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Praise for TRUE ROMANCE


“What better way is there to prove romance really exists than to read these books?”


—Carly Phillips, New York Times bestselling author 


“Memoir meets romance! In the twenty years I’ve been penning romances, this is one of the most novel and exciting ideas I’ve encountered in the genre. Take a Vow. It rocks!”


—Tara Janzen, New York Times bestselling 
author of Loose and Easy 


“An irresistible combination of romantic fantasy and reality that begins where our beloved romance novels end: TRUE VOWS. What a scrumptious slice of life!”


—Suzanne Forster, New York Times bestselling author 


“The marriage of real-life stories with classic, fictional romance—an amazing concept.”


—Peggy Webb, award-winning author
of sixty romance novels 
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One
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“YOUR PROBLEM IS THAT YOU’RE TOO PICKY.”


The blissful bubble built by Jeff Tweedy’s poignant lyrics and masterful acoustic guitar burst as if pricked with a pin. Anne Miller turned to her friend, Shane Sanders, and speared her with incredulous indignation. Just before the concert had started, Shane had been ruminating on all the reasons why Anne should not have been in Albany’s Egg theatre without a date. And now, a split second after the last bit of applause had died away, the discussion had popped up again like an earthworm.


“Drop it, Shane.”


Shane smiled, then rested her head on the shoulder of her latest boyfriend, James. Or was it Jamie? Jim? Anne wasn’t sure. Convinced she needed to expand her circle of friends, Anne usually tried harder to get to know new people. With Shane’s dates, however, she rarely had the chance to keep track.


Shane pursed her naturally pink lips and gave Anne a hard once-over. “You’re very attractive. Men notice you all the time. And you’re smart—probably smarter than you should be where guys are concerned. You’ve got a career, a great family, and wonderful taste in friends.”


“You should date me,” Anne quipped, before lowering her voice to add, “maybe then your relationships would last more than twenty-four hours.”


Shane sneered, but without any real malevolence. “You’re too messy. You’d drive me nuts. Seriously, sweetie, if you want a guy to share all your fabulosity with, you’re going to need to lower your standards.”


“My standards are just fine,” Anne said.


“Really? Then why is it that we sold that seat beside you rather than filling it with a guy you might get lucky with later on?”


“So you could spend the entire night trying to fix my love life, why else?”


Shane rolled her eyes at Anne’s sarcasm, but dropped the topic as they gathered their bags and coats. One of these days, Shane would come to the same realization as Anne that worrying about her social life—or worse, obsessing about it—was a lesson in futility.


If she was destined to meet someone, she would. Efforts on her part to make this happen sooner rather than later only resulted in frustration. A year ago, she’d bought an extra bedside table and had emptied drawers in her armoire in anticipation of meeting someone special. But the emotional feng shui had just left her with extra storage space—a fitting metaphor for her heart. And yet, for someone who rarely put things away, the act remained utterly useless.


“Don’t you feel the least bit anxious to meet someone interesting?”


“I meet interesting people every day,” Anne said. “And relationships happen when they happen. In the meantime, I’ll just leave the getting lucky part to you.”


The walk home to their State Street apartment building would be brisk, so Anne snuggled into her jacket with anticipation of the frigid November air. The crime desk had been especially brutal this week at the Albany Daily Journal and even the cold was preferable to air that had been recirculating inside a courthouse since the 1970s.


When Jamie suggested they stop for drinks on the way home, Anne agreed immediately. A couple of margaritas on a Monday night was a rare and wonderful treat.


Shane shuffled behind the line of music lovers moving toward the outer aisles. “What happened to you wanting to meet new people and broaden your horizons?”


Anne sighed. “And here I thought the promise of margaritas would deter you.”


“I just want you to be happy. You’ve been working like a maniac lately.”


“Crime doesn’t sleep, so neither do crime reporters.”


“Good thing, because if you’re any indication, crime reporters all sleep alone.”


Anne gave Shane a playful shove. “You’ve got a one-track mind. I love my job. I love exposing the dark underbelly of society and exploring the road to justice.”


“Too bad you don’t meet too many cute single guys on that road,” Shane said.


Anne winced. “My job is the last place I’d look for dates.”


