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      For my favorite kiddos. Keep being sassy.
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      Hello, friends! Thank you for wanting to read Don’t Forget Me. This book is a bit different from this pen name’s usual fare. For one, there’s a tiny bit of magic in it, even though it’s a sweet contemporary romance. Not magic like you’d expect in a fantasy, but you’ll see what I mean. This book is special to me and I have been waiting for over two years to find the perfect time to let it out into the wild.

      I truly hope you enjoy it. And if you don’t, that’s okay too. I love you either way!

      -Michelle
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      Sometimes, it seemed there were seasons to life.

      Elizabeth Ross used to know what those seasons were. When she was younger, she differentiated them by whatever boy she was dating, and in each season, she got to choose who she wanted to be.

      As a teen, she’d lived on her skateboard, coming home with skinned knees that her mom told her were proof she’d gotten up, that she hadn’t let the fall take her courage.

      Back then, there was Trev. She’d thought he was perfect in the way only kids could be. He was her best friend, teaching her how to run the ramps on her skateboard, teaching her rebellion was the only way to truly feel alive.

      When she left for college, she had to unlearn much of what she’d known. Trev became a fond memory of the days when she got to be free.

      Then, there was Corey. She met him her senior year of college. They loved each other in the way only fools did, the kind of forever love that was doomed to fail because they felt too much, loved too much.

      But they hadn’t known it at the time.

      And now, as Elizabeth prepared to turn thirty, she entered a new season of her life, one so different from what came before.

      “Happy birthday.” Booker Hill flashed her the kind of grin that had the rest of the doctors at the Gulf City hospital they both worked at swooning. “You look lost in that head of yours.”

      Elizabeth shrugged as she continued working, wiping down the counter in front of him, not wanting to look at her doctor best friend for fear he’d see the turmoil in her eyes.

      Booker placed a hand over hers, his dark skin over her paler tones. Her movements stilled.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      A sigh wound through her, and she pulled her hand back, not wanting him to look too deeply. “Just doing a lot of thinking.”

      “That sounds dangerous.”

      The first thing Elizabeth learned about Dr. Hill when she met him three years ago was that he took few things seriously.

      Except cancer. That was his livelihood, after all.

      “Can I get you something?” She flicked a glance at her boss, who was preoccupied with another customer at the hospital’s coffee stand. They didn’t call it Starbucks, but they served Starbucks coffee, and everyone knew it.

      Booker pursed his lips, studying her.

      Even back when she’d been nothing but his patient, he’d ferreted out her lies.

      I feel okay today.

      That treatment didn’t make me too sick.

      Sure, I believe I’ll beat this.

      And now: Just thinking.

      A high-pitched beep sounded from Booker’s white coat. He reached into the pocket monogrammed with his name, Dr. Hill M.D. and pulled his phone free.

      His eyes widened, and she knew the look well.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Lifting his gaze to her, he said the words she’d never wanted to hear. “It’s Molly.”

      Shaking her head, she tried to process his words. It couldn’t be Molly. She’d entered remission, was doing well.

      “I have to—”

      “Go,” she urged him. “Get to her. I’ll come when I get my break.”

      It was her excuse for not going with Booker right then. Molly didn’t need her friend, only her doctor, but the truth was Elizabeth hadn’t talked to her in months.

      Her mom was wrong. Skinned knees didn’t mean courage, only a habit of falling.

      Booker gave her one last long look, his gaze telling her he didn’t believe her. Turning on his heel, he sprinted toward the state-of-the-art cancer wing.

      “Liz.” Miranda’s voice snapped Elizabeth back to the problem at hand. A line formed at the register as doctors and nurses needed their caffeine fix for the morning.

      Booker had been early on the birthday wishes. As she took money mindlessly and yelled orders to Miranda, she realized she jumped into a new decade of life tomorrow, and she was the same person she’d always been, yet it would be a new season, one with opportunities she couldn’t foresee.

