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For every woman
 who has ever felt uncomfortable
 about her weight or her looks,
 may we all realize our true beauty
 that comes from within.




And to two very dear childhood friends,
 Allette Brown and Cheryl Falardeau—
 two women whose beauty radiates
 from the inside out.
 I love you both.
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Prologue





“Alice Gayle Watson.”


Alice froze as she stepped into the foyer of her house, as if her legs had turned to ice. Her mother never called her by her full name unless she was angry. “Yes, Mama?”


Rosa Watson appeared at the living room entrance. Stepping into the foyer, she calmly said, “This came in the mail for you.”


It was a simple enough statement, nothing to get upset over, but one look at the envelope her mother extended and Alice’s stomach dropped to her knees.


“Thanks, Mama.” She took the letter from her mother, then stepped past her, heading for the stairs.


“Wait one ever-loving second.” The calm voice was gone, replaced by a stern tone.


Alice turned. “Mama—”


“Alice, how many times have we talked about this?”



They never talked about it; her mother dictated and Alice listened. But Alice was almost eighteen, almost a high school graduate. Wasn’t it time she made her own decisions?


Telling her mother that was easy when she rehearsed it in the privacy of her own room—but not when her mother was looking down at her with such raw disappointment.


“It’s only a letter,” Alice finally said.


“From the Screen Actors Guild,” Rosa said with contempt.


“It’s just—”


“I know what it is. I opened it.”


Alice’s mouth fell open in shock, but her words of protest died in her throat. Why couldn’t she tell her mother how she felt? That she deserved some privacy and respect?


“It’s a list of agents,” her mother continued, then huffed. “In Los Angeles. What are you planning to do, move there?”


Maybe it was her mother’s mocking tone, or maybe the reality that she finally had to make her mother understand. But Alice found the strength to boldly reply, “Yes. Yes, I am.”


Her mother’s laugh was full of pity. “You’re going through with this silly dream of yours to be an actress?”


“It’s not a silly dream. I want this more than anything.” From the time she was little and she’d watched movies on television and the big screen—movies like The Wizard of Oz and The Sound of Music—she’d known she wanted to be an actress. Movies were magical. They took her to another time and place, gave her a chance to live out the happy ending she hadn’t found in her own life. She wanted to be a part of that magic. Only her father had understood that, but now he was gone.


“Look at you,” her mother replied, staring down at her with scorn. “Who’s going to hire you, let alone represent you?”


Alice choked back a sob. It was the worst thing her mother had ever said to her. She knew her weight had always been a sensitive issue with her. “I’m gonna work out. Eat better.”


“Oh, Alice. When are you going to learn? You have to stop living in a dream world and face reality.”


Why didn’t her mother believe in her? “I can do this.”


“For someone with a decent grade point average, you certainly aren’t acting like you have the sense God gave you.”


More harsh words, like a knife plunging into her heart. If her father were here, he wouldn’t let her mother do this to her. He would protect her. Yet her mother’s attitude made her even more determined. “I’m going.” Her voice wavered, but she went on. “You can’t stop me.”


Rosa’s eyes grew wide with surprise, then narrowed. “I’m telling you this for your own good, Alice. You’re setting yourself up for failure. Just like you’ve done with Marcus.”


“You don’t know anything about Marcus,” Alice replied, louder than expected. How dare her mother mention Marcus, her one true friend? He was the only one other than her father who believed in her.


“It’s obvious you’re in love with him. But in all this time, has he reciprocated your feelings? You live in this dream world where you actually believe a boy like Marcus would fall for a girl like you.” Rosa sighed. “You are going to get your heart broken, mark my words.”


Her mother almost sounded like she wished it would happen. Alice stared at her in shock, wondering how they could even be related. Where was her motherly love, her compassion?


At that moment, the phone rang, saving Alice from this horrible conversation. She hustled past her mother to the living room, where she grabbed the receiver. “Hello?”


“Alice.”


She closed her eyes as warmth rushed through her. It was Marcus. What perfect timing. “Oh, Marcus.”


“What is it? What’s wrong?”


He knew her so well. “Everything,” she whispered.


“Why don’t you tell me about it when you see me. Can you meet me in twenty minutes? At Maxi’s?”


“Yes.” She needed to get out of here. “Yes, I can.” She hung up and hurried out of the house, ignoring her mother’s protests that they hadn’t finished their discussion.


