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Saving Grace, a home for young women who have graduated from the foster care system, is a real place. With real girls.With real hopes and dreams. This book is dedicated to them.

You are an inspiration. We are all so excited for your futures.I admire the women you are, as well as the women God is shaping you to be. Never give up. Never lose hope. Never stop dreaming. And never stop reminding the world that our work has only begun. You are worthy, you are beautiful, you are . . . amazing.
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. . . But one thing I do: forgetting what is behind and reaching forward to what is ahead, I pursue as my goal the prize promised by God’s heavenly call in Christ Jesus.

—Philippians 3:13, 14 
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Prologue 

It was a good night to get engaged.

The moon was full. The candles lit. And Lucy Wiltshire wore a new black sheath that would have made Audrey Hepburn jealous. Her friends might say it was just another old find from the secondhand shop, but Lucy had known from the moment she’d spied the dress that it had been something more. Found on a tightly crammed rack between an avocado peacoat and an acid-washed denim skirt that had seen one too many Bon Jovi concerts, the dress had just called out to her. Buy me. I’m yours. We belong together.

And buy it she did. Despite the fact that the bodice was a bit tight, and she’d had to let out the waist a few inches, the dress just felt right. It made Lucy want to twirl in her tiny kitchen, letting her kitten heels slide across the gray tile floor.

It was the perfect outfit to wear when getting proposed to. She had dreamed of this day since she was six and had thrown a wedding for Barbie. And now her own Ken doll was four feet away, acting nervous as a man with marriage on his mind and a solitaire in his pocket.

Matthew tugged his navy tie loose and sat down at the kitchen table. 

“Good day?” Lucy asked, as she put some garlic bread in the oven, humming to herself.

“It was fine.” His voice was distracted, his focus on the stack of mail she had yet to move. “What’s this?” He held up a gold embellished card. 

She glanced his way then quickly turned back to the oven. “It’s nothing.”

“It looks like a class reunion invitation. I thought you didn’t graduate in Charleston.”

Her childhood in South Carolina was the last thing she wanted to discuss tonight. Or ever. “Obviously it’s a mistake on someone’s part.” Or a cruel joke. The daughter of a maid, Lucy had been on the very bottom of the social food chain at the elite Montrose Academy. Her mother had cleaned the homes of her classmates. And they had never let her forget Lucy wasn’t one of them. But now, back in Charleston, life couldn’t be sweeter.

“Or maybe they just want to see you.”

Lucy sat down and stared at the man who had asked her out one year ago today. Matt’s fingers drumming next to his plate seemed out of sync for someone who was normally as calm as a morning sunrise. She adored his predictability. His sandy-blond hair always parted to the left. His white shirts starched and perfectly creased in the sleeves.

The timer over the stove dinged, and Lucy jumped up to take out the bread. “I hope you’re hungry. I made your favorites.”

“I noticed.”

Lucy threw the bread in a basket and placed it on the table. Grabbing his plate, she loaded it with her homemade noodles, her own secret-recipe marinara sauce, and a salad—easy on the dressing, just like he liked. Lucy could envision them sitting together thirty years from now, sharing a meal and talking about their day.

“Maybe you should go to the reunion.” Matt neatly placed his napkin in his lap. “If you’re wanting to start that girls’ home, you’re going to need to rub elbows with as many people in the community as you can.”

Lucy watched him as she sat down. “I’ll get the funding from somewhere else. That’s what federal grants are for. And besides, it’s the same night as your award ceremony.”

Matt was going to be honored for his charity work with senior citizens. An accountant, he had donated countless hours helping the older folks in Charleston with their taxes and providing free financial  counseling. Every day she gave God a big “thank you” for sending Matt her way. He was . . . perfect.

He called his mother twice a week. He led a Bible study and played on a baseball league at church. He read autobiographies and watched CNBC. The guy drove a Volvo. What more could she ask for?

“Lucy?” Matt’s face was taut as he reached for her hand.

This was it. She was going to become Mrs. Matthew Campbell. She hoped her lip gloss was still on. And where had she put that camera? If any occasion called for a “extend arm and take your own photo,” this was it.

He swallowed and folded his fingers over hers. “I have something I need to talk to you about.”

Her vision blurred with unshed tears. They would have a boy and a girl. They’d name the girl Anna, after her mother. He could name the boy. It didn’t really matter to her. As long as it wasn’t Maynard. After that uncle he liked so much.

“Lucy, we’ve been together a while now.”

“A year,” she said. “Our first date was a year today.” Which was all part of his thoughtful plan.

His grip loosened on her hand. “And it’s been great. I’ve enjoyed our time together. And I think you are one incredible person.”

Matt reached into his pocket.

The ring. He was going for the ring. Marquis, pear, princess, round—she didn’t care.

“Matt”—Lucy sniffed—“I want you to know I’m so happy God put you in my life and—”

He opened his hand.

And placed a business card on the table.

Lucy’s pink lips clamped tight. Those were not wedding bells pealing in her head right now.

“What is this?” She picked up the card. “Matthew Campbell, senior accountant, Digby, Wallace, and Hinds?”

His smile was hesitant. “I got a job offer.”

“Offer?” She ran her finger over his embossed name. “Looks like  you’ve already progressed beyond that. When were you going to tell me?”

“I’ve tried.” He pushed his plate aside. “You’ve just been so busy with the shelter.”

“Residential home,” she corrected. “Saving Grace is a residential home.”

“You’ve been so occupied with getting that started, I haven’t been able to get your attention lately.”

“You’ve got it now.” Something was very wrong here. “What’s going on? I’ve never heard of these people. Are they new?”

His green eyes focused on the candle in the center of the table. “No. They’re quite old, in fact. Very prestigious.”

“And where are they old and prestigious?” She couldn’t relocate. He knew that. Not with mere months before Saving Grace opened. Was he going to move—without her?

“In Dallas.”

Lucy’s heart fell somewhere to the vicinity of her shoes. “When are you leaving?”

He closed his eyes. “I’m sorry, Lucy.”

“You’re going to have to do better than that.”

“I think we’ve been moving too fast.”

Lucy thought of the bridal magazines under her bed. “Then let’s slow it down. I’m okay with that. I think if we just—”

“I’m leaving next week. This is an opportunity I can’t pass up.” He spoke low and patiently, as if talking to a child. “I think we need to take a break. My relocating is the perfect opportunity to give ourselves some space and see what happens.”

The white-picket fence was collapsing before her. Was it too much to ask, God? Was it too much to want a family of my own? To finally have that home? For the first time in her life, she had let herself believe she could have it all.