Criminals notwithstanding, Anne did not want to date another reporter. For one, reporters on high-powered career tracks were fascinating, but they moved a lot—chasing down not only stories, but better jobs in bigger markets. She had her own aspirations in that arena and wasn’t quite certain she wanted to balance her professional goals against someone else’s. Not, at least, in the same industry.


The only other nonfelonious people she encountered in the workplace were overworked cops, underpaid prosecutors, bail bondsmen, and the downtrodden families of either victims or suspected criminals.


Not exactly a smorgasbord for potential mates.


Anne didn’t want to date just to get out of the house. She had friends for that, both male and female, and dabbling in casual dating had long ago lost her interest. She wasn’t exactly on a husband hunt, but she was done wasting her time on guys who had no intentions of settling down.


Okay, so maybe her standards were too high.


“If you’re not meeting guys at work and you won’t let me fix you up, then exactly how are you going to find the man of your dreams?”


“Dream men I have,” Anne said. “A little Jack Bauer, a little David Boreanaz, and my sleeping hours are covered.”


“That’s not how sleeping hours are supposed to be covered,” Shane replied, wiggling her eyebrows.


Maybe not, but Anne would rather fantasize about sexy men doing delicious, sexy things to her while she was asleep than waste any of her premium waking hours on a guy who didn’t float her boat.


Anne started to followed the people on her left toward the exit, but Shane grabbed her hand and tugged her to the right, following James. They filed into the open area that would lead them out of the auditorium. “Maybe over margaritas, I can convince you to go out with my cousin.”


“With tequila, you just might have a shot,” Anne said, though she doubted it. The last girl Shane’s cousin had dated had worked as a stripper. Somehow, she couldn’t imagine him finding her thick and naturally wavy dark hair, curvy figure, and cherry red–framed glasses appealing.


A break opened in the crowd. They were slipping through rather quickly when Shane stopped short, causing Anne to crash into her. She opened her mouth to apologize when Shane spun around, her light brown eyes bright with excitement. “Or, I could introduce you to Michael.”


Anne slapped her forehead. Keeping up with Shane’s unending list of single male relatives and cast-off guy friends, not to mention her train of thought, required more brain power than Anne possessed this late on a Monday night.


“Who’s Michael?”


Shane swung Anne around so that she bumped shoulders with a guy who’d been headed toward the same exit as they were.


A twinge of something warm reverberated through the lining of her jacket.


Something like attraction.


“I’m Michael,” said the guy she’d crashed into.


Anne stepped backward, nearly trampling over a couple of girls who looked way too young to be out on a weeknight. She mumbled her apologies while her gaze connected with the most intense blue eyes she’d ever seen.


The grin that reached into their turquoise depths wasn’t bad, either.


“This is Anne,” Shane said, practically bouncing on her toes with excitement. “She lives in my building. Isn’t she beautiful?”


There was a special place in hell for people who insisted on fixing up their friends—a place only slightly less horrifying than the dungeons reserved for those who sprang arresting-looking guys on their neighbors with no advance notice. Anne forced a laugh over her clumsiness. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to run you over.”


Michael dug his hands deeper into the pockets of his jacket, his grin lighting his eyes to a color that was almost hard to look at. “The experience wasn’t entirely unpleasant. How’d you like the concert? And yes,” he said to Shane. “Yes, she is.”


Not unpleasant wasn’t the best compliment she’d ever gotten, but how he handled Shane’s audacious question put her on notice. That he’d agreed she was beautiful was special. That he’d done so with such smooth skill impressed her even more.


Since they’d stopped to talk, a bottleneck of people surged behind them, pressing them forward through the exit. Despite the chaos all around, Anne answered Michael’s question about the concert. By the time they spilled into the lobby of the Egg, they both agreed that Tweedy had been on form and worth the ticket price.


They’d moved on to her explaining how she and Shane lived in the same apartment building not far from the venue when Anne asked, “So how do you know Shane?”


Michael and her neighbor exchanged a quick but meaningful look.


“Oh,” she said.


“What do you mean by that Oh?” Shane jerked up the zipper of her coat against a sudden gust of wind coming in from outside the auditorium.