      This time, she wanted real love, the kind that could make her heart pound. Not like what she’d had with Corey, which inevitably broke under the pressure they put on themselves.

      Now, she wanted toe-curling kisses that were never enough, soft touches that never ended.

      The problem? She wasn’t sure she believed in that kind of love because she was too used to people walking away, not prepared to stay when things got hard.

      When she’d been dying.

      Maybe she should’ve mentioned that.

      It was the “but” to every hope, the “are you sure” to every action. This time a year ago, she hadn’t known if she’d make it to thirty. And now? It still felt like something would go horribly wrong.

      Cancer, it was the one constant in the early seasons of her life, twisting its vines of hopelessness around every word, every relationship.

      No one expected Elizabeth Ross to be standing behind this counter, making sure the hospital staff who’d saved her life received at least one smile each day. It wasn’t so easy with tomorrow coming because Elizabeth was alone now, her constant companion deciding she’d had more time. She had to step into her new season cancer free, and that terrified her.

      She had no idea what to do, what to dream of or hope for in her life. For so long, her dream had been to continue opening her eyes each morning, to see the relief on her dad’s face, the tears in his eyes when she was declared cancer free.

      To watch her babies grow and change.

      Who was she if she wasn’t the sick one? The cancer girl?

      Shaking off the dark thoughts, she pasted on the smile the staff here knew her for. Only Booker got to see beneath the cheery words and bright eyes. He’d been there at her worst… but everyone else? All she wanted was to brighten their days, to remind them that what they do matters.

      Elizabeth had experienced so many awful times in her life.

      She needed one thing to be good.
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        * * *

      

      She couldn’t do it. Visit Molly.

      Booker texted her that it was bad, that this time, there might not be another chance. He couldn’t tell her more because of the whole doctor confidentiality thing, but it was enough to send Elizabeth running from the hospital at the end of her shift, not stopping until she reached her old Accord with chipped navy paint.

      It didn’t take long to reach the single story, light blue concrete house with orange roof tiles that she called home.

      She parked in the driveway and cut the engine, smiling as she caught sight of her family chasing the remaining sunlight as they ran across the lawn.

      As soon as they saw her, the two people who made surviving worth it yelled for her.

      “Mama!” Evelyn raced toward her, outrunning her twin brother, Owen.

      Elizabeth laughed as she stepped from the car, and they barreled in to her, their six-year-old voices going a mile a minute, telling her about their day at school.

      “Ev.” Elizabeth looked down at her. “How many times have I told you to wear shoes in the grass? We live in Florida, honey. There are fire ants.”

      “But, Mom, they didn’t bite me.”

      “That’s because you don’t taste as good as me.” Owen proudly lifted a foot with tiny ant bites stretching across it.

      She led them to where her dad sat on the front porch with one of the neighbors.

      “I tried, Lizzy. Those kids of yours are stubborn.”

      Elizabeth laughed and placed a kiss on her dad’s cheek. “Thanks for getting them from school.” She sent the other man a smile. “Hey, Jimmy.”

      “Lizzy girl, how are you?” His weathered face spread into a kind grin.

      How was she? Tired. Sad. Something was wrong with her, and she didn’t know what. She’d made it a habit not to say anything that worried her dad, though. “I’m good.”

      “We saved you some dinner.” Her dad gripped her arm. “You look tired.”

      “I’m okay, really. I’m off tomorrow, so I’ll rest then.” It had been a condition of her getting a job. She could only work part time at first. It didn’t matter that she was slinging coffees. After being sick for so long, she’d just wanted something that got her out of the house.

      Wrapping an arm around each kid, she pushed them toward the house. “Come on, stink bugs. Bath time, and then I’ll read you a story.”

      “The one about the doctor?” Evelyn’s face brightened.

      “Sure. The one about the doctor.” Her kids had grown up hanging out at the hospital. The doctors and nurses let them trail them around. The other patients loved it—well, most of them did. They’d become part of the family.

