried up and gone bare, but the memory of how it looked the day I left was a picture I carried with me whenever I thought of home.

The house, throughout the years, had expanded into the backyard. The square footage had doubled then tripled, and it looked as though she had added even more rooms. Gran loved company, never turned away anyone who needed a place to stay for the night. Thus, she needed a large house—this large probably spoke to overkill, but in terms of my recent deconstruction issues, I couldn’t very well throw stones.

I left my suitcase in the car and strolled up the steps to the wrap around porch. I breathed in the smell of fresh apple pie. Gran didn’t bake pies, but she planted those scented candles everywhere to make people believe she did. Sara Lee made our holiday desserts. I knocked then stood waiting, looking out off the front porch.

Gran shrieked her delight as she rushed out, drying her hands on a dishtowel then clutching me in a hug, almost knocking me off her front porch. This old woman had a lot of spry left in her. She didn’t ask why I’d come, didn’t comment on anything other than her happiness I had arrived.

She walked me inside with her arm around my shoulders. “I can’t believe you’re finally home.” For whatever reason, speaking choked the air from my lungs. I didn’t try a second time. “Thanksgiving is going to be so special this year.” She gushed words like Old Faithful gushed water. “Melody is cooking the whole meal. Don’t worry. Your mom and dad aren’t coming, so that’s good. I think they’re on safari somewhere. Maybe New Mexico or Africa.”

I didn’t quite understand how she could have gotten those two confused, but I didn’t have time to ask as she continued to motor on.

“The Laughertys are all coming. Wait until you see Melody’s house. You won’t believe the work she’s done. First, she ripped out walls then she built them up. It’s been going on this whole last year. They just got finished. Poor Max has had his hands full with his lawyering and then working on the house until all hours. Does she know you’re here?” I shook my head, unable to get a real word in even if it had been possible. “Oh, it will be such a fun surprise. Do you want to go over now?”

“Uh—”

“Of course you probably want to get freshened up first. You go ahead. I’ll whip us up some lunch then we can go over. Or should I call her and ask her to come over here?”

“Gran—”

Pausing, she looked at me. “Yes, dear?” Again, I didn’t have words. “I know, Lyric. It’s good to have you back. This is where you belong.” I saw the tears fill her eyes when she pulled me against herself one more time. “You run along and get fresh then we can decide what we’ll do.”

I nodded.

Having been shooed off to clean up as though I sported a ripe odor, I stepped into my room feeling as though I’d traveled through time. The only thing missing from the day I’d snuck out the window were the dirty clothes I’d left on the floor. The room smelled like sunshine, and the parted drapes revealed an open window that allowed a slight breeze to blow in. Every other thing looked the same as I’d left it—a U2 poster on the wall, my name spelled out in pink and lime green painted wooden letters, the mirror decorated with pictures of me and Melody throughout the years taped in each corner and along the frame. Wow.

My cedar-walled bathroom still carried the scent of the forest and its muted mint color. A bottle of freshly dusted Aqua Net still sat on the countertop along with assorted blue eye shadow and mascara. This had once been my stuff. It felt off to stand there looking in mirror whose reflection no longer showed the sixteen-year-old who’d lived in the room. The person reflected at me appeared older, more broken, less carefree, less sure of all the things she once believed she knew. I found the differences in my reflections odd.

I’d never associated feeling with a room, so the imaginations in my head had to be just that. But my mind saw Gran pining for me in this room. I’d witnessed her tears, and her pain caused a stab to my heart. I’d come home to straighten things out with Jace, but I knew I had to mend some fences with my grandmother, as well. The mattress springs groaned under my weight.

“Oh, Lyric, what are you doing here?” I whispered.

When I came out of my room, Gran sat at the table with my sister. I had been gone awhile, apparently. Melody had cut her hair into a pixie style and, for the first time in our lives, we looked completely different.

“You went blonde,” she gushed, throwing her arms around me. I didn’t remember us being such a touchy-feely kind of family.

“You cut your hair!” I tried to match her enthusiasm.

“You came home. I knew you would. I could feel it.” She giggled. “I even told Max yesterday I thought you would come home for the holidays this year.” She held our arms out to the sides. “Holy mother of hot sauce, have you been eating at all? These Texas winds are going to blow you away.”