Anne glanced at Michael, who looked a little perplexed, an expression that added a dash of adorability to his attractive face.


She’d assumed that Shane and Michael had dated sometime and though the odds had been with her, she was, apparently, mistaken. She covered with, “Did you go to school together?”


The moment brimmed with a layer of tension, but Michael tilted his head in the direction of the moving crowd and answered, “Actually, we met at a concert. She hooked up with a friend of mine.”


Anne smiled. “She has the tendency to do that.”


Michael laughed. “Pretty girls often do, but then you’d know all about that.”


It took a split second before she realized he’d just paid her another compliment, though this one was definitely better than the first.


“Did you just call me pretty?”


From the indentation in his cheek, she could tell he was trying hard to waylay a smile. “You sound shocked.”


“I guess I am,” she confessed.


“I can’t imagine why.”


Though a blast of cold air swirled around them as they poured outside into the open, Anne had to admit—if only to herself— that this guy was good. In the course of a very short conversation, he’d warmed her insides like a strong, hot toddy.


“Hey, let’s go to Bomber’s. They make that Italian margarita,” Shane said, “and they’re on the way home.”


Anne cast a sideways glance at Michael and realized he was not alone. Flanked by a tall, slim guy with dark brown hair, they shared a comfortable rapport that told Anne they’d been friends a long time.


“Hi, I’m Anne,” she said, holding out her hand.


He accepted. “Ben,” he said.


“Did you date Shane, too?”


Shane bopped her on her shoulder. “You’re going to give Jamie the wrong idea about me.”


“He probably has the wrong idea about you already or he wouldn’t be so anxious to get you tipsy on tequila,” Anne suggested. 


This comment initiated a squeal of protest from Shane. Several bawdy jokes then erupted from Jamie. After Ben joined in, Anne fell back a few paces and walked beside Michael again, who was tucking something into his pocket.


“Going to your car?” she asked.


He shook his head. “Ben has a house a couple of blocks from here.”


“You’re roommates?”


“If you call camping out in someone’s attic being a roommate. I just moved back to Albany after a stint in Portland. A leasing agent found me a place, but I haven’t seen it yet. It isn’t easy finding an apartment that takes dogs.”


“You have more than one?”


The question lit Michael’s face as if a spotlight had just been turned toward him. “No, just one, but she’s a beauty.”


And with only a little bit of prodding, Anne had him talking about his pooch, a Weimaraner named Sirus, which he clearly adored. Anne couldn’t help but think there was nothing more appealing than a man who loved his dog. In fact, the more he spoke about chew toys and his dog’s predilection for pancake batter, the more Anne wondered if, for once, her unnatural ability to bump into things hadn’t worked in her favor.


They reached Bomber’s Bar five minutes later. Patrons mingled outside, waiting for space in the crowded pub. Jamie and Shane headed inside to look for a table, but Ben waited by the door for Anne and Mike, whose conversation kept them a few steps behind.


“So how do you feel about margaritas?” Anne asked.


“More of a beer guy myself, but I’ve been known to toss back tequila for a good cause.”


“It’s Monday night,” Anne said, a little more brightly than she wanted to. The sudden, anxious feeling in the pit of her stomach was only slightly more disconcerting than the flush currently burning her cheeks. “That’s reason enough in my book.”


Mike shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels, bringing his forward momentum to a screeching halt.


“Aren’t you coming in for a drink?” she asked.


He gave a big sniff, his eyes glassy from the sharp, night air. “I can’t, but thanks.”


She didn’t try to hide her confusion. She didn’t exactly expect the guy to drop down on one knee after talking to her for fifteen minutes, but his reluctance to join them for a drink took her by surprise. Geez, her radar was really off. She could have sworn he had at least a passing interest in being friendly.


“More margaritas for me, I guess,” she said, moving toward the door.


When he called her name, she turned, gasping as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into a quick hug.


And by quick, she meant quick. They made contact for less than a split second, and yet in that fleeting moment, heat suffused from his body to hers. The only reason she registered the warmth was because she missed it the moment he was gone.


“It was really great to meet you,” he said.


“Yeah, you too,” she replied.