      Now that they were in school, they missed it. Elizabeth had never wanted that to be their life.

      Once she got the kids to sleep, she found the plate of meatloaf and mashed potatoes her dad left her in the refrigerator. She heated it in the microwave, staring at the time ticking by.

      Commotion came from the back screened-in porch, and she carried the plate that way, sliding the glass door open with her foot.

      Her dad sat at the porch table with four of his friends, men Elizabeth had known since she was a kid.

      “Poker night?”

      “Is there any other night?” Reggie sent her a wink. He didn’t ask her how she was. As a cancer survivor himself, he knew how old the questions got.

      Taking a seat on the small couch across from the table, she watched the five men laugh and joke like they’d known each other their entire lives. She supposed some of them had. Others came and went.

      It wasn’t the first time she envied her dad. He’d met the love of his life—her mom—when they were little more than teenagers. His friends stood by him when his wife got cancer and he was left with a fifteen-year-old girl to raise on his own.

      They hadn’t abandoned him when being his friend became inconvenient.

      Unlike most of the friends she’d had over the years.

      “Whatcha eating, darling?” Reggie eyed her plate with envy.

      “Nothing I’m giving to you, old man.” She covered it with her hands.

      Her dad released a booming laugh. “She’s right, Reg. You’re old.”

      “You’re one to talk. At least my hair hasn’t gone white.”

      “It’s dyed.” Jimmy coughed.

      Reggie threw a plastic poker chip at him. “You’d know.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t help smiling as she watched them banter. These were the men who’d rallied around them when her mom died, and again when Elizabeth got cancer the first time. They sat in the waiting room both the day she gave birth and the day she learned the cancer was back.

      Jimmy—as a barber—shaved her hair when the time came.

      Reggie had given her the book that got him through cancer—daily sayings and prayers designed to give her the hope she needed to keep going.

      And the others were there for her and her dad and her kids in a way few others had been.

      Maybe that was what her new season was about.

      When her calendar flipped to her thirtieth year, it wasn’t supposed to be about looking back and lamenting all the time she’d lost. In this season, she’d appreciate what she had. Her kids. Her dad. This family.

      Time.

      No one ever really knew how much time they had left, but when it came to cancer, it was about believing there was more.

      That she’d wake up the next morning to kiss her kids.

      That maybe one day she’d fall in love again.

      That everything would be okay.

      Because once someone stopped believing, it was over.

      They were done.
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      Fame had its perks.

      Like twenty-four-seven coffee delivery from an assistant scrambling to meet the star’s every need.

      Nick Jacobs sipped his coffee, looking over the rim at his squirrely assistant. “This is from the place near set?” Ever since arriving in the small town near Tampa to film his new movie, he’d asked for the same coffee every morning. He didn’t know what it was. The name was ridiculous, but Momma Loves Sugar had the best coffee in town.

      After dealing with his wife the night before, he needed it.

      Franklin shifted from foot to foot. “Yes, sir. It’s, uh, from the place you told me.”

      Nick sighed. He’d told Franklin not to call him sir the first time they met weeks ago when the movie assigned him as Nick’s assistant. But he wasn’t in the habit of repeating himself.

      “Good.” Nick stood. “I need to get to set for an interview. Tonight is the charity gala I promised Sherrie I’d go to.” One of the last things he’d do with his wife before their divorce was finalized. “There’s a suit hanging in the closet. It needs taken to the dry cleaners and pressed.”

      Franklin made notes on his phone and nodded. “Anything else?”

      “Just go.”

      Franklin snapped his mouth shut and scurried from the room.

      The figure in bed shifted as Sherrie sat up, dark hair spilling over her bare shoulders. “You’re too nice to that assistant of yours.”

      Or not nice enough. Nick could hear his brother’s voice in his head. Always treat people with respect.

      But Stephen wasn’t here anymore, and the more time that passed, the fainter his voice became, replaced by Sherrie or a million other people who tried to tell Nick how to act.

