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      “If you can’t get enough of stories that get inside your heart and soul and stay there long after you’ve read the last page, then Samantha Chase is for you!”

      -NY Times & USA Today Bestselling Author Melanie Shawn

      

      “A fun, flirty, sweet romance filled with romance and character growth and a perfect happily ever after.”

      -NY Times & USA Today Bestselling Author Carly Phillips

      

      “Samantha Chase writes my kind of happily ever after!”

      -NY Times & USA Today Bestselling Author Erin Nicholas

      

      “The openness between the lovers is refreshing, and their interactions are a balanced blend of sweet and spice. The planets may not have aligned, but the elements of this winning romance are definitely in sync.”

      - Publishers Weekly, STARRED review

      

      “A true romantic delight, A Sky Full of Stars is one of the top gems of romance this year.”

      - Night Owl Reviews, TOP PICK

      

      “Great writing, a winsome ensemble, and the perfect blend of heart and sass.”

      - Publishers Weekly

      

      “Recommend Chase to fans of Susan Elizabeth Phillips. Well-written and uniquely appealing.”

      - Booklist

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          THREE MONTHS AGO…

        

      

    

    
      Sweat was literally pouring off her body, and her hair was practically matted to her head. Her heart was racing, her throat was dry, but as the choreographer took his spot in the corner of the room, Lily Montgomery took her position and waited for the music to begin.

      The bass beat started, and Tag loudly counted them down. “And five, six, seven, eight! Hold, two, three, four, right, left, right, left, pull…pull…” He clapped almost aggressively as he continued to count out the movements and Lily knew she was nailing every one of them. This particular piece was jazz funk, and when Tag smiled and winked at her as she strutted across the room, she knew he was pleased.

      Catching her reflection in the mirror, she spun several times before leaping three times along with the fifteen other dancers currently on the floor. It wasn’t until she landed and held her pose that she felt a twinge of pain in her hip that wasn’t there before.

      Shake it off.

      The routine was new and challenging, and perhaps she overextended on that last leap. Either way, when they took their water break, she’d do a little extra stretching just to play it safe.

      “Take five!” Tag called out. “And when we start back, I’d like to see a little enthusiasm out of all of you, not just some of you!” He turned away without another word.

      It wasn’t the first time that class went past midnight this week, so that didn’t throw her. But looking around at the full group—all thirty-six of them—it didn’t look like everyone was feeling the same way. Tryouts for this year’s squad was apparently going to be brutal, and as much as this had been a bucket list thing for her, she hadn’t expected there to be so much competitive precision this long before auditions. She had come to Miami to get situated and settle in long before auditions, which were still almost six months away. Unfortunately, her chance to dance with the squad at the Dolphins’ games wasn’t guaranteed yet.

      But it would be.

      She’d danced for a year as a Rockette and she did another year performing with the national tour of Hairspray. Basically, she’d grown bored with New York and doing all the travelling and was ready to tackle the world of NFL cheerleading. When she’d seen some of the competition, she’d played up the fact that her father was a bit of a legend in the world of football. He’d been forced to retire because of an injury before she was born, but his name still opened the door for her here.

      And even though it stung a bit that she’d had to resort to dropping names, it just made her all that more determined to prove to everyone that she deserved to be here.

      I’ve got this.

      With a shrug, Lily went to the back corner where her bag was and pulled out a bottle of water. Taking a long drink, she allowed herself a solid minute to let her mind go blank before getting down on the floor and stretching.

      Her nose was touching the floor when her friend Drea sat down beside her, mimicking the pose. “I’m ready to shoot Tag with a tranquilizer dart,” she murmured. “I don’t know why he doesn’t call out the specific people who are screwing up.” Turning her head, she grinned at Lily. “Because I don’t see why you and I have to be punished for other people not learning the damn routine.”

      Lily straightened for a moment before bending to touch her nose to her left knee and winced.

      “You okay?”

      She hesitated only for a second before forcing a smile. “Yeah. I guess I didn’t stretch as well as I thought I had earlier.”