She exchanged a smile with his friend Ben, who looked equally confused by Mike’s refusal to come inside, then shoved through the crowd to catch up with Shane and Jamie. And here she thought she was starting off the week with an interesting prospect. Instead, she’d just gotten a hug from a guy who obviously didn’t want to give her the time of day.









Two
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“YOU’RE AN IDIOT.”


Michael Davoli glanced at Ben and tried to come up with a sharp or clever retort. Unfortunately, nothing came to him. He’d just walked away from a chance to hang out with a vivacious goddess of a girl just because his nose was runny, his eyes were itchy and blinking with even more rapidity than usual. Idiot described him perfectly.


“Tell me something I don’t know,” Michael muttered.


Ben took the invitation with relish. “Where to start? That chick was into you, man.”


“Maybe,” he said, not entirely certain. She was certain friendly and bubbly, but for all he knew, she was that way with everyone. Which, in a significant way, made her all that more appealing.


“She was cute,” Ben said.


“Definitely.”


“So why are we walking in the wrong direction?”


Mike pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and blew his nose. The action covered the insistent twitch in his neck and shoulder. 


Damned allergies. Damned Tourette’s. His condition only worsened when his immunities were down. He’d suffered through the concert on massive doses of antihistamine, which he’d counteracted with two triple espressos and his strong will to hear Tweedy play. The music had, as usual, given him an outlet for the pent-up energy spawned by his disorder. And he’d met a hot girl whose curves, even beneath a bulky winter coat, had invoked a completely different kind of energy—the best kind.


But he was on the downside of his caffeine high and not only did he not want to sneeze all over Shane, her new squeeze, or the pretty, vivacious Anne while they sipped tequila and lime, he also didn’t want his meds to cause him to pass out in front of a girl he wanted to impress.


“Man, I feel like shit,” Mike admitted. “Maybe another time.”


Ben shook his head and muttered under his breath. Though Michael should have known better than to invite further conversation on the matter, he couldn’t stop himself from saying, “What?”


“Like you don’t know.”


Mike stopped walking and shoved Ben in the shoulder to stop his forward momentum. “What don’t I know?”


“You’ve got to get over her, man.”


“I just met her.”


His retort popped out, despite the fact that he knew that Ben wasn’t talking about Anne. He was talking about Lisa. Ben made his point clear by giving him that “you’re a fucking idiot” look that always washed over his face whenever the subject of Mike’s ex came up.


“This isn’t about Lisa,” Mike said.


“Are you sure? You’ve been living at my place for two months. You haven’t gone out on a single date.”


“What are you, my yenta?”


Ben snorted. “I’m just saying that a guy who hugs a girl five seconds after he’s met her, but then turns around and walks away, is seriously screwed up.”


As much as he’d like to spout an instant denial, Mike continued toward Ben’s place without saying a word. He had just moved back home to New York from Portland, and one of his goals for returning had been to rejuvenate his love life. As the campaign coordinator for the Quality Education Initiative, he had a stable job. Though he was currently homesteading in Ben’s spare attic room, he had a great lead on a new place. He even had the world’s most perfect dog. Finding a woman with whom to share his bounty would be icing on the cake.


But despite Ben’s pathetic assessment of Mike’s love life, he hadn’t been entirely lonely since his return to his home state. He might not have invited anyone special on a one-on-one, nice-restaurant, movie date, but he’d hung out with friends and their pretty friends-of-friends. Even tonight, he’d almost experienced another spontaneous, wholly accidental fix-up. He hadn’t seen Shane in years and yet the very first thing she’d done when they’d met up again was introduce him to her very attractive, witty, and interesting neighbor.


The fact that he hadn’t gone into the bar or, now that he thought about it, asked for her number had everything to do with his stuffy head and nothing whatsoever to do with his former girlfriend.


“Lisa is ancient history,” Mike said before they crossed the street.


In the wake of Anne’s bubbly personality, Mike had trouble even conjuring an image of his ex. He and Lisa had been young when they’d met. They’d dated exclusively for five years and after awhile, he’d simply assumed that she would be with him for the long haul.


But she’d had other ideas. He hadn’t proposed, but the idea of marriage had occurred to him—shortly before she’d left.