      He ran a hand over his short beard—something he’d had to grow for the movie—and sighed. “Are you going to get out of bed?”

      They’d gotten in late, and he’d succumbed to her advances again. It was like she thought continuing their physical relationship could make him forget about the director she’d had an affair with or the relief he felt about it instead of anger. The truth was, they’d gotten married because it helped both of their careers. In the years since, Nick’s reputation had gone from drunken fool to devoted husband.

      But Sherrie… she hadn’t seen quite as much success, and it had always sat between them like a barrier. Yet, she clung to the marriage, knowing he was her ticket to staying relevant, to booking movies when every casting director from here to Hong Kong knew the issues she brought to set.

      He’d almost forgotten he’d asked her a question when Sherrie flopped onto her back. “I’m only filming one scene today, and I’m not dumb enough to say yes to small-town interviews. No one cares what the gossip reporters say, Nick.”

      Sure, she said that now. But what about the next time she went to St. Bart’s and was dying for a picture of her bikini-clad self to end up in a magazine?

      “Suit yourself.” Nick shed his clothes and walked into the bathroom, turning the shower on to step under the spray.

      Sherrie drank quite a bit at the party the night before, but that was always the case despite the fact she weighed almost nothing.

      People expected those with fame to be fun, to be the life of every party. It used to be great—when Nick got his first movie role at twenty and it was just him and Stephen taking Hollywood by storm. There was no one he wanted managing him more than his big brother, and together they’d created a career to be proud of.

      Until four years ago, when Stephen wasn’t there anymore and Nick no longer had the stars in the sky guiding him.

      He’d drifted from movie to movie for years, never making lasting connections. The work was all he had left, and the work was good. It was the only thing he knew anymore.

      Even his marriage was like a weight around his neck.

      Despite a desire to linger in the shower and let it wash away the past, he stepped out, wrapping a towel around his waist.

      He rubbed a hand over the mirror. Dark hair dripped water down into his eyes, eyes he almost didn’t recognize with how tired they looked.

      Nothing about this movie had been easy. From the moment it was announced Nick would star in the anticipated romance film alongside his devoted wife, Sherrie Thompson, blogs and gossip sites across the web couldn’t get enough of the royal couple of Hollywood.

      Years ago, they started as a fake relationship set up by his agent, Beatrice. She claimed it would soften his image. When the lines between fake and real blurred, he let them. He’d had nothing, no one, and for once, it felt good to be first in someone’s life.

      It just hadn’t lasted.

      Sherrie was sleeping again as he got dressed and left. Franklin drove him north to the other side of the small nowhere town of Gulf City for their location shoot.

      His phone rang, and he leaned his head against the window, holding the phone to his ear. “Bea?”

      His agent’s rough voice was a welcome sound. “Darling, how is Florida?”

      He grunted.

      “That good?” She laughed. “I thought this movie would be fun for you. A bit of a lightweight role, some beach time.”

      “The movie is fine.”

      “Ah, so Sherrie is the problem. I’m sorry, Nick. After they cast you, the director called me, asking about her. They want to use your romance for publicity, so I sent them to her agent.” Who happened to be from the same agency.

      “And how well is that going to work out for them?”

      Beatrice was the only person other than Nick and Sherrie who knew about the impending divorce, and how Sherrie had resorted to threats the first time he’d told her.

      You’re going to regret this.

      You’re willing to hurt both of our careers? She didn’t understand how little he cared about his reputation.

      I swear, Nick, I’m going to get you back for this.

      Little did the studio know, he was dropping the news about the divorce tomorrow morning.

      Beatrice sighed. “So, the charity gala is really the goodbye to Shick?”

      “That’s not our name.”

      “Of course it is. Came up with it myself.”

      They passed a “Beach Club” sign and pulled up in front of a colorful building teeming with life. It was run by the father of rock star Drew Stone, who’d done a number of songs for the movie’s soundtrack. The production had control of the entire property for the next three weeks.

