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Prologue
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SOMEONE TO WATCH OVER ME

Luc DeForges took the ring from Ian McKenna’s trembling hand and raised it to the sunlight that danced through the trees of New Orleans’ Garden District. “It’s exquisite.”

The old man’s tight expression relaxed, replaced by pride. “A full carat of diamonds, cushion-cut center set in solid platinum by my grandfather before he left Ireland. You see that workmanship? How he made the center stone appear so much larger than it is by the cuts of the smaller stones? He was a master.”

Mr. McKenna’s finger shook as he pointed to the ring’s bezel. “A gentleman like yourself is sure to recognize quality. You can’t buy this kind of craftsmanship anymore.” His voice held an edge of desperation.

“I agree with you,” Luc said, as he pushed the ring back toward its owner.

Mr. McKenna shook his head. He seemed to be waiting for something more.

Luc tried again. “It appears so much larger, but it’s dainty, like Katie. It belongs on a woman like her. The stones are a lighter color than I think of when I picture an emerald.”

“Aye.” Mr. McKenna’s voice sank. “That’s because they were hand selected to match my grandmother’s eyes. The gems were renowned in Ireland as not merely being green but transparent like worn sea glass. He would have spent the money for darker emeralds if that’s what the piece called for.”

Luc nodded as the image of Katie’s sea-green eyes and red hair flashed through his mind. “I’m certain he would have.”

“Notice the detail work in the platinum with the cut emeralds?” Mr. McKenna’s eyes watered as he stared hard into Luc’s own. “Platinum in an intricate design like this was extremely difficult, usually reserved for royals. He wanted my grandmother to feel cherished above all other brides.”

Luc studied the way the metal crossed and intersected in a complicated form of lacy architecture, like a jeweled web. “Any woman in Ireland would have felt that way.”

“My mam used to twist the ring around her finger and whisper to Katie that one day, when she found the right man, the ring would belong to her.”

“I’ll guard it with my life, Mr. McKenna.”

Again the older gentleman looked Luc in the eyes. “I know you will. And I can trust you to make sure Katie gets it on her wedding day?”

Luc held his fist to his heart. “On my honor.”

“And you won’t tell anyone you have this, you understand?”

“You have my word. Unless you ask for it back, I’ll keep it under lock and key.”

Mr. McKenna turned toward the sidewalk. “I won’t be asking for it back.”

Now, all these years later, Luc could still picture the slope of Mr. McKenna’s bent back, the way he stepped, broken and wilted, a shadow of the lively man he remembered from his youth. If only he’d known then that he’d be the last person to see Ian McKenna alive, there were so many things he would have done differently.

So many things.



Chapter 1
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A FINE ROMANCE

Katie McKenna had dreamed of this moment at least a thousand times. Luc would walk back into her life filled with remorse. He’d be wearing jeans, a worn T-shirt, and humility. He’d be dripping with humility.

That should have been her first clue that such a scenario had no bearing on reality.

“Katie,” a voice said.

The sound sent a surge of adrenaline through her frame. She’d forgotten the power and the warmth of his baritone. A quick glance around her classroom assured her that she must be imagining things. Everything was in order: the posters of colorful curriculum, the daily schedule of activities printed on the whiteboard, and, of course, the children. All six of them were mentally disabled, most of them on the severe side of the autism spectrum, but three had added handicaps that required sturdy, head-stabilizing wheelchairs. The bulk of the chairs overwhelmed the room and blocked much of the happy yellow walls and part of the large rainbow mural the kids had helped to paint. The room, with its cluttered order, comforted her and reminded her of all she’d accomplished. There was no need to think about the past. That was a waste of time and energy.

Her eyes stopped on her aides, Carrie and Selena. The two women, so boisterous in personality, were usually animated. But at the moment they stood huddled in the corner behind Austin’s wheelchair.

Carrie, the heavyset one in the Ed Hardy T-shirt, motioned at her.

“What?” Katie pulled at her white shirt with the delicate pink flowers embroidered along the hem and surveyed the stains. “I know, I’m a mess. But did you see how wonderfully the kids did on their art projects? It was worth it. Never thought of the oil on the dough staining. Next time I’ll wear an apron.”

Selena and Carrie looked as though there was something more they wanted.

“Maddie, you’re a born artist.” Katie smiled at the little girl sitting behind a mound of colorful clay. Then to the aides: “What is the matter with you two?”

Selena, a slight Latina woman, shook her head and pointed toward the door.

Katie rotated toward the front of the classroom and caught her breath. Luc, so tall and gorgeous, completely out of place in his fine European suit and a wristwatch probably worth more than her annual salary, stood in the doorway. He wore a fedora, his trademark since college, but hardly one he needed to stand out in a crowd.

As she stared across the space between them, suddenly the classroom she took such pride in appeared shabby and soiled. When she inhaled, it reeked of sour milk and baby food. Her muddled brain searched for words.

“Luc?” She blinked several times, as if his film-star good looks might evaporate into the annals of her mind. “What are you doing here?”

“Didn’t you get my brother’s wedding invitation?” he asked coolly, as if they’d only seen each other yesterday.

“I did. I sent my regrets.”

“That’s what I’m doing here. You can’t miss Ryan’s wedding. I thought the problem might be money.”

She watched as his blue eyes came to rest on her stained shirt. Instinctively she crossed her arms in front of her.

“I came to invite you to go back with me next week, on my plane.”

“Ah.” She nodded and waited for something intelligible to come out of her mouth. “It’s not money.”

“Come home with me, Katie.” He reached out his arms, and she moved to the countertop and shuffled some papers together.

If he touches me, I don’t stand a chance. She knew Luc well enough to know if he’d made the trip to her classroom, he didn’t intend to leave without what he came for.

“I’m afraid that’s not possible.” She stacked the same papers again.

“Give me one reason.”

She faced him. “I could give you a billion reasons.”

Luc’s chiseled features didn’t wear humility well. The cross-shaped scar beneath his cheekbone added to his severity. If he weren’t so dreaded handsome, he’d make a good spy in a Bond movie. His looks belied his soft Uptown New Orleans upbringing, the kind filled with celebrations and warm family events with backyard tennis and long days in the swimming pool.

He pushed through the swiveled half door that separated them and strode toward her.