Marcus was already sitting at a table when Alice arrived at Maxi’s, a doughnut shop and café, and a local hangout for teenagers. Despite the buzz of chatter from the throng of students, he seemed to sense her arrival and looked up as she entered. He smiled. Just one of his sexy smiles made her entire day.


Every time she saw him, Alice’s heart did a little dance in her chest. He was so incredibly attractive. Six-foot-two, Marcus was athletically built and had smooth, dark brown skin. His black hair was short and wavy. He had a strong, chiseled jaw and beautiful, thick lips—lips that Alice always wished she could kiss. But his eyes were the most striking feature of his oval-shaped face. Always intense, his eyes were so dark they looked almost onyx.


Alice walked toward him, noting the sneers she got from a group of students, but she ignored them and held her head high. She had Marcus. She didn’t need anyone else.


“Yo, Alice.” Willie Thompson, a fellow senior who picked on her every day, jumped in her path. “When are you gonna go out with me?” His tone was mocking, as were his actions as he folded his hands before her as if pleading. His group of friends at the adjacent table, mostly jocks, howled with laughter.


Suddenly, Willie whirled around, so fast it startled Alice. Marcus had him by the collar of his T-shirt.


“You want to pick on someone,” Marcus said, his eyes black as coal as he glared down at Willie, “pick on me.”


The whole shop went quiet in anticipation of a fight.


Willie held up his hands in surrender. “Relax, man. I was just kidding.”


Marcus shoved Willie toward his table. “Don’t let me have to tell you again.”


It was amazing how Marcus’s expression changed from one of hardness to softness as he moved his eyes from Willie to Alice. Like he had on so many occasions before, Marcus had come to her rescue. “Thanks,” she said.


“No problem.” He placed a hand on her back and led her to his table. “Willie’s a loser. Ignore him.”



Alice wished she could use that excuse for the kids in school who made fun of her simply because she wasn’t pretty and was a little overweight. Including Marcus’s girlfriend, Tanisha. How could he be with someone who was so mean when he was so good?


Tanisha was a cheerleader. Marcus was a star running back for the school’s football team. After weeks of cheering for him from the sidelines, Tanisha had approached him after a game and they’d started talking. Soon after that, they’d started going out. Yes, Tanisha was beautiful, but that’s all she had going for her. Her beauty hid a cruel and manipulative side. Alice always hoped Marcus would see that for himself, but whenever they were together, Tanisha acted so sweet and loving, and Marcus hadn’t yet figured out her true nature.


“What’s going on at home?” he asked as they sat.


She told him about the fight with her mother. “She thinks I’m crazy. That I’m gonna fail.” Her eyes searched his desperately. “Do you think that?”


“No, I don’t. You’re a great actress.”


Marcus’s praise meant so much to her, but her mother’s disbelief had shattered her confidence. “You’re not just saying that, are you?”


He reached for her hand and squeezed it. “I’ve seen you in every play you’ve done in the past two years, remember? When I say you’re good, I mean it.”


“Thank you.” Most recently, Marcus had watched her perform in Misconceptions, a play at a local community theater. Her mother hadn’t wanted her to take the acting class—Alice had no clue why—but she’d worked hard and saved her money. In the end, she’d been devastated when the director had given her the role of Amy, a fat, unattractive kid who was picked on in school. Alice had gone to Marcus, unsure if she should accept the role. He’d been angry at the director’s narrow-mindedness, but had convinced her to do the role because it was a chance to showcase her skills to local agencies. In the end, she had done so well she’d received a standing ovation—and a personal commendation from the director.


“I say go for it.”


Marcus was the only thing that could keep her here in this sorry town where people judged her because she wasn’t model-thin and gorgeous. Even her own mother favored her sister, Marie, over her, simply because Marie was beautiful and she was not. So she had to admit that part of her was a little upset when Marcus didn’t tell her to stay in Chicago, that he would miss her if she went away.


Every so often, Alice wondered if she should risk telling Marcus how she really felt about him. Should she tell him now? Tanisha was supposed to be going to some school in New York to study drama. With Tanisha gone, she might have a chance.


“There’s something I want to discuss with you.” His whole body was tense, his forehead scrunched thoughtfully. What could it be?


“What, Marcus?”


“It’s Tanisha.”