      “Oh, same,” Drea said, mimicking all of Lily’s moves.

      They were new friends, but…like…dance friends. They rarely hung out together outside the studio or rehearsals. It wasn’t intentional, but mostly because once they were done rehearsing each night, Lily went home and slept for almost twelve hours. She knew she needed a break, but she was making up for some lost time after breaking her collarbone three years ago in a freak accident.

      Still…it would be nice to go home and see everyone…

      “And we’re back!” Tag called out. He was a fantastic choreographer, but she wished they could move on to something new.

      Both she and Drea got to their feet, finishing their waters. “I bet Tag picks me to be in his top five tonight,” Drea said confidently. “He’s been winking at me all night, so I know he sees how I’m nailing the choreography.”

      “Or maybe he’s just got some sort of nervous tick,” Lily muttered.

      “What?” The friendly girl she’d been chatting with was gone judging by the sneer she was giving Lily.

      “I’m just saying…he’s winked at me too,” she quickly explained.

      Muttering something under her breath, Drea stormed off, leaving Lily standing there, shaking her head.

      Diva.

      “Let me get group one up first!” Tag ordered. “And I want you all to watch Lily! If I had to pick someone to make the team right now, she’d get my vote!”

      While she wanted to gloat, she didn’t.

      She did, however, smile sweetly at Drea as she took her position.

      “And five, six, seven, eight! Hold, two, three, four, right, left, right, left, pull…pull…” he commanded, as he clapped with each count throughout the short routine. “And turn! Turn! Leap! Higher! Three, four…”

      The music was blaring, and Lily was in her element. Everything she wanted was within her reach.

      “Keep it going!” Tag yelled as he paced along the mirrored wall until the music ended. “I want to see that one more time and I want those leaps higher and more powerful!” He clicked the music on again from the beginning and counted them in once more.

      Slightly winded, she immediately jumped right into it as if she’d had a break. She smiled, she preened, she mentally high-fived herself when Tag winked at her with a nod of approval. She had this—she knew she had this. There was a bit of a high that she got from dancing, and right now, she was experiencing it at a whole new level.

      The big finish was coming up again. She nailed her turns and swiveled her hips in a sexy little move before taking her three steps and…

      “Leap! Leap! Leap!” he called out, but something in Lily’s hip snapped as she crashed to the floor in excruciating pain.

      Well…shit…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      There were dozens of butterflies in Lily Montgomery’s belly threatening to take flight. Today was the day she was both looking forward to and dreading.

      The day she found out if she was cleared to go back to dancing.

      It had been three months since that fateful leap at dance rehearsals—three months since her dream pretty much crashed and died as she’d crumbled to the floor—but with any luck, her scans would show that she was good to go. With nothing else to do but wait, she pulled out her phone and figured she’d scroll through social media to kill time until the doctor finally came in to see her.

      There were three missed calls and two texts from her mother.

      Yeah…she’d been avoiding talking to her family because she knew they were worried about her and, truth be known, she was worried about herself too. It was safer to keep her distance, otherwise she’d completely break down and wallow in self-pity. The missed calls had been on the phone for almost a week and she hadn’t listened to the voicemails, but the texts were new.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: Lily, whatever it is I did to upset you, I’m sorry. I’ve left you multiple messages and your father said not to pester you, but I’m concerned.

      

      

      

      

      

      She laughed softly. Since her father had been a pro-athlete when he was younger, he understood how an injury could mess with you psychologically and the importance of people giving you space while you heal. Clearly, he was running interference for her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: We’ve got some stuff going on here and I know I’ve been a little distracted, but please call me. I miss you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Tears stung her eyes because…yeah…she missed her too.