“That gate is there for a reason. The classroom is for teachers and students only.”

Luc opened his hand and beckoned to her, and despite herself, she took it. Her heart pounded in her throat, and its roar was so thunderous it blocked her thoughts. He pulled her into a clutch, then pushed her away with all the grace of Astaire. “Will you dance with me?” he asked.

He began to hum a Cole Porter tune clumsily in her ear, and instinctively she followed his lead until everything around them disappeared and they were alone in their personal ballroom. For a moment she dropped her head back and giggled from her stomach; a laugh so genuine and pure, it seemed completely foreign—as if it came from a place within that was no longer a part of her. Then the dance halted suddenly, and his cheek was against hers. She took in the roughness of his face, and the thought flitted through her mind that she could die a happy woman in those arms.

The sound of applause woke her from her reverie.

“You two are amazing!” Carrie said.

The children all murmured their approval, some with screams of delight and others with loud banging.

Luc’s hand clutched her own in the small space between them, and she laughed again.

“Not me,” Luc said. “I have the grace of a bull. It’s Katie. She’s like Ginger Rogers. She makes anybody she dances with look good.” He appealed to the two aides. “Which is why I’m here. She must go to my brother’s wedding with me.”

“I didn’t even know you danced, Katie,” Selena said. “Why don’t you ever come dancing with us on Friday nights?”

“What? Katie dances like a dream. She and my brother were partners onstage in college. They were like a mist, the way they moved together. It’s like her feet don’t touch the ground.”

“That was a long time ago.” She pulled away from him and showed him her shirt. “I’m a mess. I hope I didn’t ruin your suit.”

“It would be worth it,” Luc growled.

“Katie, where’d you learn to dance like that?” Carrie asked.

“Too many old movies, I suppose.” She shrugged.

“You could be on Dancing with the Stars with moves like that.”

“Except I’m not a star or a dancer, but other than that, I guess—” She giggled again. It kept bubbling out of her, and for one blissful moment she remembered what it felt like to be the old Katie McKenna. Not the current version, staid schoolmarm and church soloist in Northern California, but the Katie people in New Orleans knew, the one who danced and sang.

Luc interrupted her thoughts. “She’s being modest. She learned those moves from Ginger and Fred themselves, just by watching them over and over again. This was before YouTube, so she was dedicated.”

Katie shrugged. “I was a weird kid. Only child, you know?” But inside she swelled with pride that Luc remembered her devotion to a craft so woefully out-of-date and useless. “Anyway, I don’t have much use for swing dancing or forties torch songs now. Luc, meet Carrie and Selena. Carrie and Selena, Luc.”

“I don’t have any ‘use’ for salsa dancing,” Selena said. “I do it because it’s part of who I am.”

“Tell her she has to come with me, ladies. My brother is having a 1940s-themed wedding in New Orleans. He’d be crushed if Katie didn’t come, and I’ll look like a hopeless clod without her to dance with.”

Katie watched the two aides. She saw the way Luc’s powerful presence intoxicated them. Were they really naive enough to believe that Luc DeForges could ever appear like a clod, in any circumstance or setting? Luc, with his skilled charm and roguish good looks, made one believe whatever he wanted one to believe. The two women were putty in his hands.

“Katie, you have to go to this wedding!” Selena stepped toward her. “I can’t believe you can dance like that and never told us. You’d let this opportunity slip by? For what?” She looked around the room and frowned. “This place?”

The cacophony of pounding and low groans rose audibly, as if in agreement.

“This may be just a classroom to you, but to me, it’s the hope and future of these kids. I used to dance. I used to sing. It paid my way through college. Now I’m a teacher.”

“You can’t be a teacher and a dancer?” Selena pressed. “It’s like walking and chewing gum. You can do both. The question is, why don’t you?”

“Maybe I should bring more music and dancing into the classroom. Look how the kids are joining in the noise of our voices, not bothered by it. I have to think about ways we could make the most of this.”

But she hadn’t succeeded in changing the subject; everyone’s attention stayed focused on her.

“You should dance for the kids, Katie. You possess all the grace of an artist’s muse. Who knows how you might encourage them?”

Katie laughed. “That’s laying it on a bit thick, Luc, even for you. I do believe if there was a snake in that basket over there, it would be rising to the charmer’s voice at this very minute.”

Luc’s very presence brought her into another time. Maybe it was the fedora or the classic cut of his suit, but it ran deeper than how he looked. He possessed a sense of virility and take-no-prisoners attitude that couldn’t be further from his blue-blood upbringing. He made her, in a word, feel safe . . . but there was nothing safe about Luc and there never had been. She straightened and walked over to her open folder to check her schedule for the day.

Tapping a pencil on the binder, she focused on getting the day back on track. The students were involved in free playtime at the moment. While they were all situated in a circle, they played individually, their own favorite tasks in front of them.

“Carrie, would you get Austin and Maddie ready for lunch?”

“I’ll do it,” Selena said. “And, Katie . . . you really should go to the wedding.”

“I can’t go to the wedding because it’s right in the middle of summer school.”

“You could get a substitute,” Carrie said. “What would you be gone for, a week at most? Jenna could probably fill in. She took the summer off this year.”

“Thanks for the suggestions, ladies,” Katie said through clenched teeth. “But I’ve already told the groom I can’t attend the wedding for professional reasons.”

The women laughed. “I’m sorry, what reasons?” Carrie asked, raising a bedpan to imply that anyone could do Katie’s job.

It was no use. The two women were thoroughly under Luc’s spell, and who could blame them?

“Maybe we should talk privately,” Luc said. He clasped her wrist and led her to the glass doors at the front of the classroom. “It’s beautiful out here. The way you’re nestled in the hills, you’d never know there’s a city nearby.”

She nodded. “That’s Crystal Springs Reservoir on the other side of the freeway. It’s protected property, the drinking water for this entire area, so it’s stayed pristine.”

“I’m not going back to New Orleans without you,” he said.

Apparently the small talk had ended.

“My mother would have a fit if I brought one of the women I’d take to a Hollywood event to a family wedding.”

Katie felt a twinge of jealousy, then a stab of anger for her own weakness. Of course he dated beautiful women. He was a billionaire. A billionaire who looked like Luc DeForges! Granted, he was actually a multimillionaire, but it had been a long-standing joke between the two of them. Did it matter, once you made your first ten million, how much came after that? He may as well be called a gazillionaire. His finances were too foreign for her to contemplate.