Alice’s heart leapt. It was foolish to immediately feel hope, but she did. God, if she could only have a chance with Marcus, her life would be complete. “What about her?”


“I need your opinion. As a woman.”


“Okay.”



“We’ve been going out for a year and a half now.”


Don’t remind me. Alice still didn’t understand how Marcus couldn’t see Tanisha for what she was—evil, manipulative, and self-centered. “She’s going to New York, isn’t she? Are you two still gonna see each other?”


“We said we would, but…”


“But?” The hope burned brighter.


“Oh, I should just say this. What do you think about me proposing to her at the grad party?”


Propose? God, no. Alice’s head suddenly started spinning, like she was being thrown around in a tornado. This couldn’t be happening. He couldn’t actually consider marrying Tanisha. Oh, Marcus, you can’t do this. She’s only gonna hurt you.


She’d tried to tell him that before, but he was so in love with the gorgeous Tanisha that he couldn’t see her faults.


“If you were Tanisha,” he continued, “and I asked you to marry me, would you leave for New York? Or would you stay here in Chicago with me?”


Of all the questions to ask. Alice almost couldn’t answer, she was doing everything to keep from visibly shaking. If Marcus married Tanisha, he wouldn’t have time for her anymore. She knew that. Tanisha hated her.


“Alice?” he prompted when she remained silent.


“If it were me?” She met and held his eyes. “Yes, I’d stay wherever you are.”


He didn’t catch her double meaning, but his shoulders drooped with relief nonetheless. “That’s what I thought. I’m gonna do it. Right after the grad party. I can only get her a small ring, but she loves me, right?”



I love you.


“I don’t want to lose her,” Marcus said determinedly. “She means everything to me.” After a moment, he asked, “Alice, what’s wrong?”


“Hmm? Oh, I’m thinking about my mother.”


“I know, it’s tough. But like I said, go for it.” His lips curled in a small smile. “I will miss you, though.”


She almost wished he hadn’t said that. Not now that he’d told her he was going to marry Tanisha.


“But we’ll keep in touch, right?”


“Oh. Sure.” Alice bolted to her feet. “I’ve got to go.”


Marcus looked at her with concern. “So soon?”


“Yeah. I have to talk to my mother. Work this out.” But she really needed to get away from him.


“Okay then. See you at school tomorrow.”


“Yeah.” Then Alice got out of Maxi’s as fast as she could.


Tears poured down her face as she walked home. It hurt more than it should, but she couldn’t stop the pain in her heart. No, Marcus had never been anything other than a friend to her, but she’d held out hope that one day he would love her.


But now he was going to marry Tanisha…


Reality came crashing down on her, heavy and devastating. Her life wasn’t going to get any better here. No Prince Charming would come along and rescue her from her painful existence. No Prince Charming would ever love her. Not while she was Alice Watson, Chicago’s ugly duckling. Marcus was the closest she’d ever come, and he was in love with someone else.


Her mother’s words echoed in her mind. You have to stop living in a dream world.



But it was that dream world that had saved her from depression. In her dreams, she always had a happy ending. She had Marcus’s love. When Marcus was simply dating Tanisha, she’d held out hope. A long shot, but hope nonetheless. Now, she had nothing.


The last thing she wanted to do was watch Marcus marry Tanisha and she wasn’t going to stay here and prove her mother right. And she certainly didn’t have to stay in this city where people had hurt her since childhood and would hurt her until the day she died. She was going to make something of herself, put the bad memories behind her—even if it killed her.


Harden your heart.


The moment school was over, she was outta here. And when she left, she wouldn’t look back.


Not ever.













One


Thirteen years later…






“Hey, isn’t that…?”


“Oh, my God. Is that Desirée LaCroix?”


Alice heard the hushed whispers and buzz around her as she walked purposefully through the corridor. She saw the curious stares. Even with dark sunglasses on and her hair pulled back in a ponytail, people often recognized her in public.


Today, that public place was a crowded Chicago hospital.


Her brisk pace made it clear that she wasn’t here to sign T-shirts or notepads or anything else. Who in a hospital was? Like everyone else in these packed corridors, she was here to visit a patient.


Not just any patient. Her mother.