      She just didn’t want the pity she’d been getting ever since her injury. It was almost as if her mother knew something she didn’t, like this injury was going to end her career. Glancing around the office, she chose to take it as a good sign that she was sitting here rather than in an exam room. Although…

      The door opened and Dr. Mathis walked in. She was the orthopedist Lily had been working with since her injury. She was in her forties, specialized in sports injuries, and came highly recommended. From the moment they’d met, she’d been nothing but kind and understanding, and always put Lily’s mind at ease. But as she walked by on her way to her desk, she suddenly looked a bit imposing.

      “Well?”

      Dr. Mathis took a seat behind her desk and let out a soft breath. “I wish I had better news for you, Lily, but…”

      Her heart sank.

      “But I’m not healing,” she said miserably. She’d been preparing herself for this day. After three months of physical therapy, she definitely felt better, but not healed. With her shoulders sagging, she braced herself for what would come next. “So? What are my options?”

      With a patient smile, Dr. Mathis replied, “That depends on what you’re looking to do.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, if you want to go back to dancing full-time, then surgery is really your only option.”

      “What if I don’t do the cheering? I know that was way more aggressive and challenging than anything I’d ever done before. What if I go back to the Rockettes or…or…Broadway? Or…”

      “I can tell by that response that surgery isn’t an option for you.”

      It really wasn’t. The thought of it terrified her because there were too many “what if” things that could happen.

      She shrugged. “Not that it’s not an option, but…I want to make sure we exhaust every other option first. I know I’ve rested; I’ve done P/T, I’ve done the over-the-counter pain relievers…” She paused. “What about the shot? We haven’t done the cortisone shot yet.”

      “We haven’t,” Dr. Mathis agreed. “But it’s not a cure, Lily. I need you to understand that. Cortisone shots can provide relief for anywhere from two weeks to six months, but that’s it.”

      “And will I be able to dance during that time?” She had already lost valuable prep time for the cheer squad and didn’t have anything else lined up. Fortunately, there were normally auditions open year-round all over the world for all kinds of shows if she wasn’t too picky.

      The look Dr. Mathis gave her wasn’t optimistic. “I think you can try, but you’ll end up aggravating the injury more.” Pausing, she got up and walked across her office and pulled a brochure off one of her bookshelves. “This is some literature about the surgery. The recovery time is lengthy—three to six months—but I truly believe it’s the best option for you.”

      She begrudgingly accepted the brochure. Surgery was the absolute last thing she wanted to do. Call her stubborn, but she truly believed she would heal on her own.

      The thought made her laugh. How many times had she heard the stories about her father and his stubbornness regarding surgery for an injury he received while playing pro football?

      Like father, like daughter.

      Still…maybe she could talk to him about this and get his input. So far, she’d downplayed her injury to her family and had even turned down multiple invitations to go home for a visit because she didn’t want anyone fussing over her. The last time they did that was after the ski lift accident three years ago. Her father and two of her cousins got injured as well, but it felt like everyone hovered over her during her recovery until she thought she’d go mad.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t look like she had much of a choice. Her short-term rental lease was almost up and it just made sense to go home to North Carolina and regroup.

      “Okay, I promise to think about it,” she told Dr. Mathis.

      Nodding, she sat back down behind her desk. “I hope you don’t just think about it,” she said carefully. “I think you should go for another opinion. Maybe two. Talking to more professionals may help you understand a bit more what an injury like this can look like in the long term, whether or not you do the surgery.”

      She hadn’t thought of seeing another doctor, mainly because Dr. Mathis was the top in her field in this part of the country. But perhaps it was something she could also ask her father about, since he had to make a similar decision regarding his own surgery.

      “I’ll do that,” she finally said. “I’m planning on heading back home to North Carolina and I’ll look up some doctors there.”

      Smiling, Dr. Mathis asked, “Where in North Carolina?”

      “Charlotte. That’s where I’m from and my family is all still there.”

      “I actually have several colleagues that I can highly recommend in the area, plus several at Duke. I know that’s a few hours from where you live, but…”

      “I appreciate any recommendations. My dad played in the NFL back in the day and had to have multiple surgeries after an injury. I’m sure he’ll have some names as well.” Then she paused. “Although most of those doctors may have retired by now.” Laughing softly, she shook her head. “That would be my luck.”