      “Bea, can I call you tomorrow? We’re about to get to set, and it’ll be a busy day if I’m going to finish these scenes in enough time to get to the gala.” A gala he wished he could skip.

      “Sure thing, honey. Just remember, as you’re telling the world your business tomorrow, you’ve still got me.”

      He smiled at that. It was true. She’d taken him on when he was a twenty-year-old inexperienced and troubled kid. Now, she was his closest family. “I know. Bye, Bea.”

      He hung up, and the minute he stepped from the black rental car, two production assistants assaulted him. Franklin jumped out and tried to step in front of them, but they pushed him aside easily.

      “Mr. Jacobs, there’s someone waiting outside your trailer.” That would be the reporter—the interview was the director’s idea.

      Nick slid his dark aviators into his hair and peered at the second assistant—a woman. “And what do you want?”

      “Um… Can I get you a coffee?”

      That was the routine they had—trying to supersede his personal assistant. Nick didn’t care for on-set drama or jockeying for position. Franklin opened his mouth, probably to protest their question, but Nick shut him up with a wave of his hand.

      “Yes, coffee.” It didn’t matter to him who brought it, only that he got a refill in his now empty cup. It took a lot of caffeine to get through his days.

      Neither assistant moved. Nick raised a brow, and they walked away with less of a frantic scurrying than Franklin normally had.

      He knew he intimidated people. It was one of the many things Stephen told him to be careful of. Not only because of his looks but for the sharpness he spoke with, an affectation.

      Though, the looks did have something to do with it. He’d been named on Hollywood’s list of most eligible bachelors five years running. He was taller than almost anyone he met, and well built. Even Stephen used to back up when Nick was mad.

      Turning to Franklin, he wished he had a task he could tell him to go do. Something about the man bothered him, something that made Nick distrust him. “Go.”

      One word sent Franklin running to find a way to appear useful.

      A curly-haired woman stood outside his trailer with her phone clutched in one hand. The tag around her neck marked her as an approved visitor.

      “Let’s get this over with.” Nick grunted as he yanked open the door and climbed in.

      The woman followed him. “It’s great to meet you, Mr. Jacobs. I’m Jasmine Harbor.”

      “Harbor?” He threw himself onto a chair at the tiny table and studied her. If she was joking, she didn’t show it. It was no secret in executive circles of Hollywood that the most sought after actor refused to do any movie that would force him into the water or onto a boat.

      He had his reasons.

      Jasmine’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, Harbor.”

      “Okay, Ms. Harbor. Have a seat and let’s get started. I don’t have all day.”

      She lowered herself and set her phone on the table between them. “I’m going to record this so we can just talk.”

      He shrugged, waiting for her first question.

      “So, Mr. Jacobs—”

      “It’s Nick.”

      “Nick.” She smiled. “Tell us about this new movie Paradise.”

      First question and he already didn’t know what to say. Whatever you do, bro, don’t act like a tool. Not in interviews. Yet, Stephen had left right when Nick needed him most.

      “It’s your typical romantic comedy.” His director would frown at that answer.

      Kind of like Jasmine was doing. “Then, why should my readers pay good money to see it?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? He shrugged. “I’m in it.”

      Her lips pursed. This wasn’t the typical Hollywood reporter who swooned at his presence. Instead, she seemed… disappointed. In him? Maybe.

      But he’d never cared about that before. The only person’s opinion who’d mattered was Stephen’s. They’d left their old lives behind, including their deadbeat parents, to make something of themselves. They’d always had each other.

      Now, Nick only had himself.

      Probably sensing she’d get no further elaboration, Jasmine moved on to a new question. “We’ve done some digging and found that you own property in Virginia. That’s where you’re from, right?”

      This was not what he wanted to talk about with a stranger. He only grunted out a “yes.”