“And who you date is my problem, how?”

“If my date tries to swing dance and kicks one of my mother’s friends in the teeth, I’ll be disinherited.”

“So what, would that make you the fifth richest man in the United States, instead of the fourth?”

“Katie, how many times do I have to explain to you I’m nowhere near those kinds of numbers?” He grinned. “Yet.” He touched his finger to her nose lightly. “My fate is much worse than losing status if you don’t come. My mother might set me up to ensure I have a proper date. A chorus line of Southern belles. And I guarantee you at least one will have the proverbial glass slipper and think her idea is so utterly unique, I’ll succumb to the fantasy.”

“Wow! What a terrible life you must lead.” She pulled a Keds slide from her foot and emptied sand out of her shoe. A few grains landed on Luc’s shiny black loafer. “To think, with courtship skills like that, that any woman wouldn’t be swept off her feet—it’s unfathomable.” She patted his arm. “I wish you luck, Luc. I’m sure your mother will have some very nice choices for you, so go enjoy yourself. Perk up, there’re billions more to be made when you get back.”

“Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Katie.”

He was right, but she didn’t trust herself around him.

She’d taken leave of her senses too many times in that weakened state. Since moving to California, she’d made it her goal to live life logically and for the Lord. She hadn’t fallen victim to her emotions since leaving New Orleans, and she’d invested too much to give into them now.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I only meant that I’m sure there are other nice girls willing to go home and pretend for your mother. I’ve already done that, only you forgot to tell me we were pretending. Remember?”

He flinched. “Below the belt.”

A pencil fell from behind her ear, and she stooped to pick it up, careful not to meet his glance as she rose. “I’m sorry, but I’m busy here. Maybe we could catch up another time? I’d like that and won’t be so sidetracked.” She looked across the room toward Austin, an angelic but severely autistic child in a wheelchair. He pounded against his tray. “The kids are getting hungry. It’s lunchtime.” She pointed to the schedule.

Luc scooped a hand under her chin and forced her to look at him. “Where else am I going to find a gorgeous redhead who knows who Glenn Miller is?”

“Don’t, Luc. Don’t charm me. It’s beneath you. Buy one of your bubble-headed blondes a box of dye and send her to iTunes to do research. Problem solved.”

He didn’t let go. “Ryan wants you to sing at the wedding, Katie. He sent me personally to make sure you’d be there and sing ‘Someone to Watch Over Me.’ I’m not a man who quits because something’s difficult.”

“Anyone worth her salt on Bourbon Street can sing that. Excuse me—”

“Katie-bug.”

“Luc, I asked you kindly. Don’t. I’m not one of your sophisticated girls who knows how to play games. I’m not going to the wedding. That part of my life is over.”

“That part of your life? What about that part of you? Where is she?”

She ignored his question. “I cannot be the only woman you know capable of being your date. You’re not familiar with anyone else who isn’t an actress-slash-waitress?” She cupped his hand in her own and allowed herself to experience the surge of energy. “I have to go.” She dropped his hands and pushed back through the half door. “I’m sure you have a meeting to get to. Am I right?”

“It’s true,” he admitted. “I had business in San Francisco today, a merger. We bought a small chain of health food stores to expand the brand. But I was planning the trip to see you anyway and ask you personally.”

“Uh-huh.”

“We’ll be doing specialty outlets in smaller locations where real estate prices are too high for a full grocery outlet.

Having the natural concept already in these locations makes my job that much easier.”

“To take over the free world with organics, you mean?”

That made him smile, and she warmed at the sparkle in his eye. When Luc was in his element, there was nothing like it. His excitement was contagious and spread like a classroom virus, infecting those around him with a false sense of security. She inhaled deeply and reminded herself that the man sold inspiration by the pound. His power over her was universal. It did not make her special.

“Name your price,” he said. “I’m here to end this rift between us, whatever it is, and I’ll do the time. Tell me what it is you want.”

“There is no price, Luc. I don’t want anything from you. I’m not going to Ryan’s wedding. My life is here.”

“Day and night . . . night and day,” he crooned and then his voice was beside her ear. “One last swing dance at my brother’s wedding. One last song and I’ll leave you alone. I promise.”

She crossed the room to the sink against the far wall, but she felt him follow. She hated how he could make every nerve in her body come to life, while he seemingly felt nothing in return. She closed her eyes and searched for inner strength.

He didn’t want me. Not in a way that mattered. He wanted her when it suited him to have her at his side.

“Even if I were able to get the time off work, Luc, it wouldn’t be right to go to your brother’s wedding as your date. I’m about to get engaged.”

“Engaged?” He stepped away.

She squeezed hand sanitizer onto her hands and rubbed thoroughly.

“I’ll give a call to your fiancé and let him know the benefits.” He pulled a small leather pad of paper from his coat pocket. “I’ll arrange everything. You get a free trip home, I get a Christian date my mother is proud to know, and then your life goes back to normal. Everyone’s happy.” He took off his fedora as though to plead his case in true gentlemanly fashion. “My mother is still very proud to have led you from your . . .” He choked back a word. “From your previous life and to Jesus.”

The announcement of her engagement seemed to have had little effect on Luc, and Katie felt as if her heart shattered all over again. “My previous life was you. She was proud to lead me away from her son’s life.” She leaned on the countertop, trying to remember why she’d come to the kitchen area.

“You know what I meant.”

“I wasn’t exactly a streetwalker, Luc. I was a late-night bar singer in the Central District, and the only one who ever led my reputation into question was you. So I’m failing to see the mutual benefit here. Your mother. Your date. And I get a free trip to a place I worked my tail off to get out of.”

She struggled with a giant jar of applesauce, which Luc took from her and opened easily. He passed the jar back to her and let his fingers brush hers.

“My mother would be out of her head to see you. And the entire town could see what they lost when they let their prettiest belle go. Come help me remind them. Don’t you want to show them that you’re thriving? That you didn’t curl up and die after that awful night?”

“I really don’t need to prove anything, Luc.” She pulled her apron, with its child-size handprints in primary colors, over her head. “I’m not your fallback, and I really don’t care if people continue to see me that way. They don’t know me.”