      “I know this isn’t the news you were hoping for, but this isn’t the end of your career. It’s a small detour. You’re young and healthy and you’re obviously willing to do the work to get better.”

      She nodded. “Thanks. It’s all just…it’s a lot. This is the second injury in the last few years and…well…it’s scary. Dance is all I know,” she admitted quietly.

      That’s when she saw the sympathy on the doctor’s face and it nearly made her cry. But rather than give in to that feeling, she forced herself to sit up straighter and forced herself to smile.

      “But I’d really like the shot just to get me through until I decide. Is that okay?”

      “Absolutely.” Standing, Dr. Mathis walked around her desk and came to stand beside her. Giving Lily’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze, she said, “Give me a minute and I’ll get a nurse to set you up in one of the exam rooms.”

      “Thanks, Dr. Mathis.”

      An hour later, she was walking into her apartment with mild discomfort. The damn shot hurt almost as much as the injury. Tossing her purse on the sofa, she gently collapsed next to it with a groan. The smart thing to do was call her mother and let her know she was coming home, but…it could be fun to surprise her again. No one made her feel more loved or missed like her mom. Tears stung her eyes as she slowly nodded because…yeah. It was time to go home.

      Glancing around the apartment, she knew there wasn’t really a whole lot she needed to do. The place came furnished—including all the pots, pans, and dishes—so realistically, she could have all her personal stuff packed within the next day or two. Some things she’d ship home, but the rest she could toss in the car with her.

      “I could realistically be home by Friday and get the whole weekend with everyone,” she murmured. And just the thought of sitting down to dinner with all of them and then going to see her grandparents over the weekend was enough to spur her into action.

      It was barely lunchtime, and she opted to throw a quick salad together before she began packing. But once she got started, she dove into it like she did everything else, with every ounce of energy and a determination to get it done.

      First, she made a bag of clothes to donate. Next, she went through her pantry and filled a box with unopened food to take to the local food pantry. Then she packed up all her non-essential things that she could ship first. Fortunately, she kept all the boxes she had moved in with, so it was just a matter of putting them back together and taping them for packing. Once she knew how many she was going to ship, she called her neighbor Robin to see if she could borrow her pickup truck so she could get them all to the UPS store. By four in the afternoon, she had called the leasing office to let them know she was moving out early, made arrangements to get the keys to them, and was loading everything into Robin’s truck—with Robin’s help—before driving all around town dropping them off.

      After stopping to buy more tape, she was back home by dinnertime and made herself another salad before tackling laundry and more packing. The next thing she knew, it was midnight and, although she was exhausted, she was also done.

      “I don’t know if I’m pathetic for not having a lot of stuff or proud that I’m super-efficient,” she said with a laugh. There were a handful of framed pictures on her dresser that were the last things she needed to pack. Looking at them always cheered her up when she was feeling down, and it was only natural that they’d be the final things she put away. She was carefully wrapping them to place in one of her suitcases when she picked up the one from Christmas three years ago. It was a silly picture, really. A group shot where no one was really posing, but they all knew the picture was being taken. With a smile, Lily gently ran her finger over the glass. She was standing with her cousins, Willow, Harry, and Tanner.

      And Noah Wylder.

      Ugh…Noah Wylder.

      He was with them for Christmas due to work reasons, not because he was related. He’d shown up for what was supposed to be one night and ended up staying for over a week. Even after all these years, she still wished she could go back in time and stop herself from the humiliation of that trip and her behavior toward him.

      And with him.

      She groaned and quickly wrapped the picture up. If she stared at it any longer, she knew she’d still remember every moment of their kiss at midnight on New Year’s Eve. Her boyfriend had dumped her via text, she was lonely and hated the thought of being alone when the ball dropped, so…she’d kissed Noah.

      And he’d kissed her back.

      Spectacularly.

      Yeah, he might be a numbers nerd like the rest of her family, but the man certainly knew how to kiss.