Rationally and logically, she’d made the right choice. But emotionally, he’d been blindsided. While he couldn’t blame her for wanting to embrace all the opportunities a woman could have if she wasn’t tied down to her first real boyfriend, her departure had soured him on relationships for a very long time.


But he’d moved beyond that hurt now. He’d come home to New York to take his whole life to the next level. He had the job and the friends. Now, he just needed the right mate. And yet, the first time he met a potential contender, he walked away because he was tired and couldn’t breathe.


Ben was right. He was an idiot.


The minute Anne opened the door to Villa Italia Bakery on Broadway in Schenectady, the glorious scent of freshly dusted powdered sugar hit her like a cloud of pure delight. Inhaling, she stood in the doorway, dismissing each delicious odor until the roasted, piquant scent of espresso rose to the top note of the bakery’s indulgent perfume. She’d start with a double cappuccino and decide from there what treat she’d choose. After the confusing but invigorating chance meeting with Shane’s friend, Michael, the night before, she’d been restless. And although she didn’t have to go into the office until the afternoon, she still had enough work to require copious amounts of caffeine.


Anne fell in line behind the crush of mutually minded sugarfiends waiting to select from the amazing smorgasbord of cookies, pastries, brownies, cakes, and breads. She forestalled her overwhelming hunger by chatting with a few fellow regulars who, like her, took advantage of the bakery’s free Wi-Fi. Once at the counter, she selected an assortment of cookies for breakfast. And because she was such a good customer, she received not only a welcome smile from the girl behind the cash register, but also extra foam on her coffee and an additional biscotti on her plate. 


When she turned, she caught sight of Kate Richmond, her favorite prosecutor in the state attorney’s office. Anne had meant to stop by her office today to get the latest on the Smith-Wildmire murder trial, but she’d get more out of the woman here. Free of trilling phones, needy colleagues, and stacks of case files that threatened to topple if anyone so much as sneezed, Kate might be much more forthcoming.


“Hey, Anne,” the prosecutor said when Anne brushed past her table.


“Fancy meeting you here,” Anne said, her singsong delivery making her true purpose more than obvious. While she wouldn’t go so far as call the attorney a friend, they had become friendly over her time on the crime beat. Most people at the courthouse didn’t mind talking to Anne. Unlike many of her coworkers at the Daily Journal, she was not yet so jaded and burned out that she couldn’t bend her lips into a real smile every once in a while.


“We don’t expect the jury on the Wildmire case to bring down a verdict until tomorrow.”


Anne frowned. Actual court cases—as opposed to plea deals— were a rarity in the Schenectady courtrooms of late. That she’d spent time actually watching a live trial last week had been something of a twisted treat.


“Any idea why they’re taking so long?”


Kate shrugged. “Maybe they like their hotel.”


Anne laughed. She knew which no-tell motel the state used to sequester the good citizens doing their civic duty. If the luxuriousness of the accommodations was the deciding factor, the jury would have declared the defendant guilty in a literal New York minute.


Or maybe they’d surprise everyone and determine the scumbag to be innocent, though Anne couldn’t imagine how.


“What’s next up on the docket? I heard something about an indictment against a local businessman for fraud? Something to do with an investment scam that focused on the elderly?”


Kate pursed her lips, so Anne turned up the wattage of her smile until the prosecutor cleared some papers from her table and with a sweeping hand invited Anne to join her.


“It’s not one of my cases.”


“Yeah, but you never talk about your cases until after they’re over.”


“This much is true.” Kate handled mostly domestic violence and juvenile adjudications, so while she was not usually forthcoming with information that might hurt her victims—or in the case of the kids, her defendants—she usually made herself available to discuss less sticky topics, like the murder case that had been playing out for nearly two years from the first arrest to the eventual trial. “What did you hear about the fraud case?”


“Not a name,” Anne replied. She’d actually only overheard a tidbit of conversation last week while in the ladies’ room at the courthouse, but no one in the know had verified anything she could print.


“Grand jury is supposed to finish up today. If you can be in the courthouse around two, you might just get some answers.”


Anne snagged a cookie coated in thick, powdered sugar before sliding her plate across to Kate. Wedding cookies were her favorite.


“Thanks for the tip,” Anne replied, smiling.


Kate downed the dregs of her latte. “I do not understand how anyone as cheerful as you can cover the crime beat.”