Her laugh sounded pitiful and strained. “Can you believe”— tears clogged her throat—“that I thought you were going to propose tonight?”

Matt stood up, walked over to her, and kissed her forehead. “I think I should probably go.”

She grabbed his hand as he leaned away. “Is it me?” Because wasn’t it always her?

Reaching out, he pushed a stray curl behind her ear. “No. I know you’re ready for a permanent commitment, but I have to put my career first now—whether I want to or not.”

The smells in the room—the food, her life decaying—made her want to throw up. “I could wait, you know. We could do the long distance thing.”

“I’m sorry.” He grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair. “For what it’s worth, I believe you’re the right girl—it’s just not the right time.”

Two minutes later Lucy stood in her living room and watched Matt drive away.

No ring. No engagement.

No happily ever after.

She walked upstairs to her bedroom.

Sucked it in as she unzipped the Audrey Hepburn dress.

Peeled it off her body.

And threw it out the window.



Chapter One 

Two years later

Outside the birds sang happy little tunes as they sat on magnolia limbs old enough to have shaded Robert E. Lee. The May sunshine hovered over treetops and steeples, sending the good people of Charleston away from their porches and inside to the cool. Saving Grace occupied an old home downtown, wedged in tight next to an Italian restaurant that put out more than its share of trash and basil-scented air. But inside the house, Lucy sat in her swivel chair and wondered how many times a world could fall apart.

“I’m sorry, I don’t think I heard you correctly.” She stared at the slender woman sitting in her office.

“Sinclair Hotels will be cutting our funding to Saving Grace by forty percent, effective immediately.”

Lucy had barely had time to put down her morning cup of coffee before the PR representative from Sinclair was knocking on her office door. Loosening the garage-sale Hermes scarf at her throat, Lucy tried to recall if she had put on deodorant that morning. It was all a blur. Surely she had. But she needed all her wits about her. And her Dry Idea. 

“Miss Pierson,” Lucy said. “I was promised this amount six months ago.”

“Unfortunately, tough economic times sometimes necessitate cutbacks. I’m sure you understand.” Miss Pierson speared her with a snotty gaze she had probably perfected in junior high. Lucy immediately had  a memory of walking through the halls of her high school. The stares. The ridicule. Her classmates doing everything they could to make the poor scholarship girl feel inferior at that ridiculous private school her mother had made her attend. “Marcus Sinclair and the board are grieved over these decisions as well, which is why I was sent to personally deliver the news.”

“And I am very grateful,” Lucy managed to say. “Sinclair has been very generous. But if I can’t guarantee the funds you initially quoted, I’ll lose my federal and state grants.”

“As you’ve probably read, Sinclair Hotels has suffered setbacks these last three years under the previous CEO. So Mr. Sinclair has come out of retirement and returned to the helm.”

Miss Pierson had to be a size double zero. What a shame Sinclair didn’t pay this woman enough to feed herself. Meanwhile Lucy’s own size-ten skirt was about to cut her waist in two.

“Isn’t there anyone I could talk to?” Lord, help me be calm. Claiming your peace here. I’m breathing in. Breathing out. Breathing—oh, seriously, her arms are no bigger than toothpicks.

“It was a board decision.”

“Maybe I could speak with Mr. Sinclair?”

“That will not be possible. He’s very busy with his duties as CEO, as well as campaigning for his son.”

Lucy didn’t even let herself think about Alex Sinclair, heir to the family fortune. Not that he needed anyone else’s money. He had made his own as a quarterback for the New York Warriors. And she had gone to school with him, though she had been a year behind him. If he was still treating people the way he’d treated her, it’s a wonder someone hadn’t smothered him with a jersey in his sleep.

“You are still invited to the gala Friday night.” Miss Pierson’s eyes flitted over the walls of Lucy’s office. Decorated with black-and-white photos of past and present girls of Saving Grace, it wasn’t exactly art. But to Lucy, the pictures were more precious than any Van Gogh.

Tomorrow was the annual event when she would normally receive her donation check, happily assured that Saving Grace would carry on  another year. Girls getting their educations. Gaining employment skills. Having a roof over their heads. Now she didn’t know how they would continue through the winter.

Miss Pierson stood, her body gracefully rising from the scarred wooden chair. “On behalf of Sinclair Hotels, we appreciate you letting us participate in serving our community.” Offering her hand in a limp handshake, Miss Pierson gathered her purse and exited the small office. 

Lucy’s head dropped to her desk. “Why me?” There had to be something she could do. She couldn’t just sit there and let Saving Grace die simply because of one donation, substantial though it was. Lord, what am I going to do? I need some colossal help here.

She returned to pounding her head and muttering.

“Is this a private mental breakdown or can anyone join?”

Lucy’s blonde curls flounced as she sat at attention. “Hey.” The sight of her best friend Morgan should’ve been a welcome comfort. But spotting a young woman standing behind Morgan, Lucy knew there would be no time for her to pour out her heart.

“I was just telling Marinell here what a calm, sane person you are.” Morgan sat in the chair Miss Pierson had just vacated and motioned for the girl to take the other vacant seat. “But that’s after you've had your coffee.”

Lucy barely withheld a glare from her smiling friend. “I’m giving crazy a try today. And so far . . . I’m rather good at it.” Lucy turned her attention to the girl who looked like a young Salma Hayek. “Hello, Marinell. I’m so glad you’ve decided to meet with me.”

As the foster-care caseworker, Morgan had shared with Lucy the contents of Marinell’s file. Age eighteen. Spent the last year and a half in four different foster homes, the last one being so difficult she had dissolved ties with the system and moved out on her own. Getting ready to repeat her senior year, Marinell was homeless and living who knew where on the streets.

“I told Ms. Morgan I would hear you out, but I don’t plan on moving in,” Marinell said. “I’m fine right where I’m at.”

“And where is that again?” Lucy asked.

“With a relative.”

Most of the girls they saw were so beaten down by their circumstances, they were almost afraid to hope there was something better. Lucy knew Marinell had no family in Charleston but her mom, whose parental rights had been dissolved. Her younger brother had yet to be placed and stayed in a boys’ home. “A relative, huh?”

She shrugged. “A friend.”

“Then I guess it’s my job to convince you to stay.” Which would be fine except for the small detail of Saving Grace closing down if Lucy didn’t find some financial support. “Morgan went over the expectations, right?” Marinell just stared in response. “We’re a faith-based operation here. You simply have to go to school, work hard, and follow our rules.” There were curfews, Bible studies, life-skill classes, and responsibilities in the house that the girls had to adhere to. Between Lucy and the two resident assistants, a supervising adult was always at Saving Grace, making sure the rules were followed.