I laughed at the hot sauce part of her sentence. Whenever I heard her spout one of her condiment epithets, I always thought of Jace. I couldn’t help it. “I eat fine, Mel.”

Gran poured lemonade with real lemon slices floating in it as she walked, a talent I had yet to master. “Oh, my girls,” she whispered, turning her eyes to heaven. “Thank you.”

Mel and I looked at one another, and I shrugged. “So, how is everyone?”

She winked at our grandmother. “You don’t have time to sit here gabbing with us. You have got to get to the airport.” Grinning, she pulled me toward the door. “Jace is flying out of here today.”

“What? Where is he going?”

“To Savannah.”

“Atlanta?”

“No, dummy. To Savannah to get you back.”

I dug in my heels, halting our progress. “I wasn’t his to get back.”

“Yeah, and the sun doesn’t shine in Texas.” The screen door still screeched the same as it had years ago. “Look, you can deny it all you want. You can say he was all head-over-heels for me, but we all know it isn’t true. We all know the only reason Jace ever wanted me was because he couldn’t have you.” She gave me a two-handed shove forward. “Now, go get him before he gets on that plane and gets to Savannah to find you gone.”

“Come with me,” I begged.

“Why?”

Oh, for goodness sake. “Because I need you to park the car.”

Her arms crossed over her chest.

“Because I am tired of doing every single thing by myself.”

“Didn’t hurt much, did it?”

“A little,” I admitted.

Gran scooted out the door behind us. Mel turned to look at her as she climbed in the backseat.

“I’m not missing this.” She buckled her seatbelt.


 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 

We were forty minutes from the airport, and traffic was not traveling in our favor. Mel had her window down, horn blowing almost continuously, as she flipped off other drivers, weaving the car in and out of traffic as though she’d taken driving lessons from Mario Andretti and Jeff Gordon’s love child.

She whipped the car into the departure terminal and shooed me out at the curb. “Go. Get him.”

I smacked the door open, hit a parking pole, then raced through the airport. I found a security officer and begged for his help. “Can you page someone?”

“It’s against policy, unless there is an emergency.”

Damn. “It is an emergency, I promise. I know. It sounds very cliché, but I love this guy, and he is about to get on a plane. I have to stop him.”

“That’s not an emergency.” Shaking his head, he moved three steps away.

I followed then swerved around to block his path. “It really is.”

He didn’t budge on the subject.

“Listen, I have suffered through my own foolishness for an entire year because I let this guy walk away from me. I’m not a crazy stalker. For God’s sake, I haven’t even seen him in a year, but I can’t let him go because he’s on his way to Savannah to find me, and I’m here, and when he gets there, I’m afraid he will give up on me.” My eyes welled up. “Please.”

He wavered, needing one more good push.

“Please?”

Sighing, he picked up his radio. “I need to page a passenger.” He looked down at me. “What’s his name?”

“Jace Laugherty.” I couldn’t hide my smile.

“Please page Jace Laugherty to the north departure terminal. It’s a matter of the heart.” His voice hushed as though he couldn’t believe he’d been coerced into making the request. But he was an old softy.

I waited for a few seconds then heard his name ring over the speakers—twice. As I waited, dehydration became a concern due to the amount of sweat leaking out of my palms. For more than ten minutes, I stood with the security guard. I turned, about to thank him and leave.

“Would it be Jace Laugherty, the pitcher for Atlanta?”

I nodded.

“Would that be him?”

I turned in the direction of his finger. Jace walked toward me.

“Thank you.” I lifted up onto my toes to press an excited kiss to his cheek then walked toward Jace, my steps slow, unsure. When I stood within inches of him, we both stopped, drinking in the sight of each other.

“Hi.” My eloquence amazed even me.

“What are you doing here?”

I stayed out of his head, not sure I wanted to know what he thought just yet.

“I must have asked myself that ten or twelve times. What am I doing here? What am I doing here? What am I doing here? You can stop me anytime.”

He grinned, causing my heart to all but melt. “Stop.”