      Sadly, she hadn’t been kissed like that since.

      Damn him.

      “Okay, no more thinking about that,” she quietly reprimanded herself. “You have a job to do here. Finish packing and you could potentially be on the road tomorrow.”

      It was an almost twelve-hour drive back to Charlotte and while that normally wouldn’t bother her, she needed to be logical. She had some things to take care of before she just hopped in her car and drove home, but…if she did the drive in two days…

      Yawning, she gave herself a full body stretch and decided to call it a day. She’d take the two days to get home, arrive there on Thursday—earlier than she originally planned even with the extra day of driving—and could settle in and relax.

      Stripping out of her sweaty clothes, she contemplated a shower, but ultimately decided against it. She’d wash the sheets and take a shower in the morning before she left. And as she crawled into bed, she couldn’t help but smile. In forty-eight hours, she’d be home with the people she loved most in this world.

      And hopefully closer to figuring out what was next for her.
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        * * *

      

      Getting called into his boss’s office wasn’t anything new and it certainly wasn’t cause for alarm.

      It was the other people in the office with him that still made him quake in his shoes a bit.

      Three years.

      Three damn years and he was still getting the stink eye from Lucas Montgomery over a stunt his daughter pulled—a stunt she admitted being responsible for—and yet Lucas was still holding a grudge toward him.

      Noah Wylder was used to dealing with stubborn people. Hell, he was related to the most stubborn man in the world. But with the way his boss’s son was still trying to intimidate him, he’d have to say he was the second most stubborn man in the world.

      And he was tired of it.

      Noah was an excellent employee and got along well with William Montgomery and his three sons until he went to Asheville three years ago. He was invited to their family holiday retreat to finalize important contract work for a merger because they trusted him. Unfortunately, the weather had turned and Noah had essentially gotten snowed in with them. He had been making great strides in securing the fast track to making it to the executive level, and the time he gained with them out of the office had been invaluable.

      And then Lily Montgomery, Lucas’ daughter, had derailed everything for him.

      Okay, maybe not everything, but it had taken months to get everyone to see him as the same model employee he’d been before the holidays and not the guy who kissed the Montgomery princess on New Year’s Eve—a kiss that she loudly announced she’d initiated. And yet…it felt a little like he was still being punished.

      At least it was only one Montgomery still holding a grudge and not the rest, but…jeez.

      Knocking on William Montgomery’s door, he forced himself to smile as he stepped in. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      “Noah!” William said jovially. “Good to see you! Have a seat!”

      Naturally, the only seat available was next to Lucas.

      Great.

      He nodded at both Mac and Jason and then did his best to avoid eye contact completely with Lucas as he sat. Then he waited to hear why he was there.

      “Noah,” William began, “My sons are going to be away for the next month. They’re leaving Thursday morning and taking their wives on a Mediterranean cruise that was a gift from Monica and myself.”

      “O-kay…”

      “We’ve been talking,” he went on. “And we’d like you to step in and oversee their top clients while they’re gone.”

      Noah was fairly certain his eyes were comically large. “Really? You all want me to do this?”

      Everyone clearly caught what he was really asking, and luckily, they all laughed.

      Even Lucas.

      “We’ve all taken time away from our clients for holidays and vacations,” Mac explained. “But this is the first time we’re going to be away for this long. You’re the strongest guy we have and while we’ll be sharing our clients within our own teams, we each have a few that require a little more attention.”

      “You excel at that,” Jason chimed in. “I don’t want to say they’re difficult, because they’re not. These are the clients that prefer to call in at least once a week so they know exactly what their money is doing.”

      “I can handle that,” he told them.

      “Going through our lists, we each had two to three clients that we felt you’d be a better fit with rather than anyone else,” Lucas added, and Noah wondered if it physically hurt him to have to give him even that tiny bit of praise. “However, we weren’t sure what your current list of clients is like or if you even have the time to take on more—even if it’s temporary.”

      “How many exactly would I be responsible for?”