She and Morgan worked closely together. As a caseworker for the county, Morgan had contact with girls who had aged out of the fostercare system. Once they were eighteen and out of school, the state considered them adults. Saving Grace provided transitional housing for those with nowhere to go. While the state provided some assistance until they turned twenty-one, few young adults took advantage of it and simply struck out on their own. And with foster kids far outnumbering willing homes, the chances for a kid to be out on the streets was shockingly high. It was a national epidemic that the average citizen knew nothing about, and the injustice never failed to light the fuse of Lucy’s temper.

Morgan would expect Lucy to give the girl the selling points. “Why don’t we take a tour?”

“I guess.”

Leaving Morgan behind in the office, Lucy and Marinell started down the hall. Lucy brought her to the spacious living room first. “We had a large church group help out with the décor. This is where all the girls hang out and watch movies or do homework. We have a Bible  study here every Wednesday night.” From the hardwood floor to the teal lamps, the room was like something out of a Pottery Barn catalog. Lucy forced away the thoughts of losing it all. Too much work had gone into making this space a home.

“It’s nice.”

Lucy saw her eyeing the flat-screen TV over the fireplace. “The girls just got a Wii donated, so we’ve been having some serious bowling competitions this week.” Pleased she got at least a faint smile out of Marinell, Lucy moved on. “We have two halls of bedrooms. Each one has been adopted by a community member and professionally decorated. No two rooms are the same.”

Lucy flipped the light of one bedroom and walked inside.

Marinell couldn’t hide the surprise on her face. “I never seen anything like it.”

“It’s cool, huh? This is our last room left.”

Marinell ran her hand over the cream-colored duvet, then the printed green pillows.

“So tell me about your family.” Every girl that came through Lucy's doors had a story.

Marinell studied an M. C. Escher print on the wall. “My mom moved here a few years ago. My brother got sick and she lost her job. When one of my teachers found out we didn’t have a place to live, the state took us.”

“And where’s your father?”

“Gone.” Marinell shrugged as if it were no big deal. “Do you feed us here?”

“Yes. And you get to learn how to cook.” Thanks to a handful of community volunteers, the girls got trained in various life skills, like preparing a healthy dinner and balancing a checkbook.

Walking back down the hall, Lucy could hardly make the necessary small talk for her racing mind. She needed time. There were people to call, companies to contact. She had to find new donors. And quickly.

Lucy guided her back into the office, but Marinell stopped just  inside. “What’s that?” Marinell pointed to a series of worn indentions in the sun-bleached wooden floor.

“Saving Grace was a convent until about five years ago.” The thought always made her heart warm. “This is where the nuns prayed. Those dents there? That’s from many hours on their knees.”

“You serious?”

Lucy nodded. “I’d like to think the sisters would be proud of what we do here. Those marks in the floor remind me that I can’t solve anything without putting my own time in on my knees.”

“My mom and dad are Catholic. Um, I mean my mom is.”

“But you’re not?” Lucy asked.

Marinell looked away from the floor. “I’m not anything.”

Lucy exchanged a look with Morgan before handing Marinell her card. “This is how you can reach me. If you need anything, give me a call—night or day.” Pressing it in Marinell’s hand, Lucy felt the warmth of the girl’s skin, the life that pulsed beneath it. God, help me save this one. “We’d like Saving Grace to be your home, Marinell.” She smiled into the girl’s weary eyes. “And we’d like to be your family.”

“Do you know how many people have said that to me?” Marinell’s chin lifted in challenge. “I need someone who’s gonna come through for once. I don’t want this to be just another place that lets me down.”

Morgan smiled. “Then I’ve brought you to the right place.” Lucy listened to her best friend’s words and willed herself not to burst into tears. “I promise, Lucy won’t let you down.”



Chapter Two 

You really shouldn’t go to this gala, Lucy.” Morgan stuck her head into the bathroom for the fifth time. Lucy’s apartment was slowly filling up with friends who were there for a Dr. Who marathon. Though Morgan was hosting, the Hobbits always met at their home base—Lucy’s apartment. Officially the Hobbits gathered twice a month to discuss the latest books, movies, and anything else remotely resembling fantasy or science fiction. Unofficially, they hung out all the time.

“She’s right.” Chuck, Morgan’s fiancé, ambled in from the crowded living room and leaned into the bathroom. “There’s a fine line between nagging and stalking.”

Lucy closed her compact with a snap and regarded them both. “I’m not going to hide in anyone’s backseat. I just want to have a calm discussion with a few of the Sinclair board members.”

They were an odd bunch—Morgan, Chuck, and the group eating pizza rolls in the living room. It was Morgan who had been her first friend after Lucy had returned to South Carolina three years ago. And when Morgan had introduced Lucy to the Hobbits, Lucy had felt like she belonged for the first time in her life.

After graduating from college in Florida, Lucy had remained in the state working for the Department of Human Services. Three years on the job, and a routine visit had taken her to a home like Saving  Grace. She had walked inside a caseworker, but walked out a woman with a purpose and an unmistakable call on her life. And even though she hadn’t planned to return to Charleston, God had lined everything up and all but shoved her on the plane.

Glancing at her phone, Lucy checked the time. “I need to get going.” She edged past her friends and into her small living room.

“Lucy, you’re looking ravishing tonight.” Sanjay, a fellow Hobbit, stood a little too close to her and visibly sniffed near her perfumed neck. By day, Sanjay worked in IT. But at least twice a month he put in overtime as Lucy’s own harmless stalker.

“I can’t stay.” She smiled at the small assembly of friends around her. “I have . . . a thing.”

“I make a great date for”—Sanjay slowly lifted one dark brow—“things.”

“Please reconsider, Lucy. Or at least let us go with you,” Morgan said, elbowing Chuck.

“Uh, yeah.” He sounded about as interested as Lucy would be in sports. “We’d love to go to your swanky party.”

“No offense, guys, but you’ll just get in my way.” She tugged at the waist of her dress. It seemed to have shrunk since she last tried it on. “I have a strategy for tonight. I owe it to the girls to give this one last try, and for that I need to stay focused.”

Sanjay was not the most energetic of suitors. “And my nearby hotness would be a distraction.”

She stifled an eye roll and sidestepped him toward the door.

Morgan followed Lucy to the door. “Have you at least rehearsed what you’re going to say?”