“I know being with me would be different. You’d never be able to surprise me, but it’s okay because I don’t like surprises. I don’t need gifts. I just don’t, so you would never have to worry about buying me one and keeping it a secret.”

Stepping closer, he took my hands in his.

“If you don’t want me in your head, I’ll try to keep out. I’ll do everything I can to give you that privacy, but we both know, you’re a weakness I have—like my kryptonite—so, it’s probably a pretty empty promise. But doesn’t it say something that I’m willing to try?”

He leaned his forehead against mine. “I was coming to get you, to tell you it didn’t matter. I can’t be without you anymore. Lyric, you’re the one I want.”

People milled around us, but I stood, taking in his words. “You could have said something.” I shrugged.

“I sent you text messages every single day.”

“To tell me about your day or about the weather in whatever city you played in.”

“I didn’t know what else to say. Besides, you never answered.”

“A simple I love you would have probably said it all.” I naturally gravitated toward him. “I tried so hard to get over you. I could almost convince myself you were just in my imagination then I would get a text and, even though they were so generic, they just reminded me it wasn’t all some dream I had. You were real.”

His devil smile appeared. “That was my plan.”

I grinned back. Staring at each other just seemed to be our thing for a few minutes.

“Don’t punch me.” Then he lowered his head and kissed me as though we had been apart for months and together forever.


 

 

 

~A Note from Melissa~

 

 

Dear Reader,

 

It has been such a pleasure to immerse myself in the lives of Jace and Lyric. Such a cute couple, what with his spicy personality and her ability to read minds, their chemistry just about wrote itself. I hope you enjoy them as much as I have. This is the first book in the Laugherty Series, written before For the Love of…Geese. I hope you learn to love the Laugherty clan and come back to Battlecry, Texas to read how the rest of the family finds their soul mates.

 

Thanks for reading and come back soon.

Melissa Shirley
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Chapter One

 

 

Once upon a time, I had a normal life. I lived in a big house with a cook and a maid and my deliciously absent parents. If I asked for new shoes, custom-made Jimmy Choos arrived the next day. If I wanted to go see a movie, enough money showed up in my account to allow me to turn the local theater into my own private viewing chamber. If I needed a ride, the Mercedes dealer rushed over with a sporty automobile, complete with a shiny red bow on top. I requested—okay, sometimes demanded—and they complied. Since my birth, my life had rolled along this way, and I loved every single minute.

Then it happened, and I lost every single thing.

It all started with a bottle of forty-year-old single malt scotch, the bartender from the country club, and my dad’s cute little sportster.

It seemed twenty-six-year-olds who live at home and work for their parents, who drive through the garage door while semi-tipsy, were frowned upon in my family—frowned upon enough my mother woke me by waging a war against me with my own pillow.

I sat up, rubbing my sandpaper-lidded eyes then flipped one open. My mother stood above me, my pillow in her fists, ready for a second strike. I wondered where the bartender I’d been with had gone. And why was I still wearing a cocktail dress? I should have been naked and wrapped around Pablo—or was it Paul? “What is your problem?”

“Rebecca Jean-Marie Heller.” She used my full name. Oh, dear. “You missed the staff meeting.”

Oh. Well, hell. If that was her big gripe for the day, I was going back to sleep until my hangover arrived and I could nap it off. I laid my head on the remaining pillow and received another wallop with my memory foam. “Stop it!”

“You drove your father’s Porsche through the garage door.” Barely-contained rage laced her voice.

“Oh, the car.” My brain throbbed its own rap song against my skull. Even if I might have done it, it wasn’t worth the bother to try to formulate an alibi or excuse. “Accident?”

She breathed in, her chest puffing to almost bursting proportions, her frustration a threat to my safety. “Rebecca!” Her voice, a shriek of disbelief. “It was a hundred-thousand-dollar car. Not to mention the damage to the garage.”

I stifled a yawn, trying not to be too bored by her fuming. Seriously. Lecturing me about money, while dressed from top to bottom in couture Chanel and custom-made Louboutins that had cost more than a semester at an Ivy League school? She'd be entertaining if my skull hadn't been threatening to crack open. “Just take it out of my trust fund and let me go back to sleep.”