Alice’s pace faltered for a brief moment as the realization of the situation dawned on her again. She could hardly believe she was truly here, that her mother had actually had a heart attack. The last time she’d talked to her mother, she’d told Alice never to come back to Chicago, and Alice had heeded her command. Until now. Now, the hard, cold woman Alice had considered indestructible could actually die. When her sister, Marie, had called to tell her the news, Alice had felt something she hadn’t felt in years—remorse and regret, and the overwhelming feeling that she needed to see her mother before it was too late.


If for no other reason than to finally look her in the eye and ask her why she didn’t love her.


“Psst. Look.”


Alice didn’t break her stride as she rounded the corner and headed for the elevators. Marie had told her the room number and wing where her mother was in Cook County Hospital. The woman at the information desk had pointed her in the right direction.


Her anxiety built as she rode up in the elevator, watching the numbers illuminate to indicate which floor they were on.


When the elevator doors finally parted, Alice was filled with a sudden sense of dread. What if her mother didn’t want to see her? What if she’d come all this way for nothing?


She turned right, glanced at the first few doors, saw the numbers were going up, not down, then pivoted on her heel and headed in the other direction. As she reached room 612, she slowed and inhaled a shaky breath, praying she could compose herself. Even after all this time and how far she’d come in her life, Alice was actually afraid to walk into the room and see her mother.


She opened the door and stepped inside.


Alice wasn’t prepared for the emotions that overwhelmed her as she looked inside the room and saw an empty bed. Not yet, she thought. Oh, God, not yet.


She stepped further into the room, her head now aching from the urge to cry, but the tears wouldn’t come. There was a vase of yellow carnations on one side of the bed and two cards on the other. Lifting a card, she saw it was from her niece, Mia, to her mother. Yes, this was her mother’s room.


But her mother wasn’t here.


Oh, God. Was she too late?


At the sound of someone entering the room, Alice whirled around. Marie stood in the doorway, a Styrofoam cup in her hand, and a startled expression on her face.


“Marie.” Alice could hardly breathe. “Where’s Mom?”


“In surgery. You didn’t think—”


“I didn’t know what to think. Oh, Marie.” Alice practically flew toward her and wrapped her in an embrace. It was an instinctive move, but awkward nonetheless. She and Marie weren’t exactly close.


“Alice.”


Alice pulled back and looked at her sister for the first time in years. Her hair was drastically shorter than it had been the last time Alice had seen her, slicked back off her face and held in place with gel. It was no longer black but auburn. It suited her oval-shaped face. Marie had put on weight over the years, but it had all gone to her hips and waist, not her face.


One side of Marie’s lips lifted in a half smile but her expression was wary. There were dark circles under her eyes, proof that she’d spent a sleepless night.


“Last night you told me that she didn’t want the surgery.”


“The doctors were finally able to talk some sense into her. I called you a couple hours ago to tell you she’d changed her mind, but you’d already left.”


“Triple bypass?” Alice asked.


“Yeah.” Marie’s voice was faint.


“So this is serious.”


“Pretty much so. There’s extensive blockage in her heart. Thank God Mia was with her at the time. If we’d all gone to bed…” Her voice trailed off and ended with a sniffle.


“Was she conscious before she went to surgery?” Alice asked.


“Yeah.”


“Did she ask for me?”


Marie shook her head.


Alice turned then and walked to the window. She stared outside but barely registered anything other than the bright sky. What had she expected? That her mother would have clutched Marie’s hand before surgery and begged her to call her? Scenes like that only played out in Hollywood movies, not real life.


Alice faced her sister. “Where’s Mia?”


“In school. I didn’t want her to miss the day.”


Silence fell over them, heavy and oppressive. There were so many things Alice wanted to say, so many things she was afraid to say. The truth was, her sister was a virtual stranger. She knew she’d married her high school sweetheart, Chad Greenley, had one child, then divorced three years later. That was about it.


“I can’t believe how good you look,” Marie finally said, a hint of wonder in her voice. “I guess the cameras don’t lie.”


“Thanks,” Alice told her, a feeling of disappointment tickling her nape. But she should have known Marie would make some comment about her weight, even though she’d been slim and trim for over ten years now.


“I’m glad you’re home, Alice. I’m not sure I can deal with this by myself. The doctor said that Mama’s going to need to take it easy for at least six weeks. Virtual bed rest.”


“Six weeks?”


“While she recovers. With both of us taking care of her, we should manage just fine.”