      His parents probably still lived in their rundown Virginia trailer with its broken heat and grime-covered floor. But the TV always worked. What would they have done without their prized reality shows as the drugs coursed through their systems?

      “The property I own isn’t anywhere near where I’m from though.” He wasn’t sure why he said it, but the words spilled out, some bit of truth in the lies he normally told.

      She nodded. “On Little Mountain Lake, right?”

      She really had done her digging. “Yes.”

      “Interesting location to choose. You have the world at your feet, Nick. Why a little known—yet, beautiful—lake?”

      “My brother wanted the house.” Was he really doing this?

      Her smile fell. Most of the world didn’t know the story of Stephen Jacobs, but this woman seemed to. “So, you bought it for him?”

      “For us. When we were kids, we ran away from home a number of times. Once, we managed to get all the way across the state where we saw this lake spreading before us with a million possibilities. I was only eight, and he was ten, but it filled us with the kind of wonder you never forget.” He still remembered that day so clearly. The police found the two hungry boys sitting with their feet in the water as they stared at the mountains.

      When they got home, their parents played the role of worried loved ones for the cops before sinking into their oblivion once more.

      Nick used his first movie money to buy that house. Even after Stephen left him, he couldn’t make himself sell it.

      Jasmine sat expectantly, waiting for more of the story, but he’d given too much already.

      He stood. “Interview is over.”

      “What?” She stared up at him. “I barely got anything.”

      “Look, Jasmine, I have a job I need to prepare for. I don’t have time for this. Please leave.” He reached down and shut off the recording app on her phone.

      Jasmine snatched it away from him and rushed to stand. “Thank you, Mr. Jacobs,” she bit out, holding a hand toward him.

      He shook it, knowing that Grant, the director, wouldn’t be happy, but Nick wasn’t in the business of making people happy.

      As soon as Jasmine left, he sank back down onto the chair. Her question surprised him into revealing more than normal. He’d tried not to think about that house in years, letting his business manager make sure it was taken care of.

      “Go ahead, Stephen.” He sighed. “Laugh at me for becoming exactly the kind of man you knew I would if you weren’t here.”

      The truth was, without his older brother, he didn’t know who he was.

      Not anymore.

      A knock sounded on his door. “What?”

      The production assistant came in, coffee in hand. “Sorry it took so long. There was a line.”

      “It’s fine.” He took it from her, trying to recall her name.

      “Jessica.”

      He nodded. “Thank you, Jessica.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “Did you really just say thank you?”

      He sipped his coffee, not answering her.

      “Hmm… maybe you aren’t the total jerk everyone says you are.”

      It should have hurt to hear everyone thought of him like that, but it didn’t. He shrugged, wishing she’d leave him in peace.

      “Or maybe I’m the one who is wrong.” At his silence, she turned to go, taking the steps slowly like she thought he’d apologize again or say something to make it better.

      He shut his door. The assistant was right. She’d had it wrong. Nick was every bit the jerk people claimed.
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      Nick hated ties.

      He hated wearing a suit he’d never have been caught dead in growing up, hated the music that sounded the same at every one of these events—music played by an expensive band when that money could have gone to the charity they were supporting with their pricey purchase of tickets to the gala. What he didn’t hate was raising money for a good cause.

      It was a gala for the Foster Foundation, providing life supports for children in the foster care system, a cause Nick felt was particularly important. Maybe if the foster system had more funding, they wouldn’t have left him and Stephen with parents who obviously cared nothing for them. The social worker who performed periodic visits practically said they couldn’t help every kid who needed it.

      Nick’s agent told him about the gala soon after he took the part and knew he’d be in Florida filming for a couple months. He’d called up the organizers and bought tickets not only for himself and Sherrie but for the entire crew of the movie.

      Most of them, unused to such events, stood at the back of the room, mingling only with each other, not sure of what they were supposed to do.

      Nick wished he could join them and avoid everything that was expected of him as a celebrity guest. He loved his job, he loved escaping into another person as he acted, not having to be himself. What he didn’t love was the fame.