“Something along the lines of ‘twelve young women will be homeless because of your decisions.’” Lucy tapped her phone. “I also thought I’d show them some pictures. Let them see the girls they’re kicking to the streets.”

Chuck nodded solemnly. “This moment totally calls for light sabers.”

“You should’ve updated me on the donation situation before I all but told Marinell you had a bedroom waiting for her,” Morgan said.

She couldn’t think about that now. Tonight was about a solution.

It was times like these Lucy wished she could pick up the phone and call her mother. Lucy had been eighteen when she’d died, leaving a gaping hole in her heart. Sometimes she even let herself wonder what her life would be like if her father was still alive. Lucy had never even met him. She only had two photos of him, but she imagined he would’ve loved her. Provided them with a happy home. If he were alive right now, he’d probably invite her over for grilled steaks and give her loving advice over the smoke from his Weber grill.

“Let me pray for you—in case you don’t make it back alive.” Chuck threw an arm around her as he cleared his throat and found his youth-pastor voice. “Lord, we ask that you protect Lucy as she speaks with the board members. We ask for you to change their minds. And if that’s not possible, we pray that you’d open a door for the home that only you can open. Oh, and that Lucy would stay calm. And not get arrested. Amen.” 

Lucy lifted her head. “I promise if I need any backup, I’ll call.”

“Go get ’em, girl.” With his Big Mac body, Chuck wrapped all three of them in a group hug. “And may the force be with you.”

[image: 9781595545398_INT_0023_001]
Lucy’s hands shook as she smoothed them over her little black dress, a taffeta number with beaded straps she’d found at a new resale shop near the mall. The classic A-line had a slenderizing effect and didn’t seem to scream, “I’m allergic to working out!”

Okay, Lucy. Get your game face on. There is work to be done. A girls’ home to save. Board members to harass. Lord, I seriously need some help here.

As she looked around the ballroom at the crème de la crème of South Carolina, she struggled to draw a deep breath. She was a cubic zirconium in a sea of diamonds.

Lucy wove through the crush of people, her mind spinning with thoughts of her girls, her money woes, and the latest Star Wars novel that patiently waited for her on her bedside table.

“Lucy Wiltshire.”

She turned at the nasally voice.

Ugh, not now. She didn’t have time for this. “Hey, Bianca.”

Bianca Drummond sashayed toward Lucy, her designer dress sparkling under the ballroom lights. A staple at all Charleston society events, Bianca could trace her wealthy family back to the Mayflower. And she made sure everyone knew it.

“How are you?” Her mouth moved into a pout as she flicked her long platinum hair away from her perfectly rounded chest. “I heard through the grapevine that donations are considerably smaller this year. I sure hate that. I know your little nonprof will be just devastated. I wanted to deliver my donation to you personally.”

“Oh. Well. Thank you. We appreciate the help.”

“I don’t want to help.” Bianca handed over a folded check. “That’s to cover some packing expenses. Your home is sitting on land that’s prime for a new parking garage. My daddy’s on the city council, of course, and it’s just a matter of time before that building is dozed to the ground.” She pursed her pouty pink lips. “You hadn’t heard?”

Some sorority girls just never grew up. “I have an extended lease-to-own contract, so I’m pretty sure you misunderstood.”

Bianca laughed. “What the city wants, the city gets. Especially when a tenant’s future is so unstable. The building’s owners have been very cooperative with the council.” Her head bounced up as she caught a glimpse of someone across the room. “Must go chat with the mayor’s son. Make sure you send me a receipt.” With a look that dismissed Lucy from her black heels to the top of her blonde head, Bianca walked away.

A wave of panic threatened to knock Lucy off her heels. Like she needed more bad news. So now not only did she have to find a couple hundred thousand, but if snotty Bianca’s information was correct, she’d be finding a new location soon as well.

How much worse could this possibly get?

[image: 9781595545398_INT_0024_001]
Alex Sinclair glanced at his TAG Heur watch, though it was a wasted effort. This year he couldn’t make an appearance and leave. Because he  didn’t just represent Sinclair Hotels. Tonight he was a man asking for the votes of the First Congressional District of South Carolina. The room buzzed like a hive, filled with dignitaries and connections he desperately needed. The election was in less than three months. He felt the pressure of time slipping away from him like a noose around his neck.

“I saw your ad on TV last night.” Mayor Blackwell rested his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Great work. But too bad about that article in last week’s Gazette.”

“My team is working hard to find the leak. I’m not sure how our information is getting out.” The paper had revealed the records of private donations from very powerful people. Influential citizens who had preferred to keep their party affiliations neutral. Citizens who were now very unhappy with Alex’s camp. Another devastating blow to what was turning out to be a lackluster campaign.

When Congressman Patton had died unexpectedly of a heart attack, no one had expected Alex to throw in his hat for the rushed special election. A blown knee had forced Alex to retire from football at thirty-two. And while the campaign was proving harder than any championship game, it was one fight he wouldn’t limp away from.

His father joined them. “My son’s the best thing on the ticket. With his ideas for health care, reducing state spending, and cutting taxes for middle and lower classes, the good folks of South Carolina would be crazy not to vote for him.”

Alex gave a reluctant laugh. “I’m thinking of firing my campaign managers and hiring my parents.”

Though the media was having a field day with his life at the moment, Alex wasn’t about to give up. It was a foreign feeling—this losing. He was a conqueror. Just like on the field, he should be able to size up his opponent, zero in on his weakness, and go for the kill. But it wasn’t working. Each day held another setback. Just last week People magazine had run a scathing exposé on every alleged bitter girlfriend Alex had ever had. Their group photo had taken two whole pages. Only part of it had been true—the rest lies and toxic slams on his character.  Yet, to sue a handful of women wouldn’t get him any points with the voters either. Today’s Gazette had a full-page spread on allegations that Alex had bet against his own team in his last Super Bowl. How could he prove to the voters that he wasn’t the same man they thought he was? He had once reveled in his reputation of being the lady’s man, the party-going celebrity athlete. His antics on the field and off had earned him the nickname the Playboy. But things had changed. He had changed. Losing a brother could do that to a guy.

He felt powerless to stop his descent in the voter approval ratings. He had won the primary, but the general election was a whole other matter. The August eighth election was approaching fast, and his numbers were in the basement. Desperation was not a familiar emotion, and he needed a solution. Quick. He’d even found himself praying again, something he’d returned to the day his brother had disappeared.

Looking up from his conversation with the mayor and three local businessmen, Alex saw a woman glaring his way. If looks could kill, he’d be shot, stuffed, and hanging over her mantel.