This was the second time in two days that someone had questioned her career choice in terms of her personality. She wasn’t sure what that meant—or if she liked it.


“Maybe I haven’t been doing it long enough to get burned out and crusty,” she replied.


“Do you want to be crusty?” Kate crinkled her nose with obvious distaste at the idea.


“Will I get paid more?”


“I seriously doubt it,” Kate replied.


“Then I’ll leave crusty to my editor.”


“How cliché,” Kate commented with a smile.


“Yes, well, there’s a reason stereotypes exist in the newspaper business. Most of them are based on undeniable truths.”


“Same with the court system. I’m the perfect example of the once idealistic, yet now currently overworked, public servant with absolutely no life of her own who gets more pleasure out of Venetian cookies than I do on a Saturday night.”


“Welcome to my world,” Anne said.


On the surface, she and Kate shouldn’t have that much in common, particularly in the dating arena. Kate was in her forties, a single mom who worked long hours for a lot of personal satisfaction but very little pay. At least Anne had a job that allowed her to work from multiple locations and a daily life that didn’t bring her into direct contact with crime victims or perpetrators on an hourly basis.


“Dating is the least of my worries nowadays. You?”


Anne took the opportunity to shove a particularly large sesame cookie into her mouth, giving herself time to chew over an answer. She didn’t really want to talk about Michael. What was there to say? She’d only chatted with the guy for fifteen minutes and yet his haunting blue eyes and easy laugh had stayed with her long after her multiple margaritas, the chilly walk home and her restless night in bed. It wasn’t as if she was fantasizing about having sex with him—not that this would be an unpleasant fantasy— but she couldn’t understand how, if they’d clicked so quickly, he could find it so easy to walk away.


He had hugged her before he left. What the hell had that been about?


Not that she’d ever find out. Albany was not a big place by New York City standards, but the chances of her running into him again were slim. She needed to get him out of her mind. And unfortunately, cookies weren’t helping.


“I don’t have much time for dating,” Anne replied. “Crime statistics keep rising every time we turn around.”


She made a mild attempt at fake outrage, but Kate took a leisurely sip from a bottled water she’d pulled from her purse.


“Want another coffee?” Anne offered, more than willing to shell out some coin for a cup o’ Joe if it meant keeping Kate around long enough to ask her more about the upcoming indictment.


“Ha! You think I’m going to sit here and have a coffee with you after you cast aspersions on the law enforcement of our dear state?”


“If it’s a caramel latte, you’d probably stay until closing.”


Kate grinned. “You know me very well.”


Anne popped over to the counter and ordered. Once she sat, Kate immediately filled her in on the scant details she had about the fraud case, which unfortunately, were not enough for Anne to file a story.


“Why don’t you come by my office this afternoon? I have a one o’clock meeting with Marshall, and he’s the lead on that case. Maybe you’ll be able to squeeze a few details out of him before the rest of the press get a hold of the news.”


“Cool, thanks.”


Anne made a note on her to-do list, which wasn’t getting any shorter while she sat here. But the story she planned to file today was halfway done and other than a scheduled trip to the courthouse to check the postings and make a side trip after five to a bar frequented by the police officers who often gave her information on new arrests, she had planned an easy day in Villa Italia, using their Wi-Fi to finish up some preliminary research she was doing for an interview.


When she clipped her planner closed, she looked up to find Kate shaking her head in disbelief.


“What?” She ran her tongue surreptitiously over her teeth in case a stray sesame seed had lodged itself in an embarrassing spot.


“You,” Kate said, shaking her head. “You just don’t fit the image of the ‘crime reporter.’”


She even added the little air quotes to get her point across.


“Why do people keep saying that? Not that I care. I’ve never aspired to fit anyone’s image of anything.”


“Still, I wonder how you pull it off. Maybe you can teach me. You write about ugly murders and violent mayhem every day, and yet you somehow manage to remain upbeat.”


“Cookies help,” Anne said, choosing the almond biscotti from the last few on the plate and dipping it into the foamy, cinnamon-dusted top of her refreshed coffee.


Kate nodded. “They certainly don’t hurt.”


“Tell that to my thighs.”