“Both of us? I can’t stay for six weeks.” Maybe not even six days.


“You’re not working on a film, are you?”


“Not now.” Alice had walked off the set of her latest movie after a fiasco with the director. She’d asked him for time off to see her mother and he had used her mother’s illness as an excuse to proposition her for sex. A favor for a favor, he’d said. In fact, the whole scenario had left Alice with a bad taste in her mouth. For a long while, she hadn’t felt quite the same optimism she’d once felt about Hollywood. She’d struggled so hard to succeed, yet that success was often soured by the downside of the film industry. The kissing ass. The sucking up. The endless diets and low self-esteem. The backstabbing from people she’d considered friends. Knowing that her best often wasn’t good enough, that even though she’d worked her butt off to earn respect, she was seen by some men as a toy to be used for their pleasure—however they wanted, whenever they wanted. Sebastian Charles’s tactless proposition had been the icing on the cake.


She needed a break from the Hollywood scene.


Still, returning to Chicago and taking care of the mother she had never been able to please wasn’t something Alice had considered. Something she didn’t want.


“Mama needs you, Alice.”


“I doubt that.”


“She’s still your mother.”


Alice bit her tongue, refusing to ask why their mother had never treated her as a daughter. Marie had never understood Alice’s unhappiness at home. How could she, when their mother had showered Marie, the beautiful one, with the love and attention she had denied Alice, the ugly duckling?


“Yes, she is. But this is so…sudden. I haven’t even told my agent that I’m away. And I’m waiting to hear back on a couple of roles I’m up for.”


“We know. You have a life; it’s not here.” Marie didn’t hide her bitterness.


“That’s not what I’m saying.”


“Then what are you saying?”


“Marie.” Alice’s voice was harsher than she intended. “I need to think, that’s all.”


“I can’t believe you’d run away again. At a time like this.”


“I’m here, aren’t I? Look,” Alice began, her voice softening. “I don’t want to argue with you, Marie.” That’s not why she was here. If Alice was in Los Angeles or Toronto or even France on a film set and her mother died, she’d never be able to forgive herself. “Mom’s gonna be in surgery for a while, right?”


“Mmm-hmm.”


“And after that she’ll be recuperating for a while.”


“Yes.”


Alice blew out a frustrated breath. She couldn’t believe she was actually considering this. “All right, I’ll stay as long as I can.”


“Thank you.” Marie sounded relieved.


“But if I’m gonna stay here and help take care of her, then I have to make some calls now. Take care of some business.” What she really needed was some time alone to collect her thoughts and accept the situation. She’d come home to see her mother, make sure she was all right, and if she wasn’t, be there for the rest of the family. She’d left Chicago thirteen years ago and had had no plans to return. Certainly not indefinitely.


“All right. I’ll stay here and wait for word.”


Alice nodded tightly. “I’ll be back in a bit.”


Then she walked out of the hospital room in search of a quiet spot to make some phone calls.


 


It was a bad idea, of course. Marcus just wasn’t the kind of man to pick up and bed strange women, especially not in this day and age. And even if he wanted to be that kind of man, he had no clue where to start. He’d dated only one woman seriously, had married her, and since their divorce two years ago he had thrown himself into work. Hell, he could hardly remember what women looked like naked, it had been that long.



The only time he’d come close to getting involved with anyone else was seven months ago, and that had ended in disaster. Even now, that situation was tough to swallow, so as Marcus accelerated his cruiser on the JFK Expressway, he pushed the thought from his mind.


Last night, Marcus’s former brother-in-law and a fellow cop, Khalil Barrett, had told him that he was too uptight and needed “help” unwinding. Marcus respected Khalil, so much so that he’d joined the force years ago at his suggestion, but he didn’t always agree with him. Especially when it came to women. Marcus knew he didn’t need that kind of help. If he needed to unwind, he’d spend more time at the gym. It was that simple.


He did miss sex, though. It was just the complications he could live without. For whatever reason, he always chose the wrong women. He was drawn to pretty faces, and that had gotten him into trouble. The first time he could live with. The second he wasn’t so sure.


The April day couldn’t have been more perfect, with a bright, cloudless sky and warm sun, but Marcus’s mood was far from perfect. Even the fresh air whipping against his face didn’t clear his mind as it usually did. There was no mystery as to why he was in a funky mood; though he’d officially been cleared of any wrongdoing in the Melissa Reynolds case, recently he couldn’t stop replaying that day seven months ago when everything had gone horribly wrong.