“Which you? The one who lives a colorless existence and calls it holy? Or the one who danced on air and inspired an entire theater troupe to rediscover swing and raise money for a new stage?” Luc bent down, took her out at the knees, and hoisted her up over his shoulder.

“What are you doing? Do you think you’re Tarzan? Put me down.” She pounded on his back, and she could hear the chaos he’d created in the classroom. “These kids need structure. What do you think you’re doing? I demand you put me down!”



Chapter 2
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DON'T GET AROUND MUCH ANYMORE

Luc never broke his stride. He pushed through the school’s glass doors as if it was perfectly natural to have a woman flung over his shoulder. Outside, he gently slid her off him and placed her on the sidewalk, or banquette as they called it back home. He grabbed her by the wrist so she couldn’t take off for the door. “There. We’ll have a little privacy now.”

She flipped her head over in front of him, allowing her ponytail to smack him across the face, which seemed as childish as digging her nails into a playground nemesis. “Go ahead. Grab it and drag me back to your cave now, you Neanderthal. Is that how they solve disagreements in corporate America? No wonder this country’s going down the tubes.”

From her vantage upside down, she noticed Luc’s limousine stretched carelessly across the parking lot, blocking the staff’s row of compact beaters. At the sight of the driver’s impish grin she straightened back up, but not before she heard a set of clicks and caught sight of a man running. “Who was that?”

Luc chuckled. “That was what we call the paparazzi— most aptly named after buzzing mosquitoes, I might add.”

“What are they doing here?”

“Right about now? I think they’re catching multimillionaire bachelor Luc DeForges being smacked in the face by a feisty redhead’s ponytail. Now, why I’m being smacked in the face, that will be where their stellar storytelling comes in. Perhaps you caught me cheating on you? Or maybe you’re a former roommate of my girlfriend . . . It’s anybody’s guess.”

“Well, go catch him!” She shook his shoulders, then heard more clicks. “Luc! I’m going to be engaged. I can’t be seen smacking you in the face with my ponytail!”

“Or shaking me? That looks pretty bad on film too, just so you know.”

“Luc, I am a teacher of special needs children. I can’t be seen getting violent with a man in front of my school. It could cost me my job!”

“Then you probably shouldn’t have done it.”

Her mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding me, right? This is all part of your elaborate plan to get me to do what you want.”

“I told you those stories about me in the tabloids were made-up. The ‘bubble-headed blondes,’ as you call them. The many ‘walks of shame’ you supposedly see me taking. Maybe there’s another story, that’s all I’m saying.”

“What you do with your time is no concern of mine.”

“It’s good for you to see how made-up my image is. It’s what sells rags: ‘Organic King Is a Dog.’ I have to say, though, seeing how boring you’ve become, I’m hoping they come up with something really spicy so you leave the single life with zeal. Do you think the folks back home will recognize us together? You being upside down and all. I think he got your good side, though.”

“Luc! It’s not funny! What is Dexter going to say? How do I even explain to him that I didn’t invite you here? What’s my church going to say?” The more animated she grew, the more sedate he became. She grabbed him again by the shoulders. “Luc!”

“You’re so beautiful, Katie. I forgot how those eyes of yours get to a guy.”

She dropped her hands to her side. “You’re rich and famous. I’m just a schoolteacher. What’s my fiancé going to think? I never explained that you were my ex.”

“Don’t think Poindexter could handle the competition? I’m flattered. That’s kind of you, to take his lack of faith in himself into consideration.”

Katie felt the blood drain from her face. “Did you just say Poindexter?”

“Poindexter, yeah. He’s the one who gave me your address at work. How’d you think I found you?”

“You knew . . . about Dexter?” Her mind churned. Did it bother Luc that she was about to pledge her life to another? If it did, he showed no sign of it.

“I prefer Poindexter. It fits him.”

“It doesn’t!” she protested, with slightly too much venom in her voice. She sucked in a deep breath before she continued. “Dex is brilliant. He went to MIT.”

“Book learnin’. I figured, but I’m not impressed.”

“Fortunately, it doesn’t matter what you think.”

“Why aren’t you engaged already? If he’s going to do it, why doesn’t he just ask? What’s all the talk?”

“If you must know, my ring is back home.” Her voice trailed off, and she closed her eyes.

“To get engaged you need your nana’s ring? So it seems you do need to get back home to New Orleans.”

She sighed in defeat.

“It’s my business to know about people when I’m entering into a negotiation. Certainly a potential fiancé creates an obstacle to my dating the woman he supposedly loves. I need to factor this into the equation. But it also helps that I know you need to get home, Katie, and I have the opportunity to offer you a free trip.” He focused on her stained shirt. “I thought maybe we could help each other out.”

“Dex doesn’t know about you, Luc. I mean, he knows about you being my boyfriend all through college and of course . . . the rest of it. But he doesn’t know you’re the billionaire in the tabloids!” She stamped her foot like a toddler. “How could you let this happen?”

“I didn’t know they’d follow me here.”

“That wasn’t part of your brilliant equation?” The edge in her voice was unmistakable.

Luc chuckled. “I never imagined I’d give them the money shot of a woman slung over my shoulder, with a follow-up shot of her slapping me with her lustrous tresses. I imagine that photographer can take a few days off now.” He lifted a forefinger. “You’re right, this was a great breach of offensive tactics, and I regret the error.”

“You can’t let that picture be printed.” Her throat clamped with emotion. “Luc, I’ve worked so hard to be this new person. Please! ”

His rational voice remained unchanged. “There was nothing wrong with your old person.”

“That’s not what I mean. This is pointless!” She walked back to the doors, and he pressed against them. “I’m not going home with you. I would rather hitchhike across the country or ride the next hurricane in than enter that den of iniquity you call a private jet.”

He laughed. “Den of . . . never mind. Now that I finally have your attention, Miss McKenna, let’s get down to business. As I stated earlier, my brother Ryan is having a forties-themed wedding in approximately two weeks. I can’t imagine you’d let him get married without your presence. In fact, I find the option rude and completely out of your character.”

“Ryan will understand. I didn’t even make it to my own mother’s wedding!”

“Where are you, Katie? Where’s that girl who can swing dance with the grace of water? The one who can rock a pencil skirt and clunky heels . . . sing a love song so that the listeners think their own hearts are breaking? Where’s the Katie that I knew, who could make a man want to go to war just for the sheer pleasure of returning home? Where is she now?”