      “Seven,” Mac said. “Possibly eight. I’m still working some things out.”

      Nodding, he worked out in his head what that would look like for him. Realistically, it could be as simple as an additional ten hours a week. His schedule wasn’t jam-packed so it wouldn’t require any overtime—and even if it did, it would be minimal.

      “You’d also have all our assistants available to help you with anything you needed,” Jason said after a moment. “We realize we’re putting a rather hefty workload on you, so if you need someone to take on a few of the smaller tasks, Andrew, Kylie, and Joanne can handle it.”

      “And the same goes for Sara,” William added. “Rose is now officially retired and this will be her first week going completely solo, but I think she’d be just fine if you needed her for something, Noah. Don’t be afraid to ask.”

      The mirthless laugh was out before he could stop it. “Um…I think I should be more than okay with three assistants. If I need to get Sara involved, then maybe I’m not the right guy to help with this.”

      “No one’s saying you’re not the right guy or that you’re even going to need the help. We’re just letting you know that help is available if you need it,” Mac corrected. “I know I’d be a little hesitant if someone told me I’d be managing eight extra accounts for a month.”

      “I thought you said seven?” Jason reminded him.

      He shrugged. “Changed my mind. I think Noah can handle them all.”

      All four Montgomerys were looking at him expectantly and it was the first time in…well…three years that he felt like he had finally earned their respect.

      Even Lucas’.

      “This really means a lot,” he said, his voice gruffer than he intended. “I appreciate your confidence in me, and I don’t want any of you to worry about your clients. I’ll take good care of them.”

      “Excellent!” William said as he shifted slightly in his seat. “Now, why don’t we go over all the accounts you’re entrusting Noah with, so if there are any questions, he can ask you directly.” He shifted again in his chair and seemed to grimace.

      “Dad?” Lucas asked. “Are you okay?”

      “What? Oh…I’m fine. I slept the wrong way and my back’s a little sensitive today.” He laughed softly. “It’s not easy getting old.”

      After that, they spent the rest of the day discussing clients and making sure Noah felt comfortable with everyone’s accounts. It was a little overwhelming, but he also knew there were plenty of people available to help if he needed it.

      It was a little after five when he walked out of the office. As he made his way to his car, he contemplated whether to pick up a pizza or go shopping for groceries.

      With a weary sigh, he climbed into his car and knew he was going to do the practical thing and shop for groceries. With the extra work he was going to be doing for the next month, it would just be smarter for him to stock up on things he could easily pack up and take to the office for lunch.

      “Probably going to be spending a lot of time at my desk rather than going out on my lunch break,” he murmured, but he wasn’t particularly upset about that prospect. Instead, he was thrilled to have this opportunity. He had a plan for his life and this was the first time in a long time that he felt like everything could work out. If things went well over this next month, maybe by the time everyone was back from vacation, they’d see he was someone who was a prime candidate for a promotion, and possibly a good choice to head up his own office, even just a small one. He wouldn’t be opposed to branching out somewhere outside of Charlotte. He wasn’t particularly tied to the area.

      Hell, he wasn’t particularly tied to any area.

      If they suggested wanting to open an office in the northern-most tip of Alaska, he’d say yes to it. If it meant securing his future, he’d go wherever they asked him to.

      His mother was still here in North Carolina, but she was about five hours northeast of Charlotte, in the same small town he grew up in. He went home to visit occasionally, but it wasn’t a place that held any good memories for him. In the last ten years, whenever he and his brothers got together with their mom, it was a neutral location. But that was mainly because his middle brother was a pop star who was seemingly always on tour and his baby brother was playing football in Wichita. They all led very busy lives and spent more time on Zoom calls with one another than actually sitting in the same room.

      Unlike the Montgomerys.