He nudged his father and pointed. “Who is that?”

His father squinted to get a better look. “Ah, Lucy Wiltshire. Runs one of the charities we’re donating to tonight. Bright girl. Doing some great things. It’s a shame we had to cut her funding.”

Lucy Wiltshire. That name sounded vaguely familiar.

Her Goldilocks hair fell over delicate cheekbones leading to one indignant chin. Her dress reminded him of a modern June Cleaver as it hugged her subtle curves, the black material a stark contrast to her china doll skin. Her hands made sweeping gestures as she talked to Ruth Ellington, one of Sinclair’s board members. He saw Ruth shake her head, then walk away.

“It looks like she’s harassing your board members,” Alex said as he watched her zero in on another one. “You might want to take care of that.”

“Yes, I—” His father checked his phone and grimaced. “I have to take a call. Can you run interference for Ms. Wiltshire? Get her away from the board.”

Alex refrained from sighing until his father was gone. The man had aged ten years in the last twelve months, and right now there was nothing Alex would refuse him.

“Excuse me, gentlemen.” Alex traded pleasantries with the attendees as he worked his way to Lucy’s table. “Mrs. Rindquist, you’re looking lovely tonight. Mr. Ruiz, don’t forget that golf game next Saturday.”

He saw Lucy’s blue eyes go wide as he approached. Then the fire returned, and she lifted that pert nose and let him know she wasn’t going anywhere.

Alex stepped closer, feeling his first smile of the night. He didn’t know exactly what Lucy Wiltshire was up to, but he still had a little Warrior left in him.

And there was more than one way to tackle an opponent.



Chapter Three 

The Playboy was coming her way.

The last thing Lucy wanted to do was make chitchat with a spoiled athlete who breathed in fawning and adoration like oxygen. He had been like that in school too. The jerk probably didn’t even remember her.

His thick, dark hair had just enough muss to let the world know he mixed pleasure with his business. A designer tuxedo covered his athlete’s body, but Lucy knew what was beneath it. The whole world did. At the height of Alex’s career as quarterback for the New York Warriors, you could find him sprawled in his BVDs from small-town billboards to Times Square. If one put in a small amount of effort, the ads could still be found. Not that Lucy ever looked.

She tried to focus on Mr. and Mrs. Carter, the most recent addition to the Sinclair board, but she could hardly talk for watching Alex. He should move with all the bulk of a rhino with those ridiculous muscles. Instead he handled himself with the grace of a panther. Lithe. Predatory. And headed right for her.

“Good evening,” Alex said as he approached. “Nice to see you all tonight.” His eyes seared through her, but Lucy wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of showing even an ounce of nerves. He’d been sent to sidetrack her, but she could talk to whomever she wanted.

“It’s a lovely gala,” Mr. Carter said. “Glad to be a part of it this year.”

“I was just telling them about Saving Grace.” Her tone sounded extra surly, even to her. The Sinclair family had been beyond generous for the last two years. But fear made her words clipped, and her patience on the verge of snapping like a fragile twig. And this man—this jock— thinking he could charm his way into politics! He hadn’t grown up a bit since they were kids—he still thought he was entitled to the world.

Alex stood a head taller than Lucy, and his eyes held a warning. “We’re all disappointed Sinclair had to decrease the usual contribution, but the company is still happy to support you.”

“It’s been a tough year.” Mr. Carter scanned the perimeter and held his empty wine glass toward a nearby waiter.

“Perhaps you’ll have more to celebrate next time,” Alex said.

“I’m afraid there won’t be a next time for us,” Lucy said. “Unless we receive additional funding from another source, we’ll have to shut down by the end of fall.”

At Mrs. Carter’s look of sympathy, Lucy stepped closer, only to have Alex move between them. “Ms. Wiltshire, why don’t you and I discuss this somewhere else and let the Carters enjoy their evening?”

Mrs. Carter patted Alex’s shoulder, her eyes alight with unfiltered awe. “I’m sure Alex has some connections, dear.”

“Fellow underwear models?”

Those full lips curved as Alex smiled at Lucy. “I don’t believe I like your tone. On behalf of undergarment ambassadors everywhere—”

“Alex! Oh, there you are.” One more board member joined their group.

The one Lucy had purposely avoided.

Clare Deveraux, the former first lady of South Carolina, shimmered in her long gown and matching jacket. Though the state still revered her as the Queen Elizabeth of the South for her stoic ways and upper-crust decorum, Lucy thought the woman was about as low-class as you could get. One summer long ago, she had single-handedly insured that Lucy’s mother would never get a cleaning job in Charleston by blacklisting Anna Wiltshire. Who would ruin a poor, working single mom like that?

Lucy had been around Mrs. Deveraux a few times at these events, and the woman usually did nothing more than offer Lucy a mute stare. Maybe Clare Deveraux reserved conversation only for those whose blood ran blue.

“Clare, you look beautiful tonight.” Alex took both of Clare’s hands in his and kissed her unnaturally smooth cheek. “Are you holding up okay?”

“It’s hard to believe Steven’s been gone three months.” Clare looked into the crowd. “My son would have enjoyed tonight very much. I’m glad I have my work on the board to keep me busy.”

Lucy opened her mouth to speak, but Alex’s hand came to rest on her shoulder, his fingers giving a light squeeze of warning. That man needed to keep his bossy ways and his hands to himself.

“My sympathies to you.”

Lucy had read in the paper of Steven Deveraux’s passing. Cancer at the age of fifty-four.

“I’m sorry as well,” Lucy said as her manners kicked in.

Clare narrowed her eagle eyes and let them roam over Lucy’s dress. “Black is not your color.”

And politeness was not Clare’s forte. “I’m actually glad to run into you, Mrs. Deveraux. I feel like we might’ve gotten off on the wrong foot somehow.” Though Lucy had probably exchanged ten words total with her. “If I’ve done something to offend you, or if there’s something you don’t understand about our mission at Saving Grace—”

“I understand all I need to know,” she said evenly.

“I would love a chance to talk about whatever it is that seems to be between us.” Had Clare voted against Lucy because of her mother? “My girls are the ones enduring the consequences. Would you like to step over—”

The pressure on her shoulder increased. “Lucy, you mentioned earlier you wanted to dance.”

“Maybe if you saw what we did at the home, how we—”

“Not necessary,” Clare snipped.

“Listen, Lucy.” Alex tilted his head. “They’re playing your favorite song.”