She blinked away her emotions. “Save that garbage for someone who buys your lines and takes the familiar walk of shame from your jet.” She turned and strode back toward the building.

“Careful, Katie. It may appear from those pictures as if you’re doing your own walk of shame. I wouldn’t be so quick to judge if I were you.”

“What kind of scorned woman dresses like a haus frau?” She spoke the words to the door, but she could feel him behind her and caught his reflection in the window.

“Ah, so you do have some vanity left in you after all.” He raised his arm to the sky and caught the limo driver’s attention. “Find out who got that shot and offer to pay for it!” His gaze fell back upon her as he gently turned her by the shoulders. “I’ll do my best. Hopefully, we know the kid and we can pay him off. Now, back to our negotiations—”

She felt worn and lifeless, like a true rag doll. She’d rather feed the kids eight times over than enter a battle of wills with Luc DeForges. She tugged at the hem of her shirt. “You have no idea what’s going to happen in that room if the kids aren’t fed on time. Their schedule is crucial. Each day must be like the last with small, announced changes—” She karate chopped her palm for emphasis, and Luc laughed. She felt it to her core.

“Who are you now, Katie?” He looked at her with what might only be described as pity.

“This is who I am!”

“I know you think so.” He lifted one brow, as if going in for the kill. “It’s a free trip home, Katie. No strings attached. No expectations, and a free forties outfit. Ingrid Bergman or Ginger Rogers, the look is on me. The chance to revisit the old Katie, just to see if she has anything to say to you. Maybe you’re right . . .” He stood straighter and stepped away from her. “That part of you is gone, but what have you got to lose? And you wouldn’t dare let me announce to my brother I’d failed at something, would you? Besides, if you’re planning to move ahead with this wedding, you need your nana’s ring.”

“My mam can mail it to me.”

“We both know she won’t. Let’s talk price.”

“I don’t have a price, Luc. I never did. Maybe you’re looking for the real Katie in the wrong place.” She stared at him, willing him to get how simple the answer really was— all she’d ever wanted from him was his heart. To know she wasn’t merely a number in his harem but that she’d been special . . . loved by him. Even if he hadn’t been strong enough to do anything about his feelings, the knowledge would mean something to her.

She stared into his blue eyes and felt her stomach spiral with the connection she felt to him: a physical, life-affirming glow from within that she could never explain, but which formed some kind of bridge between them and seemed incapable of perishing.

“I have to go.” She walked back into the classroom and saw that Carrie and Selena had everything under control. The kids were being fed, and the room was quiet with the gentle hum of moaning and silverware clanging. She heard Luc trailing her and felt the presence of his warmth near. Whatever the tabloids printed, whatever lifestyle he lived now, Katie knew the man who dwelled within . . . but did he?

She turned to see him staring at the various metal paraphernalia, the wheelchairs, the kids themselves. “The needs here seem endless, Katie. How do you stand it?”

She actually felt sorry for him in that moment. “I love it. I’m doing something to make it better. No one knows what these kids might have to offer the world. They’re like little gifts waiting to be unwrapped.” She lifted up a pair of plastic shears. “And I have scissors!”

Luc shrugged out of his suit coat. He tossed it over a chair, unbuttoned his sleeves, and shoved them past his elbows. “I’m not leaving until you say yes. We need to feed the kids, we’ll feed the kids. What do I do?”

“You’re going to help?”

“If that’s what it takes.”

“Why don’t you take Austin then? He eats those sweet potatoes in front of him.” She handed Luc a small spoon while Selena and Carrie backed away deferentially, almost reverently. “Let him swallow each bite. He chokes easily. It’s a slow process, so if you’re in a hurry you might as well go before you start.”

Luc opened the small jar of baby food and knelt in front of the cherubic-looking Austin, who was settled behind a tray attached to his fixed-tilt wheelchair. Austin was seven, but he had the body of an average three-year-old. Severely autistic, he was also allergic to most foods and tended to throw more than he ate. His hands were always stimming; mechanical, repetitive movements that made it hard to get the food into his mouth—not unlike a miniature golf hole that had a revolving door. Though he looked high functioning, he was by far the hardest of the children to feed.

“Hi, Austin,” Luc said.

Austin looked at some invisible target in the upper corner of the room.

Luc’s first spoonful was met with Austin’s clapping hands, and the orange mash exploded into thick droplets that sprayed Luc’s slacks and pressed blue shirt. “We missed.” Luc scooped up another spoonful.

Selena and Carrie looked at Katie to see if she would take over, but she just crossed her arms and waited.

Luc had slightly better results with the second spoonful, but then everyone’s expression changed at the sound of a small giggle.

“He laughed!” Selena said.

“Of course he laughed. Look what he did to my suit. You little bugger!” Luc spoke right into Austin’s face, and the boy stared at him. Not through him but actually at Luc.

Austin laughed again.

Katie sank to her knees next to Luc. “Talk to him again.”

Luc took a rag and wiped Austin’s hands to stop their obligatory movement, and the child stilled, mesmerized. Aware.

“I wonder if it’s your deep voice. Austin’s dad doesn’t live with him.”

The boy giggled again and tried to grab the head of the spoon, which Luc pulled away.

“You think that’s funny?” Luc scooped up more sweet potato mash, and Austin batted it away and giggled. “The secret is to aim for his forehead, I think.”

Selena and Carrie stopped their cleanup work with the other kids and watched Luc’s actions as intently as Katie did.

“Say something else to him, Luc,” Carrie said.

“See, women don’t understand us boys, Austin. They think if you don’t do it their way, you’re doing it wrong. But you and me, we know the truth, don’t we? We know it’s more fun to wear our food than eat it, especially when it’s orange mush!” Luc stilled the spoon. “Can’t you get him a more manly meal?”

Selena giggled. “A manly meal. What would that look like?”

“I don’t know. A stew maybe.”

“He chokes, Luc,” Katie said as she rolled her eyes.

“You’re coddling him, that’s all. Give a man a little space here. You think they’d never seen a boy eat before,” he said to Austin, who still hadn’t taken his eyes off Luc.

Austin took the next spoonful of sweet potatoes without a battle and swallowed it without incident. He followed up with another and another until the jar stood empty.