Forget it, Quinn, he heard Khalil say. What could you do?


It was that question that haunted him. Could he have done something differently? Would he have done something differently if he hadn’t crossed the line and gotten involved with her?


Marcus frowned as he glanced in the rearview mirror. Immediately, he saw the royal blue BMW Roadster convertible approaching at breakneck speed. Damn, didn’t the idiot behind the wheel see his marked cruiser? Obviously not, because the car sped past him as though he were going backward.


He immediately hit his lights and gave chase. As he neared the car, he saw black hair flying with the breeze and realized that it was a female driver. That fact made him feel somewhat better; women tended to be more reasonable than men.


Most of the time.


This one he had to wonder about. Either she was hell-bent on not stopping, or she still hadn’t noticed him behind her. He blasted the siren once, then relaxed as the BMW began to decelerate. Seconds later, the driver pulled the car onto the left shoulder and came to a stop.


He should have called dispatch and run the tag, but his gut said the woman behind the wheel wasn’t dangerous. She just wasn’t particularly bright.


Still, as he made his way to the car, he did so cautiously, with his hand on his gun. Just in case. More than one Chicago area cop had been killed at a routine traffic stop.


“Place your hands where I can see them,” he said as he approached the car.


The woman’s hands immediately went into the air. A good sign.


He stopped at the passenger door, towering over the occupant, whose hair was in disarray. “License and registration, please.”


She lifted her head to face him. “Officer, I…”


Even behind the sunglasses, he could see her eyes widen, her surprise mirroring his own. He would know her anywhere. “Alice?”


“Marcus?”


“In the flesh.”


God, that voice. Alice took a deep breath. It was smooth and sexy, like velvet. She’d heard the phrase rock your world before, had listened to her female friends use it when describing men, but not until this moment in time did she actually understand its true meaning. But as a tremor passed through her body from the top of her head to the bottom of her feet, followed by what could only be described as a white-hot flash, she knew that her world had been more than rocked. It had been sent into orbit—which surprised the hell out of her. She’d gotten over her crush on Marcus Quinn ages ago.


“Oh, my God.” She pushed her sunglasses into her hair. “Marcus!”


A smile crept onto his face, which surprised him almost as much as seeing Alice out of the blue. He’d always thought that if he ever saw her again, he would feel anger, or at least annoyance. When she’d left Chicago in pursuit of fame, she’d forgotten all about him and their friendship.


He leaned forward and rested an arm on the window frame. “I can’t believe it’s you, Alice. Or should I call you Desirée LaCroix?”


Alice felt a stab of pain in her fingers and realized that she was gripping the steering wheel as if it were a lifeline. It was just that seeing Marcus here, on the side of a highway, looking even more gorgeous than the last time she’d seen him, had unnerved her. She dropped her hands to her lap. “It’s Alice, Marcus. That’s my name.”


“Hmm,” he said thoughtfully, standing to his full six-foot-two-inch height. His smile vanished and Alice didn’t have a clue what was going through his mind.


Marcus stared at Alice, taking in the sight of her. He knew from the magazines he’d collected, from the interviews he’d watched on television, from the images he’d seen of her on the big screen that she was beautiful. Yet he didn’t really know if her beauty was real or a trick of lighting and makeup, because he hadn’t actually seen her in the flesh for almost thirteen years.


Now he knew without a doubt. Alice Watson had in fact blossomed into a beautiful swan. There’d been no tricks with makeup or lighting. In fact, with no makeup on now, she looked even more beautiful than when he’d seen her on the screen, which he never would have imagined was possible. It was hard to believe she was actually the same Alice he’d known in high school.


Not that he couldn’t tell she was the same person, but man, this version was literally stunning. Full, sexy lips. Clear, honey-brown skin. Bright, cinnamon-colored eyes. Silky black hair that kissed her shoulders. She was quite slim now, maybe seventy pounds lighter than she’d been when he’d last seen her. A little too skinny, perhaps.


Except for those breasts, he realized, as his eyes ventured lower.


His gaze went back to her face. Those bright eyes were wide with surprise as she looked up at him, and Marcus’s face went warm with embarrassment. Damn, what was wrong with him? Checking her out like she was a piece of meat. He remembered what Khalil had said about him needing to unwind, and for the first time Marcus conceded that his friend might be right.