“I have no credibility with my own body parts, so I don’t know how I’d have any influence over yours.”


“Tell me about it. I guess I try really hard to keep my job and my life separate. I’m only a reporter. I have that luxury. I don’t have to talk to scumbags or deal with their slimy lawyers every single day like you do. The safety of a community doesn’t rest on my shoulders.”


Though the sentiment was sincere, Anne’s comment won her an additional bit of insider information regarding the much-anticipated arrest of the scamming businessman. The tidbit would give her a chance to do a little research before she headed to the courthouse at one o’clock and would likely result in her asking better questions. To repay the favor, Anne listened intently while Kate ruminated over her teenage daughter’s request to attend a rock concert in the middle of the week.


“I just went to a show last night,” Anne confessed.


“You’re not sixteen.”


“Thank God,” Anne replied with a shiver. Her teenage years had not been traumatic, but she rather enjoyed adulthood and the freedom to go out on a Monday night without having to check with her parents first.


“Who’d you see?”


“Jeff Tweedy. He’s the front man for Wilco, one of my favorite bands.”


“I feel very old when people talk about bands I’ve never heard of.”


“I’m sure a lot of people younger than you haven’t heard of them, either. They’re not exactly mainstream. Tweedy’s show was all acoustic. Very low-key. It was at the Egg.”


“I love that place. Show was good?”


“Awesome,” Anne replied, though the lack of enthusiasm in her voice startled even her.


“Doesn’t sound that way,” Kate said, her eyebrows high.


“No, the show was really great. But afterward . . .”


She waved her hand, indicating she really didn’t want to continue her explanation, but Kate only scooted closer and leaned in. The woman was, after all, a practiced interrogator. Anne wanted to resist talking about meeting Michael because the outcome had been both unexpected and mind-bogglingly disappointing.


“So who was he?” Kate asked.


Anne frowned. “Just some guy I met. We talked for a bit and then he took off. It’s no big deal.”


“It’s a big enough deal that you’re still thinking about him.”


Anne forced as much disinterest into her voice as she could manage—which wasn’t much. “He had really fabulous eyes.”


“Then why did you let him leave?”


“I had no choice,” she insisted. “Handcuffing a guy to me isn’t exactly my speed.”


“Maybe it should be.” Kate batted her eyelashes dramatically while she sipped her coffee. “My ex-husband was a cop. I bet if I looked, I might find a spare pair of cuffs for you to borrow. You know, in case you and this guy meet up again.”


Anne laughed. She was likely never going to meet Michael again—and if she did, she doubted she’d have any interest in securing him with hardware so that he couldn’t get away.


Not unless he showed her a little more attention than he had the first time.









Three 
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“SIRUS, NO!”


Michael slid the box of CDs he’d just lifted back onto the flatbed of his father’s truck and yanked tight on the leash he’d tucked into his pocket. His sixty-five pound Weimaraner, thrown into hyperdrive by something interesting on the other side of the vehicle, tugged until Michael’s shoulder ached. The sensation of her narrow tail wagging so hard and fast he suspected it might start rotating and lift her up like a helicopter, sliced at the thigh of his jeans. With the frigid February air already biting through the denim, the pain was more than a little annoying.


“Sirus, heel!”


He was just about to mutter a frustrated (yet utterly without conviction) curse of “Stupid dog,” when he heard a distinctly feminine voice say, “Michael?” from the other side of the curb.


One solid yank on the leash and Sirus fell into an obedient sit. She panted, still excited to meet whoever had spotted him outside his new apartment. He was curious to find out who it was, too. The voice sounded familiar. He hadn’t expected to see anyone he knew while he transferred the contents of his life to his new home. Particularly no one of the female persuasion.Yet when he caught sight of the woman, he suddenly understood his dog’s enthusiasm. Bundled up in the most ridiculous green wool scarf and hat he’d ever seen—and looking entirely breathtaking in it— was Anne Miller.


“Anne, wow, hi.”


Though he’d been in Albany for months, he hadn’t run into the beautiful brunette since their initial introduction at the Tweedy show, and he’d been too busy with the holidays, work, and moving to track Shane down and ask about her friend. He’d made such a crappy first impression, and so far, he wasn’t doing that much better with attempt number two.