“Score!” Luc cried as he raised his arms into goal position.

“Luc, do you have any idea what you’ve just done?”

“We ate our lunch. No more of that garbage, all right? I’m going to have the store send something over for the kids to eat. Do you know how many additives and preservatives are in that? We can mash our own sweet potatoes, and that boy won’t know what hit him. You add a little brown sugar, and you’ve got dessert.” Luc winked at Austin. “Stick with me, kid.”

Austin giggled again. It almost sounded familiar now.

“Will that get me a date to my brother’s wedding? Because I’m sort of desperate here.” Luc looked straight at her with his brilliant blue eyes, and Austin’s fascination didn’t seem so out of the ordinary any longer.

Maybe she did have a price after all. “Did you mean what you said about the food?”

“Have I ever lied to you, Katie?”

“I prefer not to answer that question.”

“Fair enough. I supply you with decent food for these kids, you’ll come?”

“And new high chairs and equipment for the classroom. And one more aide for an entire year.” She cut her eyes at him like a film noir actress.

Luc roared with laughter. “I may have created a monster. I do all that, and you’ll go?”

She felt breathless, but her answer tumbled out of her mouth regardless. “Yes, I’ll go. I guess I do have my price.”

“Pleasure doing business with you, Katie.” Luc reached over his shoulder and shook her hand.

A wistful sigh escaped her. What might her life have looked like if Luc hadn’t developed such a head for business? Not that it mattered. One didn’t get consumed by those kinds of emotions and come out better for it on the other side. That only happened on the silver screen with the likes of Fred and Ginger. Love that cost a person everything was too big a risk. Careful, thoughtful companionship made for a healthy relationship, and she’d do well to remind herself of that often until Ryan’s wedding came and went.

When she’d left New Orleans, she’d vowed never to let a man have that kind of power over her emotions again, and she’d stuck to her promise. Fiery, passionate emotion made for trouble, pain, and far too much loss—in essence, it didn’t last.

This wedding provided the perfect opportunity for closure so that she might commit herself fully to the idea of marriage and practicality. Right after she wore that vintage gown and sang the standards one last time . . . and explained to Dexter why she was photographed flung over a man’s shoulder.



Chapter 3
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ACCENTUATE THE POSITIVE

Katie danced around her living room with her scrapbook in her arms. As if it was Fred Astaire himself, she allowed the book to take the lead. She flopped on the sofa, opened her calendar, and scribbled inside: Flowers again today! That’s fifteen weeks in a row. She drew a smiley face beside the words and marked the page with a small heart sticker.

Eileen, her oldest friend and current roommate, turned her face toward Katie from her odd yoga pose with feet pointed to the ceiling. “I don’t even have to see it to know what you wrote. I should think if it was so touching, you wouldn’t need to remind yourself in print.”

“Someday I’ll be able to tell our children all about their father’s warm touches when we were courting, and I won’t need to rely on my feeble memory.”

“You’d have to lose your brain altogether not to remember something he did for fifteen weeks in a row.” Eileen rolled down onto her back, then flipped over so she leaned on her elbows. “Are you planning on losing your mind?”

“No, I simply like tangible memories. Something I can hold on to.”

“What are you writing in your courtship diary about your vacation from your senses?”

“Pardon?”

“I mean, what will you write in there for your kids about how Mommy went to N’awlins with her rich friend in his private jet? Because that’s when the kids’ interest might be piqued—not in their father’s recurring standard flower order. They’ll be as bored over that as you are.” Eileen sprang into a downward facing dog pose.

“I’m not bored with it! I love it. There’s something so life affirming about fresh flowers. I can look into the kitchen pass-through at any time and know that Dexter is thinking of me.”

“Katie, no matter how many entries you put in that book, Dexter is not going to be a romantic. I mean, fine, you’re going to marry him. He’s a good man. I just don’t want you to be disappointed. No matter how many junior high school hearts you draw next to his name, Dexter is going to order you what the Internet says is the proper gift for each anniversary. He’ll probably have a program created that does it for him.”

“What’s wrong with that? You and I have a different view of romance, that’s all. You say potato, I say po-tah-to.”

“No, you say delusional, I say reality check. What does Dexter think about this trip with your ex-boyfriend?”

“Dexter trusts me.”

“Like I said, delusional. Any man who trusts his girlfriend with a billionaire—”

“He’s a multimillionaire,” she corrected.

“A billionaire who looks like Luc DeForges—in a private jet alone, is not romantic or practical. He’s dwelling on another planet. Where was Spock from again?”

“Dex is practical. He knows I need to go home to get my nana’s ring so that we can be engaged. He’s fine with it, for us. It’s a free opportunity and—”

“It’s free. Is that the pull for Dexter? Sending you home with a guy who makes your heart go pitter-pat is free?”

“Luc doesn’t make my heart go pitter-pat! That was a long time ago. I’ve grown up.”

“This is me you’re talking to.” Eileen stood up, her lithe little frame looking even slimmer in yoga pants and top, and smoothed a wrinkle from her shirt. She followed Katie into the bedroom and sat on the bed, causing a pile of clothing to topple. “Why haven’t you packed yet?”

“Dex is loaning me a suitcase. Mine is held together with duct tape.”

“This is ridiculous. Your mam can mail you the ring.”

Katie ignored Eileen and calmly refolded her forties-style gray skirt with the tiny wave of ruffles at the back. “Why don’t you come along if you’re so worried about me?”

“Maybe I will,” Eileen said.

“I haven’t been home since Paddy died. I don’t think an e-mail saying ‘Send me my ring’ is going to fly.”

“Planes go both ways, Katie. Your mam could have come out here more often.” She stood. “I’ve got dinner on. A lemongrass and shrimp soup. What time will Dex be here?”

Katie glanced at her watch. “Any minute now.”

She was glad Eileen liked to cook. Granted, everything she made was some kind of spa cuisine that needed a bulky piece of bread to make it an actual meal, but Katie wasn’t complaining. After shoveling foul-smelling baby food into kids all day, the last thing she wanted to do was cook.

“I’m going to get dressed,” Eileen said. “You should pass the vacuum, as our mams would say. This place could use it!”