“So,” Alice began, “we meet again.”


“Yeah.”


One word, but at least he was talking. Talking was better than this strained silence between them. Though with the way he’d looked at her, Alice had to wonder if he hadn’t just been checking her out.


“How are you, Marcus?”


He shrugged. “I’m all right.”


If he’d been checking her out a moment ago, he certainly wasn’t now. And he didn’t sound all right. He sounded…annoyed, maybe? Maybe he simply felt as awkward as she suddenly did. Trying to make conversation with a man who she’d once considered a dear friend after thirteen years of not seeing or speaking to him—of course that was awkward. She forced a bright smile. “How’s Tanisha?”


“We’re divorced.”


“Divorced?” Alice nearly choked on the word. She had always known Tanisha would hurt him.


“Yep. I thought I knew her, but I didn’t. But then, I thought I knew other people, but was wrong about them too.”


The brusque tone of his voice combined with the way his eyes narrowed slightly made Alice realize he was annoyed with her. And truth be told, she couldn’t blame him.



“I’m surprised you came back,” he said when she remained silent.


“My mother.” The reality of it all washed over her once more. Would it ever feel real? “She’s had a heart attack.”


Marcus’s eyes grew round with shock. He leaned forward, once again resting his arm on the window frame. “I’m sorry.”


“I guess word doesn’t spread around the neighborhood like it used to.”


“I wouldn’t know. I’ve been living in East Rogers Park for the past ten years. And I work downtown.”


“Oh. Well…” Her voice trailed off as she couldn’t think of anything to say to him that wouldn’t sound lame. Or reinforce the fact that she didn’t know him anymore. East Rogers Park was miles away from the southern suburb where they’d grown up. Finally, she sighed. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. If she’ll be okay. She’s having triple-bypass surgery at Cook County Hospital as we speak. I…I had to get out of there.” Once again, Alice realized her mother might actually die.


“Damn. That’s serious. Are you okay?”


“It doesn’t quite feel real yet.”


“Is there anything I can do?”


She considered his question, then frowned. “No.”


“How about a coffee somewhere? Maybe on the waterfront?”


“With you?”


He shrugged. “Why not?”


Alice recognized Marcus’s old protective instincts kicking in, and maybe, if their friendship hadn’t died, she would have taken him up on his offer. But after thirteen years, it would be too awkward to lean on him for support the way she once had.


She asked, “Aren’t you working?”


“I can take a break.”


“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Marcus.” Disappointment passed over his features, and Alice quickly added, “I just need to be alone right now. I need some quiet time before I head back to the hospital.”


“Sure.” He thrummed his fingers on the window frame of her car, then stood. “I’ll see you around, then.”


“Yeah.”


“Just slow down, okay? Another cop won’t be so nice.”


She smiled her thanks, and as he turned and headed back to his cruiser, she watched him through the side-view mirror. Well, he definitely did the police uniform proud. He looked both powerful and sexy. But even seeing him in uniform, she could hardly believe he was actually a cop—which once again drove the point home of just how far apart they’d drifted.


She started the car and eased into traffic. Only as she drove off did she realize that she hadn’t told Marcus a way to reach her. And he hadn’t asked.


 


As Marcus slipped into his cruiser, he watched the sporty BMW merge into traffic. He kept it in his sight until it became a blur up ahead, then disappeared around a curve.


Alice Watson. Desirée LaCroix. Whoever. He shook his head ruefully. He shouldn’t be disappointed, but he was. Hadn’t he known she had changed? He didn’t need to physically see her to accept that fact. Practically from the day she had left Chicago and headed for Los Angeles, she’d forgotten about him—and he had been one of her best friends. Or so he’d thought.


He’d sent her two letters the first month she’d been away, then an invitation to his wedding in the fall. She’d responded to the two letters, but hadn’t responded to the invitation. Just in case she hadn’t gotten it, he’d sent another one. When he still didn’t receive a reply, he hadn’t worried about it, figuring she was busy, but he had been certain she’d come back for the event. She was, after all, his best friend. But not only had Alice not come home for his wedding, she hadn’t even called to explain why she hadn’t been there on one of the most important days of his life.