      Or rather, the way the fame made the world treat him as if he was special, putting him on a pedestal he’d never wanted.

      “Nick.” Sherrie slipped her arm through his and leaned in, her smile bright but her voice dangerous. “Smile, dear. We must keep up appearances for one more night.”

      Right, one night and then they could reveal their impending divorce to the world. One night and he could breathe.

      Sherrie wanted them to wait longer, a year or more, so the movie was already out, but he refused.

      He couldn’t do this anymore.

      Pasting on a fake smile, Nick let Sherrie lead him to their table. They were seated with a Florida representative and her husband. They both stood to shake his hand and dove in for some small talk. Nick listened to them intently, like he did everyone. Most people might consider him to be a jerk, but he did think listening was an important skill. Everyone deserved to be heard.

      “You’re in the area filming, right?” Representative Morena asked, her smile genuine.

      Nick nodded and cleared his throat. “We are. It’s going well.” As well as filming with his soon-to-be ex-wife could go.

      Sherrie swatted his arm. “He’s modest. The movie is going to be fabulous.”

      Representative Morena’s smile widened. “You two are just as adorable as you are in the press. A true Hollywood golden couple.”

      Nick opened his mouth to speak, but Sherrie beat him to it. “Thank you. What can I say? We’re in love. If that makes Hollywood call us a golden couple, we can’t refute it.”

      His stomach churned.

      Sherrie stood, smoothing down her powder-pink silk dress, and extended one dedicated hand. “Dance with me, my love.”

      With the eyes of everyone at their table on them, he couldn’t refuse. He held in a sigh and followed her toward the dance floor where a few other couples had already started the evening’s dances.

      Truth time. Nick was a good dancer. A really good dancer. He’d had to learn for a handful of movies many years ago, something his brother always gave him grief for—though, Nick knew Stephen had loved dancing. That was the difference. Though he was good at it, Nick didn’t love it.

      Sherrie slid her arms around his neck, locking them in a vice-like grip at the back before smiling brightly up at him. She was on her best behavior tonight, and she looked beautiful—as always. There was a perfection about Sherrie, a made-up, guarded beauty with never a hair out of place.

      He wasn’t sure if it was just boring or sad.

      Once upon a time, when he’d imagined his future wife, he saw a woman waking up next to him completely unkempt. He saw days lounging in sweatpants with no makeup and no one to impress. If he was being honest with himself, he’d wanted something that didn’t exist in the world he’d chosen for himself.

      “What are you thinking?” Sherrie’s long lashes brushed against her cheeks, her eyes in the flirting mode he wasn’t sure she knew how to turn off.

      “Just that I hate this tie.”

      That drew a laugh out of her. “You’ve always hated ties. Be an adult, Nick, a man, and just live with it.”

      He bristled at that but didn’t get a chance to respond as the event organizer stepped up to the microphone. He started speaking about the charity as Franklin appeared nearby, drink in hand.

      “Oh.” Sherrie released him. “I hope you don’t mind I borrowed your assistant to get me a drink.”

      He wanted to say he did mind, not only because Franklin worked for him during the duration of the movie, but because it was Franklin’s night off. “You couldn’t get your own drink?”

      She shrugged and headed toward the young man who looked so out of his element Nick would have laughed if he didn’t feel the same. It didn’t escape his notice how Sherrie’s fingers grazed Franklin’s arm, how the young man’s entire face reddened as he shifted his eyes to Nick in alarm.

      Ah, Nick recognized their interaction. Franklin was Sherrie’s new toy. She always chose them young and unimportant to the movie—with a few exceptions—someone whose stardom wouldn’t rise if they revealed their dalliance. He should have felt something, anything.

      Instead, he was cold.

      Unfeeling.

      Franklin handed Sherrie her drink, and she sent him a wink before sauntering back over.

      The event organizer scanned the crowd, his eyes settling on them. “Now, Sherrie Thompson is going to speak about our organization a bit.”