“Oh, young lady.” Did I mention being twenty-six? “You’re going to pay for it. You’re going to work it off at the magazine. And I have just the assignment.” Uh-oh. This was bad.

Since becoming a staff writer and sometimes columnist for the entertainment magazine my family’s company owned, I’d enjoyed a lavish lifestyle of hobnobbing with the fabulously rich and the sinfully famous and was privy to their parties and to more than my fair share of their dirty little secrets. My lifestyle was nothing more than the product of the job my parents had insisted I take after college. Well, the job and the fact my parents had more money than most small countries—and a few large ones.

“So, what’ll it be this time, Mother? Book reviews for the blog again?” The go-to punishment for behavior that disgraced our good family name.

“No. You’re going to help your grandmother.”

“Grandmother?” I had one?

“My mother. She raises geese on a small farm in Illinois.” She smiled with triumph as though she knew something I did not. Again, not good. Her eerie little curve of passion-pink lipstick, capped, blinding-white teeth, and a tight, smug-lipped smile that had never meant anything but trouble for me.

“Geese?” I choked on a laugh then swallowed hard, realizing my mother did not make jokes. Ever. Geese?

Her impeccably coiffed, sprayed-until-only-concrete-was-harder curls didn’t move as she nodded. “In Illinois.”

“I heard you the first time. But geese?”

“Six months. You will submit a book review each month for the magazine, and you will help your grandmother with chores. You will learn to appreciate all your father and I have worked so hard to give you. And, if you want to see that shiny little Mercedes in the garage again, you will do it with a smile on your face.” My mother didn’t make threats, she made promises, and once I sobered up, I planned to take this one very seriously. I loved my Mercedes more than anything else in the world. Ever.

“Whatever.” I flopped onto to my belly and closed my eyes while waving her out of my room. She stomped away, and I could have sworn I heard an evil laugh I was pretty sure belonged to my mother.

 

***

 

Aiming for complacency, I glanced at the woman next to me. Her spine was rigid, her eyes straight ahead.

“Take a gander outside, Mother. Even the gods of traffic are against you. There’s no way I’m making my flight.” We inched along with the four million other cars on the 405 during the morning rush hour. Although there sure as hell wasn’t much rushing going on.

Something devious had crawled into my mother and made its home. She’d been wearing the same wicked leer for the last two days. Father, upon news of his sportster’s tragic demise, had jetted off to Hawaii…the stress of work, he’d said. According to Mother, it was what he always did when pissed at me, leaving her to handle my latest “situation.”

“Your flight doesn’t leave for another four hours.” Okay. The sneer was getting a little creepy, leaning toward the demonic side, but then I understood. She’d tricked me into leaving way ahead of time, so there was no possibility I would miss my flight.

I threw myself against the seat, content to pout my way to godforsaken Illinois. I had argued, fussed, whined, cajoled, and bargained for my freedom, a way to keep my trust fund without having to spend six months confined with an old woman six states away from my beach house and my car and my life. My mother was a boulder of immobility on the matter. Either go willingly, or I will take your gold card, your platinum card, your car keys, and your cell phone. And you can kiss your trust fund good-bye, too, missy.

I rolled my eyes, her words echoing in my head. I had to get out of this. “I’ve never met this woman before. And you think she’s just going to throw open her door and let a complete stranger invade her life for six months?” This was my last-ditch effort, complete with arm flailing and high-pitched screeching, to convince her of the error of her flawed thinking.

“She is your grandmother. Of course she will be happy to have you.” Good Lord, my mother was unflappable. I whispered a silent prayer, asking for the divine intervention of a blow-out on our chauffeur-driven Lincoln.

“What if I…?”

“Absolutely not.”

“But—”

“Rebecca, not another word. You’re going.”

I stamped my foot and balled my hands into tight fists, wishing I had something to hit.

Grrr. This was so unfair. I had a seat at the Academy Awards in just three short weeks. All because of a few tiny dents to a car Daddy hardly ever drove and a hole in the garage door, some secretary or columnist would be parking her butt at my table and rubbing elbows with Brangelina. I muttered a curse I knew my mother hated and turned to the window.

Illinois, for the love of God—or rather, geese. What the hell was there except a bunch of farmers and their cows?
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