He hadn’t tried to reach her after that, waiting instead to hear from her, but she hadn’t written him. Hadn’t called. There were many times he had missed his friend and wanted to contact her, but, wondering what the hell was going on, he played the stubborn game and continued waiting. Finally, when he’d graduated from the police academy the following spring, he’d sent her a brief letter, but again, no response. Marcus had finally figured out that she wanted nothing to do with him now that she was on her way to stardom.


Just like that, their friendship was over. And Marcus had felt a sense of disillusionment. He could understand her not contacting her mother, since her mother had more or less thrown her out. And her sister had never been much of a sister from what he’d seen. But him? He had never expected she’d cut him out of her life.


Though he never would have believed it if someone had told him it would happen, Alice Watson had “gone Hollywood.” She’d even gotten herself a stage name once she’d become successful—Desirée LaCroix. How pretentious was that?


Maybe he was judging her too harshly. Maybe she simply wanted a new name to reflect her new image. She had changed dramatically over the years, shedding several pounds, changing her hair, her clothes. She’d grown into a beautiful woman, no doubt, and her new image spoke of flair and success. It was what she’d always wanted—and what she had achieved.


So why didn’t Marcus feel happier for her?


 


Alice continued her drive at a steady pace, careful to stay within the posted speed limit. What an unbelievable twenty-four hours this had been! First her mother’s unexpected heart attack, then Marcus’s sudden reappearance in her life.


Her heart pounded furiously, and while she told herself that was because she had yet to call her agent and tell her about yesterday’s disaster on the set, deep down, she knew Marcus was the one who had caused the reaction. After all this time, one look at him and her heart had gone into overdrive.


It wasn’t that she wanted him. But maybe the fact that he looked so good—even better—after all this time made it easier to remember the feelings she’d once had for him.


Or perhaps it was feelings of guilt. She could see the hurt and a hint of anger in his eyes when he’d looked at her. He didn’t understand why she’d cut him out of her life.


It wasn’t that she’d forgotten him, though for her sanity she’d known she should. She just hadn’t been able to remain friends with him while he was married to Tanisha. What was she supposed to do, call his matrimonial home and ask Tanisha if she could speak with Marcus? And even if she could bear hearing his wife’s voice, she wasn’t sure she could bear it if Tanisha told her to go to hell, or that Marcus didn’t need her anymore.


Bottom line, Alice hadn’t been able to deal with the fact that Marcus had married Tanisha. Plain and simple. It had been easier to stay away and mend her broken heart.


Alice’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of loud music, and her gaze flew to the rearview mirror. Behind her, a car approached at an extremely fast speed. As it gained on her, the convertible veered into the left-hand lane and sped up alongside her. She glanced to her left. The Jaguar carried a group of young black males, who, when they saw her, tooted the horn, howled, and waved. Grateful for the diversion from her thoughts and flattered by their attention, Alice flashed them a smile, then turned her attention back to the road. But as the catcalls continued, she looked back at them. One of the men literally hung out of the car gesturing toward her, trying to get her to pull over.


Alice wasn’t about to do that, but she was smart enough not to offend them. So with a shrug and a smile and a gesture to her watch, she told them without words that she couldn’t stop. The driver pouted and the front seat passenger blew her a kiss before their Jag accelerated and left her in the dust.


Alice shook her head, a smile playing on her lips. Funny how life was. Now that she was attractive enough to get the attention of most men, she didn’t care if she had it. Sure, she appreciated a respectful smile or a wave or even a cheap pickup line—if the men were harmless. Once, she’d thought that being beautiful would solve all her problems. The truth was, being beautiful had brought its own set of headaches, including countless sexual propositions in Tinseltown from young men and men old enough to be her great-grandfather. She’d had to prove herself more than an average-looking or older woman would because people tended to assume she’d been hired for her looks, not her talent. And there were so many times she’d been sent in for bimbo roles that she’d lost count.


The irony of her reversed situation didn’t escape her.


Alice glanced at the Chicago skyline as she drove, once again contemplating the circumstances that had brought her home. With chagrin, she realized that driving around all day wouldn’t make the issues she had to deal with disappear.


If she was going to stay in Chicago, she might as well find a hotel for now and get settled. And though she was dreading it, she had to call her agent about what had happened yesterday.


And finally, the greatest challenge of all: She had to head back to Cook County Hospital and face her mother.
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