Instead, he was greeting her while sweaty and dirty from moving boxes of his belongings from his father’s truck to his new digs.


The fact that he’d acknowledged the newcomer sent Sirus into a renewed apoplectic frenzy. She leapt into the air. Her leash kept her tethered, but as Weimaraners seemed to have springs bred into the bottoms of their feet, the dog looked like a big gray bouncing ball hoping to greet this new person properly.


Anne laughed, which didn’t much help his attempts to calm his overwrought pup.


“She’s a handful,” Anne said, but not without a smile.


“Normally, she’s incredibly well behaved. But she’s been stuck either inside the truck or in the bedroom upstairs since we started moving, so she’s a little overexcited. I think she just needs to stretch her legs.”


Anne nodded. “Maybe it’s time to take a break.”


Michael glanced up at the sky. Sunset was maybe forty-five minutes away and they still had an entire truckload to drag upstairs before the temperatures dropped and they lost their best light source.


“No time. My dad’s helping me get my stuff upstairs and he doesn’t want to drive back home too late.”


She paused a moment, pressing her lips together as if she wanted to say something, but wasn’t sure she should. Her hesitation, however, only lasted a split second.


“I could help.”


Mike glanced at the heavy boxes in the truck and then back at Anne, not sure what surprised him more—that the woman who’d occupied more than a little time in his thoughts over the last two months had suddenly appeared out of nowhere or that she was offering to help him lug heavy boxes into his new place. 


“I don’t want you to hurt yourself,” he said.


“The dog will settle down,” Anne replied, bending so that she was eye level, but still at a safe distance from Sirus. The dog had stopped doing her imitation of a Slinky, but was still attempting to wriggle out of her skin.


“No, I thought you meant,” he cut himself off before he made too much of a fool out of himself. Again.


He yanked the leash, calling Sirus to his side. She obeyed immediately. She responded when Mike meant business. This wasn’t often, as he tended to spoil the pup rotten.


The dog’s anxiety fed off his own. Despite obeying his command, the dog strained against her collar. She obviously wanted to know Anne better.


Yeah, well, she could join the club.


Mike knelt beside his pet and motioned Anne forward.


“Sirus, this is Anne. Anne, meet Sirus, the wonder pup.”


“Hello, Sirus.” The breathy sound of Anne’s voice warmed him like a gust of summer wind. The scarf, which looked rustically hand-knit, brushed against her cheek, flushed with color. The fact that her jeans curved quite nicely around her hips as she knelt didn’t hurt, either.


The inside of his mouth parched to desert-like conditions. He was very thankful he didn’t have to speak again for a while. Anne had taken over the conversation, which was completely centered on Sirus.


“You’re a beautiful lady, aren’t you?” she crooned to the dog, holding out her hand so that Sirus could give her a good long sniff. The dog’s butt and hind legs started rocking as her tail struggled beneath her. She wanted to obey Mike’s sit command, but she also wanted to tackle Anne and more than likely, lick at those adorably rosy freckled cheeks.


Before he knew it, Anne was petting the dog, giving her extra scratches behind her ears. Inch by inch, the dog stretched closer.


“You like dogs?” he asked.


Okay, it was a stupid, obvious question, but with moisture absent from his mouth and his bloodstream pumping with the kind of powerful attraction he hadn’t felt in a very long time, he was lucky to form even three words of coherent conversation.


“Oh, yeah,” she said, dropping to her knees in front of the dog so she could scratch both of Sirus’s ears simultaneously. For her trouble, the dog gave a long, appreciative swipe of tongue across Anne’s face.


Lucky bitch.


“Sirus, don’t lick.” He stood and pulled the dog back into a more controlled position.


“It’s okay,” Anne said, wiping her hands over her face. Unadorned with makeup, her face glowed pink and pretty. “She’s just being a dog. What breed is she again?”


“Weimaraner. I rescued her when I lived in Portland, though she’s returned the favor since.”


Anne arched a brow. “Now that sounds like an intriguing story.”


He remembered her telling him back in November that she was a reporter. Apparently, her instincts were well honed.


“If I want to get moved in before nightfall, I’m afraid the story will have to wait.”
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