“What do you have against me?” Lucy asked. “First you tried to sabotage my mother and then—”

“Okay, you talked me into it. But just a few turns around the floor.” With a yank, Alex pulled her to him. “You know how sensitive my insteps are.”

“No. I need to—”

“Dance. Now.” He took Lucy by the hand, his fingers a pressure against her wrist as he guided her through the crowd, past Clare and the wide-eyed Carters.

“What are you doing?” she said as he stopped in the middle of the dance floor.

“Avoidance.” He set one of his hands on her hip and put them into motion. “A tactic I use with you women on a regular basis.”

“I was about to get some answers.”

“You were about to get a face full of her chardonnay.”

“Mrs. Deveraux practically ruined my mother. That woman is toxic, and I would think your father would require his board members to possess at least a modicum of decency.”

“Would you quit leading?” He adjusted his hold on her, his fingers splayed on her back. “You can’t go charging through this ballroom. If you’re going to be here, then calm down and pretend to have a good time. No one is going to negotiate with you tonight.”

The band played a jazz version of a Sinatra song, but all Lucy could hear was the blood rushing through her head. Despite being an oversized athlete, Alex didn’t miss a step. He spun her out with a flick of his wrist, then slowly reeled her back in. “I’m Alex Sinclair, by the way.”

Oh, if she could wipe the arrogance off that face. “We went to the same school for at least ten years. I know who you are.” Not to mention his rake’s grin was plastered on every cover on the magazine rack.

Alex lifted a dark brow. “I think I would’ve remembered you.”

“Oh, really? Do you remember the time you and your friends used my gym bag as a football, passing it in the hall until it burst open and my sports bra flew out and tripped a girl on crutches?”

“No. I don’t recall that.” He was smart enough to look uncomfortable. 

“Remember when you finally gave me an invitation to your summer pool party, only to ask me to serve you and your guests like I was your personal waitress?”

He looked away, over her head. “I’m afraid I was a rotten kid, Lucy. It was my brother who was the saint.”

Lucy knew that Will Sinclair had not just been working as a reporter in Durnama, but had been opening one of his schools there.

How he and Alex could be related was beyond her. Though twins, the brothers were nothing alike. One fair and gentle, one dark and a notorious rogue. She didn’t remember much about Will from school, but she did recall he had never been part of Alex’s clique of spoiled snobs. That alone made him admirable in Lucy’s estimation.

“So what have you done to receive the cold shoulder from Clare?” His simmering smile returned.

“Just breathing, apparently,” Lucy said. “My mom worked for her a long time ago. It didn’t go well.”

The song ended, but he only tightened his hold. “Just keep dancing. Don’t even think about leaving this floor.”

She barely came to his chin and had to lean back to look at him. “If you were this bossy with all your cheerleader girlfriends, it’s no wonder they’ve all banded together in mutual hatred.” She flexed her fingers against the smoothness of his dark tuxedo.

“They’re just angry because they can’t all have me.”

But Lucy knew those articles had done nothing but hurt his campaign. Was it wrong that it gave her a wicked sense of satisfaction that Alex Sinclair had finally found something he couldn’t buy or charm his way into? While playing for the Warriors, he had won the loyalty of every American man with an eye for the game, and the heart of every woman with a pulse. But the people of South Carolina were obviously intelligent enough to recognize that didn’t qualify Alex for a seat in government.

“Does your mother still live in Charleston?” he asked as the music changed into a slower tune.

“No. She’s . . . gone.” The hurt that had once been a scream inside  her was now quieter, hushed to a whisper by the passing years. “I moved to Florida the summer before my senior year.” Her mother had met and fallen in love with a man in Tallahassee, and Lucy had finally gotten her young heart’s wish to leave Charleston. “It was a car wreck.” Lucy shook off the melancholy mood that had just enveloped her. “It was a long time ago. Tonight is what matters. And I need to talk to the board members. I’ve got to change their minds about this drastic cut.”

“Won’t do any good,” he said. “Our previous CEO almost donated Sinclair Hotels into an early grave. My uncle Phillip was generous to a fault.”

“I’ve always respected that quality about him.”

“You need to let this go. I’m sure what you do is important, but if Sinclair Hotels’ donation matters that much, then you need to do some restructuring.”

“Do you even know what we do at Saving Grace?” And did he have any idea how hard it was to ask for money from the same town that had rejected her years ago? And here she was again. A poor girl holding out her hands for charity from her betters. It was like Dickens meets Lifetime. “Did you know in our country, wards of the state are considered adults at eighteen? As soon as they graduate high school, many of them are forced to leave the system. They become instantly homeless. With little help, no life skills. They have a thirty-five percent greater chance of winding up in jail. Only two percent will go on to college—”

“That’s enough.” He swirled her around.

“Maybe you could sway the board. If you wanted to stop by and see what we do—” If only she could get one person on her side. “And now apparently the city has its eye on our building for a new parking garage. Are you aware these kids—”

“Are you aware that you’re standing an entire state away from me?” He drew her closer, pulling her tight against the hard planes of his chest. “I’d heard some talk about it. You can find another location.” 

She was losing. She could feel it. “But that’s our home. It’s become a safe place. The girls have their own bedrooms. And watch your hands.” 

His brown eyes held hers. “You are the most uptight woman I have ever met.”

“You’re the most arrogant man I’ve ever—”

“Not to mention, you’re delusional—like I’d try to cop a feel with you on a dance floor in front of hundreds of people.”

“Well, sport, according to the People article, the Dallas Cowboy cheerleaders are done with you, so maybe you’re reduced to lowly nonprofit workers such as myself.”

His smile was a slow, small lift of the lips. “Maybe in your wildest dreams where—”

“I would do anything for those girls, Alex.” She bravely met his Hollywood eyes. “Absolutely anything.”

“Anything?” She heard the laughter in his voice.

“I’m desperate.”

His eyebrow raised as he studied her, weighing her words. “Interesting.”

“This is life or death for those young ladies.”

Behind them, someone cleared his throat. “May I cut in?”

And Lucy’s world shifted one more time.

Because she knew that voice. Still heard it in her dreams.

Turning around, Lucy stared at the man who had once held her future. And had handed it right back to her. “Matt?” The words barely formed on her lips. “What are you doing here?”

“Hello, Lucy.” He gave a brief nod to Alex, then turned those green eyes on her. “I came here for you.”



Chapter Four 

The disco ball could’ve dropped on Lucy and she wouldn’t have even noticed.

“May I?” Matt asked. He moved toward her, a vision in a tux. No. She could be strong. She could be indifferent. Oh, he was wearing her favorite cologne.