Their apartment was simple, but it had been built in the thirties and had that old-time feel that Katie felt such an affinity for. She loved the rounded doorways and original kitchen with its Wedgewood stove. She might have loved that aspect less if she actually cooked. The apartment thumbed its proverbial nose at the modern stainless steel styles and cold granite countertops.

But Eileen had obliged because of the price. The rent had originally been out of their income level, but Katie’s appreciation of every detail convinced the landlord, an older woman who owned the place and lived on the bottom floor, to lower it for them.

Eileen yelled from the next room. “Couldn’t Luc just teach some actress to swing dance?”

“I suggested that!” Katie yelled back.

“He could tell them Glee needs another dancer. Remember? They did swing dance with Will Schuester and Sue Sylvester.” Eileen’s voice got closer until she appeared in the room wearing skintight black shorts and a turquoise hoodie. “I just don’t see why Luc is back unless he’s interested in you.” She flipped her jet-black hair outside her collar and tied it up into a loose knot. “It makes no sense. No word from him in how many years?”

“Three,” she mumbled. “Ryan’s getting married. That’s why he contacted me.”

“I used to date Ryan, remember? I didn’t get an invitation.”

“That doesn’t prove anything, Eileen. Ryan and I were dance partners. That’s different from inviting someone he casually dated once or twice.”

“Maybe. But you know I wouldn’t trust Luc as far as I could throw him.” Eileen flexed her biceps. “Granted, I could probably get him across this room, but I still don’t trust him.”

“If Dexter doesn’t have an issue with it, I don’t know why you should.” Katie folded a red scarf. “I think I’ll bring this.”

Eileen laughed. “Really?”

“What? You don’t like this scarf?”

“I’m not talking about the scarf.” Eileen snagged the scarf, crumpled it into a ball, and threw it behind her. It landed in the corner amidst a few dust bunnies. “Told you you should have vacuumed. Katie, you’re not safe with Luc.”

“If I’m not safe with him, then I shouldn’t be marrying Dexter.”

“Why tempt fate? Luc’s not good for you, Katie. He breaks your heart. Every. Single. Time. He’s your Kryptonite, and even Superman is smart enough to know his weakness.”

Katie slid onto the bed and grabbed the bedpost. “It’s not true. I love Dexter for all the ways he’s there for me. He’s going to make the perfect husband. I can count on him.”

“You could set your watch by Dexter. I know you believe you’re past all this emotion and that Luc could never get close enough to hurt you again, but I think you’ve got too much faith in yourself. Those tears lasted a long time. If you would just admit to me that you still love Luc—at least some part of you loves him—then I’d feel better about your going.”

“I love Dexter. I’m not just marrying him for practical reasons. I’m marrying him because he complements me so well. I would never cheat on any boyfriend, much less my soon-to-be fiancé. What kind of person do you think I am?”

Eileen placed her hand on the pile of clothes Katie had restored on the bed. “A good one. A sweet and gentle, loving soul who is powerless against the hurricane force that is Luc DeForges. Know your weakness, Katie, that’s all I’m asking.”

“You’ve never liked Luc,” she accused.

Eileen fell back on the bed and stretched her arms over her head. “I liked him fine before he broke your heart.” She spoke to the ceiling. “Granted, I liked his brother better, but I couldn’t see you with a guy who danced better than you. It’s not right somehow. Ryan was always more like your brother than a boyfriend.”

“You didn’t like Luc in college. For one thing, you didn’t like that he went to Tulane instead of Loyola. You accused me of being a traitor.”

“No, you’re right. I didn’t like him,” Eileen admitted. “Why don’t you just pick out a new engagement ring with Dex? He’d love to take you shopping and buy you a ring. It’s practical. Just make sure I’m out of town when you do it, all right? I don’t want to hear him blather on about all the details of its perfection. Besides, your nana’s classic antique doesn’t seem to fit a Dexter marriage.”

“What do you mean? It’s my ring, and it fits me. What’s more practical than that?” Katie pointed at the brooch on her collar. “I don’t like modern things.”

“Tacori makes beautiful antique-looking rings. Buy one of them and save yourself some heartache. Yes, I know, the emeralds match your eyes,” Eileen said before Katie could protest. She lifted up onto her elbows. “Buy some emeralds that color and put them on the new ring. Dexter will buy you whatever you want. Even he can’t believe you’re marrying him. I’ve got to go throw the shrimp in the soup.” Eileen kicked her legs out and jumped off the bed. “I just don’t know how you two can be in love. You’re so . . . polite to each other. How will you ever solve serious issues like whether to watch Monday Night Football or The Bachelor?”

“That’s easy. Dexter doesn’t like football. So I’m sure we’ll solve it by finding something we love doing together.”

“Okay, Dexter wants to watch the Life and Times of the Dung Beetle in three parts, and you want to watch The Bachelor. Now who wins? How do you negotiate?”

“I don’t want to watch The Bachelor. I’ll be married. What’s the point?”

“So no married women watch The Bachelor? Your desire for tacky television evaporates on your wedding day?”

She didn’t answer.

“Katie, the point is, I’ve seen you go through an entire pint of Ben & Jerry’s Phish Food when the wrong bachelorette won on that show. You are denying who you really are. And, girl, face it, you’re tacky. You’re in the dentist’s office. Do you pick up US News & World Report or People?” Eileen leaned on the doorframe. “Wait, I’ve got another one. Dexter buys you a Kindle and he stocks it full of biographies on dead presidents and scientific heroes. Do you a) pretend to read them and scan them so you can discuss them at the dinner table or b) say thank you and go score some real books online?”

“Dexter is not that interested in what I read.”

The doorbell interrupted them, and they stared at one another, then scrambled—Eileen to the kitchen and Katie to the front door. She drew in a deep breath to clear her head. Dexter had nothing to worry about with Luc, and she’d be sure he understood that. She opened the door briskly and nearly jumped the UPS man before she realized he wasn’t Dexter.

“Oh.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.” He grinned. “Usually people who get a box this big are happy to see me.”

Their UPS man was a burly African American with abs you could see through his shirt. Katie had definitely watched too many Bachelor episodes, because she always expected him to tear it off in the hallway.

She stared at the box. “Sorry. I was expecting someone else.”

“I figured. But you got yourself a nice present here.” He held out his electronic clipboard, and she signed for the package. He maneuvered the box, which was large enough to hold a small child, through the doorway and left it beside the entry. “See you next time.”