      Nick snapped his eyes to his wife. Sherrie hadn’t even wanted to come. She’d heard of the Foster Foundation only days ago. She shrugged. “They called and asked, wanting a celebrity to speak.”

      But why her?

      He didn’t ask as she shoved the drink she hadn’t even sipped at his chest. “I had Franklin get a vodka tonic, your favorite. I knew you’d want it. See, I’m not such a bad wife.”

      She sauntered toward the stage, her hips swaying in that way she had that was sure to attract every eye—male or female—in the room.

      Nick rubbed his eyes and turned, finding a familiar face across the room. He couldn’t remember her name, but she’d interviewed him on set that morning. It started with a J. She walked toward him with a nod of acknowledgement.

      “Mr. Jacobs.”

      “Ms…”

      “Jasmine Harbor.” She didn’t seem offended he didn’t remember. “I’m supposed to be home right now, but my publication learned of your involvement in tonight’s gala and poof, they put me on the press list.” She didn’t look too happy about that. “I’d love to talk to you about what this foundation means to—”

      He didn’t hear the rest as he turned at the sound of Sherrie’s voice from the stage. “Good evening.” She gave them a shy smile as if she had a shy bone in her body. “I’m Sherrie Thompson-Jacobs.” She’d never changed her name, so that was news to Nick. “Protecting children is a cause near and dear to my heart. There are many who don’t have a support system growing up, and it affects them throughout their entire life. My husband and I have supported the Foster Foundation for many years, knowing the best thing in life we can give these kids is a childhood full of love instead of indifference, joy instead of worry. No child deserves to be left behind by the system.”

      She placed a hand on her stomach, telegraphing her next words. “I wouldn’t want my own child suffering in a system that couldn’t care for it if something was to happen to me and my husband.”

      Her own child.

      Own child.

      Own child.

      No. Way.

      Anger burned through Nick at her words, and he didn’t hear the rest of what she said, instead slamming back the drink in two long gulps and handing the empty glass to a passing waiter. He ignored Jasmine’s questioning and marched to the steps at the side of the stage, waiting for Sherrie to finish and step down.

      When she said her goodbyes and the crowd buzzed with the almost-news of her pregnancy, she walked toward him, a sly smile on her face. She pressed a chaste kiss to his lips, playing to the audience.

      Nick slid his hand into hers like they were a loving couple and pulled her from the crowd and into an alcove at the back of the room.

      “You aren’t pregnant,” was the first thing he said. Any passerby might think he was being a jerk to his wife, but he knew for a fact she wasn’t having his kid. Yet, the thoughts grew fuzzy in his mind, and he tried to clear his head.

      Her hand drifted to her belly again. “What if I am?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Sherrie, last night was our first time in months.” Oh. Oh! Dizzyness overwhelmed him, and he slid his gaze past her to search for a chair that wasn’t there.

      The creases around her mouth deepened as she frowned. “In seven months, I’m going to have a baby, and the world will think it’s the child of Nick Jacobs.”

      He’d underestimated what she’d do to stop this divorce. “Whose is it? Franklin’s?” The name came out slurred.

      “No, dear, it’s yours.” She reached up to pat his cheek. “You wouldn’t want to divorce the mother of your child, would you?”

      Nick stumbled back as the world went hazy, his vision blurring and another wave of dizziness washing over him. “Sherrie?” The word stuttered out of him. “W-whas h-hap—”

      “Nick, are you okay?” She slid his arm over his shoulders to keep him upright. “Nick? How much did you drink?”

      “I don’t feel so well.” He loosened his tied and ripped it off over his head, letting it fall to the ground.

      “I’m going to go get help.” She rushed away, and Nick didn’t remember what happened next or how he ended up in the driver’s seat of a car, trying to get back to the hotel, back to his bed.

      He didn’t remember anything except the crunch of metal on metal and the impact reverberating through him before the entire world went black.
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