“She’s all yours.” Alex’s eyes sliced back to Lucy. “I’ll just be talking to the mayor over there. Lucy, I trust you’ll have a pleasant evening.”

The message was not lost on her. If you hunt down another board member, I will come after you.

Her whole body numb, Lucy let herself be folded into Matt’s loose embrace.

“How have you been?” His breath fanned over her ear.

Alone. Sad. Overwhelmed. “Fine. And you?”

“Would you believe me if I said I’ve missed you?”

She lifted her head and stared into those eyes that she knew so well. “Why are you here?”

“I took a job with Sinclair Hotels as a senior accountant. I started this week.”

Just like that. He was back. Easy to leave and just as easy to return. 

“I want to see you, Lucy.” He pulled her closer as they navigated between two couples. My team and I have to leave in an hour for a business trip, but I’ll be back next week.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” She had built all her dreams on this one man, convinced he was the one.

“I know I screwed up. I ended things horribly.”

“You took two bites of spaghetti and said we were through.” She’d had more meaningful breakups with hairdressers.

He pressed his forehead to hers. “I was wrong, but I’m finally right where I want to be. I’ve thought about you every day for two years. That job in Dallas was nothing without you there. That’s why I’m back.” He ran his hand over a curl at her temple. “You’re why I’m back.”

So this was what it was like to have a man look at you like that. She wanted to believe every beautiful word, wanted to believe that intensity in his eyes was just for her.

“Just give me a chance to explain myself,” he said. “That’s all I’m asking.”

“Okay.” Lucy nodded as hope warred with reluctance. “When you get back, we can—” Her focus shifted as a familiar bald man waltzed by. “Mr. Zaminski!” Jerking from Matt’s embrace, Lucy shrugged off his hands and charged toward the elderly board member and his newest wife. Number five, if she remembered correctly. And younger than the last.

Couples swirled around her, and Lucy had to weave among them. Mr. Zaminski had some speed for a seventy-five-year-old man.

“Mr. Zaminski!” She finally caught up and walked in step with the twosome. “Sir, I’m Lucy Wiltshire. I was wondering if we could talk for a moment?” Lucy swayed beside them like a one-woman dance show. “Maybe off the floor?”

The man squinted behind small glasses and kept up his waltz. “Do I know you?”

She raced around to his other side as he turned. “I think you might’ve voted a few days ago to cut the funding for my nonprofit.”

“I don’t concern myself with Sinclair community projects. Just the hotels.” He turned his wrinkled face to his wife. “Now go away. You’re bothering me.”

“But, sir.” Lucy did a skip-step before she lost them. “If you could  just let me explain.” The man made an abrupt twirl away, and Lucy reached out her hand to stop him. “Mr. Zaminski, I—”

She gasped as her arm made contact with something hard. Out of the corner of her eye, Lucy caught sight of the waiter beside her, then his tray as it went airborne. She reached out in a blind grab, only to have her beaded shoulder-strap give up its weak hold. Black beads tumbled to the floor, and goblets of shrimp cocktail crashed around them.

Lucy clutched at her sagging top. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you and—” Time moved in slow motion as she watched Mr. Zaminski foxtrot right over the mess. His foot descended into the slippery spill. “Mr. Zaminski!”

But it was too late. His shiny black shoes made contact with one blob of shrimp, and it was over. His mouth went wide, his arms reached for the air. And down he went. The crowd parted in two as if commanded by Moses himself.

Lucy raced to Mr. Zaminski’s side. “Sir, are you okay?” Lucy’s top gaped in pitiful defeat as she bent low and reached for his hand.

Mr. Zaminski blinked a few times before his eyes focused on his wife on his left, then Lucy at his right. “You,” he hissed.

“I’m truly sorry.” Her cheeks were flames of heat. Half the ballroom gathered around them. “I simply wanted to tell you about—”

“Get this woman out of my face!”

Lucy barely dodged a shrimp as Mr. Zaminski lobbed a handful of spilled hors d’oeuvres her way. She had to get out of here. People were staring, some idiot had just taken a picture, and her shoes were covered in cocktail sauce.

Her dress gave a slight groan as she pivoted on her heel and came to her feet. She raced through the crowd and searched the room for the nearest exit. The old shame followed her and ushered her out. Thirty years old, and these people still held the power to reduce her to the klutz of her childhood. The girl who couldn’t do anything right.

Speed walking down a hallway, Lucy spotted a set of double doors. Bursting through, she stepped into the night air and made her escape. Alex had no idea why he was pursuing the woman. What did he care if she was upset? He had better things to be concerned with, that was for sure. It’s not like it was his fault she was half crazy. No wonder she couldn’t acquire funding from other sources. She was an erratic mess.

He saw a blur of a black dress round the corner ahead. He picked up his pace and followed her down the hall. Pushing doors wide open, he stepped outside. “Lucy!”

The lunatic woman looked over her shoulder, then promptly broke into a run. Like she was any match for him. Gaining on her, he reached out his arms, wrapped them around her, and lifted her body off the ground.

“Let go of me!” Her legs kicked out, her heels connecting with his shins. “Put me down, you oaf.”

He loosened his grip as she squirmed but didn’t let go. “Not until I feel certain you’re not going to run into the freeway.”

“I don’t want you feeling any part of me.”

“Now, that’s no way to talk. Where’s your Southern hospitality?”

“On the floor with the rest of my dress.” Her body flailed and jerked. “Don’t make me use my pepper spray.”

“Pretty sure I have the advantage here.” She stopped struggling, and he felt her uneven breaths beneath his grip. “Are you going to play nice?” Sniffing, she reached up a shaking hand and wiped her eyes.

“Yes,” came her defeated answer. “Just put me down . . . please.”

He lowered her until her feet touched the grass. “Do you know you’re missing a shoe?”

She looked up. Her eyes swam. That bottom lip quivered.

No, not tears. He could handle anything but that. Before caution had time to whisper in his ear, he gathered her in his arms and gave her stiff back a brotherly pat. “Would it be rude to ask you not to get snot on my jacket?”

“This is the worst night of my life,” Lucy said, her head buried in his shirt. “Even worse than the time James Allred stood me up for prom.” She gave a shaky inhale. “Two years in a row.”

He needed to say something to wrap this up. To calm. To comfort. “James was an idiot who sniffed glue for a hobby. Anyone with a brain knew that.”

“I didn’t know.” He saw two tears fall as she stepped back and attempted to hold her dress together. “So now I not only attack innocent senior citizens, show half the ballroom my worn-out strapless bra, but I’m brainless too?”