“Yeah, thanks,” she said absently, shutting the door.

“That wasn’t Dex?” Eileen emerged from the kitchen. “I put the shrimp in. They only need like a minute. I don’t want rubbery shrimp.”

“Relax, he’ll be here. You could set your watch by him, remember?” The doorbell rang again. “See?” She pulled the door open again, and the UPS man stood there again.

“Sorry to bother you. You forgot to print your name beneath your signature.”

Eileen ran to the kitchen and came back with scissors. “I turned the soup off.” She kicked the door shut with her foot behind the departing deliveryman and, without waiting for an invitation, sliced into the box and peered inside. “I think it’s clothes. Who would send you clothes?” She pulled out a lavender crepe paper bundle and ripped it open. A dress tumbled out.

“It’s a swing dress.” Katie grabbed it and felt the material. “It’s an original!” An accompanying tag announced the dress’s credentials. It was a navy polka dot sheer dress with a white sailor collar. Katie ran to the mirror that hung over the love seat. “It’s gorgeous!” She flattened the dress against her chest and twirled to let the skirt gain flight.

Eileen grabbed the dress from her and shoved it back in the box. “It’s from Luc. I’d recognize his carefully choreographed moves anywhere. Send this back.”

“It was part of the deal. If I go to the wedding, I get clothes from the era. I negotiated it. It’s mine.”

“Was this?” Eileen pulled out a Tattler magazine. On the cover was Katie’s backside slung over Luc’s broad shoulder.

On a Post-it he’d scrawled, I’m sorry about this, but at least I kept your name out of it.

The headline splayed across the picture read MILLIONAIRE BACHELOR, TARZAN; UNNAMED REDHEAD, JANE. Mortification washed over Katie, and she grabbed the magazine and thumbed through it until she came to the photographs. There was Luc’s face all bunched up as her ponytail connected with his nose.

“The pictures are like one of those cartoon drawings where you turn the pages. You know what I mean? Look at me! You can see my face in this one! Anyone who opens this rag is going to know it’s me.”

“Look at it this way; they’d have to admit to buying a tabloid first. So are you planning to tell me why Luc has you hoisted midair like a tub of crawfish?”

Katie stared at the image on the cover again. “You can’t tell that’s me.” She grabbed the magazine and scrutinized it from all angles, then she shrugged. “You can’t tell it’s me!”

“But I know it’s you. This is exactly what happens when Luc DeForges is around. What is Dex going to say to this?”

“Where would he see it? Dexter probably doesn’t even know that magazine exists.” Her mind raced. She knew she had to come clean, but it would just be easier to do so after she got back with her engagement ring.

“You’re not going to tell him?” The doorbell rang, and Eileen giggled in her trademark knowing way.

“What is so funny?”

“I was just thinking how you said Luc’s mother wanted to have a Cinderella-style lineup.” Eileen raised the cover back at her. “Wouldn’t it be something if instead of a glass slipper, they were looking for a glass girdle? Spanx?”

Katie raked her fingers through her hair and groaned. “What have I done?”

The doorbell rang again.

Eileen threw the magazine into the box. “There’s more.” She brought up a gold box the shape of an oversized hatbox.

“Not now. Dex is here. I have to think about how I’m going to tell him about the photos.”

“A picture’s worth a thousand words. Show him!”

Katie stared at the door, then at the box, and without willpower, she tore into the gold cardboard.

“You always did have to eat dessert first,” Eileen said.

Katie tossed the lid off and tore through the tissue paper. Inside shone the coup de grace. The Holy Grail for vintage lovers. She could very nearly hear the heavenly host singing. She had to stop and take a moment. “Luc knows me better than I know myself.” She got choked up. “I can’t touch it.”

“Well, what is it?” The doorbell rang a third time, and they both ignored the sound.

“It’s a replica of Ginger Rogers’ iconic ostrich feather gown in Top Hat where she danced with Fred Astaire.”

Eileen placed her fists on her boyish hips. “A replica? He bought you a replica? What’s the point of being a gazillionaire if you can’t buy the real thing? I mean, Nick Cage bought a real dinosaur skull before he went broke.”

“Maybe that’s why he went broke. The real dress is light blue, too close to white maybe for a wedding?”

“You better put that away for now until you figure out how you’re going to explain the picture to Dexter. And you’re going to explain it to him, or I will. The moment you start protecting Luc, it’s over.”

“No, you’re right.” Katie snuggled the dress to her collarbone. “Oh, the feel of it. Eileen, feel it!”

“Did they kill something to make that atrocious thing?”

“No, it’s ostrich feathers.”

“So what’s the ostrich wearing now?”

“Ginger fought for this dress. Had lots of tantrums over it, in fact. Look what Luc wrote on the card.” She thrust the card toward Eileen. It’s been defeathered and is ready for dancing. Of course, by defeathered, he meant edited. A feathered dress would always lose some of its feathers. She imagined birds had no better luck. She pressed the card to her chest. “I love Luc.”

“You did not just say what I think you did.” Eileen crossed her arms. “Because only a crazy person would say such a thing, especially when her fiancé is on the other side of that door, and she has to explain why her heart-shaped bum is on the cover of a tabloid. Katie, Luc’s trying to manipulate you, can’t you see that? He sends over what he wants you to wear.” She started to dig through the box, throwing pieces of small, feathered fluff all over the floor.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m looking to see if he sent you lingerie too, with a fake note about what Ginger wore under the dress.”

“It was just a figure of speech. I meant that I loved Luc for knowing that Fred Astaire was annoyed by the feathers. It took sixty takes to get the dance right, and the dress shed everywhere. Astaire was a perfectionist, and his temper flared over the extensive takes.”

Eileen snatched the dress from her hands. “This is all fascinating, but your fiancé is here.” She shoved the dress back into the box and dragged it across the room. “I’ll put this in my bedroom until you’ve had a chance to explain yourself to Dexter over dinner.”

Katie waited for Eileen to disappear into the hallway before flinging open the door. Luc filled the doorway, leaning on the doorjamb. But before either of them could say a word, Dexter appeared at his side.

All that Katie could think of was Bette Davis saying, “Fasten your seat belts. It’s going to be a bumpy night.”
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