Alex raised his eyes toward heaven. Where had his finesse gone? He used to have a Midas touch. Did everything he attempt lately have to wither in front of him like a leaky balloon?

He softened the edges of his appeal. “It’s hot, Lucy. Why don’t we go back inside?”

“I’m never facing those people again.” She shrugged his arm away and began walking.

“Are you planning on walking home? Hitching a ride?”

“Just go away, rich boy.”

“You’re going to get arrested for indecent exposure out here.”

“Don’t worry. You won’t be my one phone call.”

His brother had always been the sensitive, people-caring one in the family. This would be one of those situations where Will would know exactly what to do.

Muttering, Alex caught up with her, slipped off his jacket, and draped it over her shoulders. “I don’t want your incarceration on my list of sins. It’s bad enough I terrorized you in high school.”

She gripped the lapels of his coat together and turned to face him. “At least you can finally admit it.”

No matter what the world thought of his cavalier ways, his mother had raised a gentleman. “Let me take you home.”

“Does that cheap line seriously work for you?”

The sooner they resolved this, the sooner he could go inside and get the evening over with. He still had hours of work waiting for him  back at his campaign office. “Want to tell me what you thought you were doing in there?”

“Before or after I gave Mr. Zaminski a concussion?” Lucy shook her head. “Just go away.”

He didn’t know what possessed him, but his hands seemed to move of their own volition. Bracketing her shoulders, he slowly pulled her toward him. Lucy dropped her head. Alex would not be deterred. With one finger he lifted her chin. “Talk to me.”

“Why are you out here?”

“Because your shrewish wail was like a siren’s call.”

“I wasn’t wailing.” She blew out a long-suffering breath, setting the curls around her face in motion. “If you must know . . . I’ve had an abysmal week. An epic amount of awful. And I don’t know how to fix any of it.”

Her mascara trailed a black path down her cheeks, and her lips were liquid shine, either from gloss or tears, he didn’t know.

“You know the board didn’t cut your funds because of any personal reasons.”

“Tell that to Clare Deveraux. Did you see the way she looked at me? I’ve never been one of you, and I never will be.”

“You mean rich? Privileged?” His lips thinned. “No, you’re probably better than us.”

He watched the storm clouds pass again as she turned her eyes to his. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to beg for money from the very people who made my life a living nightmare?”

“No. I don’t.”

“Of course you don’t. Any problems you have can be fixed with money.”

“Not every problem.” Not the aching weight that had settled in his chest ever since his brother had disappeared. Or since Alex had blown out his knee. And walked away from a game he no longer cared about into a life he barely recognized.

The night breeze blew, ruffling her hair again. The spirals around her face rose and fell right back into disarray. As if compelled  to touch, he reached out and captured a silky strand, resting it behind her ear.

A light flashed over his shoulder. Alex spun around. Two reporters stood twenty feet away, their cameras capturing his every move.

The media—it was an aspect of his life he loathed. And now that he had stepped into the race for Congress, it was even worse. He moved them a few steps back into the shadows. “I can make some calls. Talk to some people I know.”

“Right.” She looked at him like he had just promised to sprout another arm. “I’ll fix it myself.”

“Then I guess you don’t want to save Saving Grace as badly as I thought.”

Her mouth fell open in an outraged O. “You wouldn’t know sacrifice if it hit you between the eyeballs. That place is all I’ve got. All those girls have.”

“Then fight for it.” The faint note of her perfume hit him. The light floral scent suited her. If he were to give it a name, it would be exasperation.

“What do you think I do every day of my life? Not all of us get to toss around a football and play games for a living.”

Alex shrugged a shoulder. “Just born lucky, I guess.” He watched the two reporters get a few more shots and then walk away.

“You don’t know real problems. I have young women who come to me with no place to sleep—nothing to eat. Society just kicks them out on the streets with no resources to take care of themselves. Meanwhile any problem you have can be solved by writing a check with lots of zeroes.” 

He knew problems. And pain. Yet he didn’t know what to do with either. “If you’re gonna wallow in it, I’m going in.” Alex could be reading passing stats for all the feeling in his voice. “I simply wanted to make sure you weren’t making plans to climb to the top of the hotel and dive off.”

“Only if you go first,” she mumbled. “Promise I’ll catch you.”

He couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re all out of finesse tonight, aren’t you?”

“I think I lost it somewhere between flying shrimp and a potential lawsuit from a board member.”

The doors slammed open and his father’s latest accountant came running out. If that was her boyfriend, he was a little late. The woman could’ve done a belly flop off the Sinclair Hotel by now.

“Lucy, are you okay?”

Alex watched as she softened at the sight of the man. She didn’t walk into his open arms, but she did let the guy put his arm around her.

“I think she’s fine.” Alex stepped away from the pair. “Nothing a little hot tea and some dry cleaning won’t fix. Do you have it from here?”

“I’ll take her home,” the boyfriend said.

“Make sure you keep her there.” And with an eye on his perimeter, Alex stepped away, grateful he wouldn’t have to see Lucy Wiltshire again for another year.

And that would still be way too soon.
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A fog swirled in Lucy’s head as she watched Matt’s hands grip her key and unlock her apartment door. Hands that had held her. Then let her go.

Inside, Lucy sat on the edge of the couch and finally found her voice. “How long have you been back?”

Keeping his eyes on hers, Matt eased into the chair across from her. “I’ve missed you.” He ran a hand over his face. “Do you have any idea how much?”

She stared at a spot near his polished black shoes. “Your occasional e-mails the past few years didn’t say.”

And then he was sitting next to her, his hand reaching for hers. “Lucy, I’ve got to catch a late plane, and I hate that we can’t take all the time we need. But you have to believe me, I want you back in my life. I’ve been lost without you.”

“You knew I assumed you were proposing that night two years ago. I thought we were going to spend the rest of our lives together.” The old hurt lodged in her throat and made her words hoarse. “I can’t do this right now, Matt.”

He reached for her as she stood. “When I get back next week, I’m going to prove to you that I can be that man you wanted.”

“I don’t know.” Looking at Matt right now, she knew it would be so easy to just fall back into love with him again. But was that a good thing?

“Whatever it takes and however long it takes. Because I’m not going anywhere.” He leaned toward her, pressing a kiss to her cheek. “Except for right now because that red-eye flight isn’t going to wait on some accountant.” His eyes were locked on hers as he opened the door. “I love you, Lucy. Believe that.”

And then he was gone.

The last time he had left her apartment, he had taken her heart.

And Lucy just didn’t know if she had another one left to give.
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