      It didn’t matter that he’d been working for them for almost four years; it still boggled his mind a bit at just how close they all were. It wasn’t just that the four Montgomerys he worked with were close—although how they could all want to go on vacation with one another after working together every damn day was a mystery to him—but the entire extended family. The Christmas he got snowed in with them in Asheville, there were over fifty of them in the house— and all they talked about were all the things they enjoyed doing together. Shuddering, Noah pulled into the Wegman’s parking lot while mentally making a shopping list.

      It took a little over an hour for him to walk through the door of his condo with his arms loaded with bags. He was somehow both energized and exhausted, but more than anything, he was starving. Placing the bags down on the granite countertop, he kicked off his shoes and strode into his bedroom to change into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. The place was a little on the small side—only one bedroom, one bathroom, and an office—but he didn’t need a lot of space. The location was fantastic, and it offered a concierge, fitness center, clubhouse and next-day dry cleaning services.

      It was a single guy’s dream, even if it was a little too quiet for him sometimes.

      Six months ago, the girl he’d been dating for almost a year broke up with him. She said he worked too much, was never around, and basically was a huge bore.

      Noah shrugged it off. He hadn’t been in love with her and even though he’d cared about her, if she didn’t understand what he was trying to accomplish, then it wasn’t meant to be. Some day he hoped to get married, but not until he was financially secure and firmly settled in his career. Only then would he feel confident that he could put the required time into a relationship.

      “So maybe I’m a little rigid,” he mumbled as he walked back out to the kitchen and began putting groceries away. “There’s nothing wrong with that. I would never tell anyone I was involved with that they had to work less just so they could hang out with me. A good work ethic is important.”

      And apparently…boring.

      Okay, that one stung, but it was just bad timing. Plus, he was still trying to prove himself at Montgomerys. In a month from now, he knew he’d be able to breathe easier.

      “And it’s gonna feel great.”

      Once everything was away and the countertops wiped down, he grabbed the steak he’d purchased as a bit of a celebratory thing and placed it under the broiler. Next, he grabbed the ready-made side of mashed potatoes and green beans and heated them up. Looking across the room, he spotted a bottle of merlot that would go great with the meal and decided he deserved that too. He’d have only one glass since he had to work in the morning, and he was going to savor it.

      When the food was ready, he carried his plate and glass into the living room and put them down on the coffee table before going back for silverware and the salt. When he finally sat down on the sofa, he turned on the TV to CNN and got caught up on the day’s news.

      Another hour later, he was pleasantly full and utterly bored. It was only eight o’clock and he was sitting alone with nothing to do.

      “I should probably see if there’s anything going on downtown this weekend,” he said as he cleaned up the dinner mess. Maybe he’d call a few friends and see about going out for drinks or something. For the next month, he was going to be busy with work and doing everything he could to make a great impression on his bosses.

      And maybe after that, he’d look into getting out a little more and perhaps finding a hobby.

      Not that it was helping him right now.

      For now, he sat back down on the sofa with his iPad and scrolled aimlessly until it was time to go to bed.

      It definitely was a solitary life, and he was okay with it.

      At least…that’s what he kept telling himself.

      He liked things neat and orderly, quiet and uncomplicated. He’d grown up in an extremely chaotic environment, and always swore that as soon as he was old enough to move out, he’d embrace the peace and simplicity of a normal life.

      And he’d found it.

      He was living it.

      But as he climbed into bed and turned out the light, a strange thought hit him.

      Am I really even living?
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      It was late Thursday afternoon when Lily turned onto the long driveway leading to her parents’ house. She was practically bouncing in her seat and couldn’t wait to see the look on her mother’s face when she walked through the door. No doubt she was going to be shocked. Then she’d cry because her mother always cried whenever she came home, and then she’d…

      “What the hell?”

      There were four different work vans parked in front of the house, along with a couple of pickup trucks. She pulled up as close as she could get and climbed out in total confusion. There were workmen everywhere, and several of them only spared her a token glance before going about their business. It looked like some major work was going on and if she could only find her mother…

      “Lily!”

      Turning her head, she spotted Laura Hamilton, their next-door neighbor, coming out of the house, waving and smiling. “Hey, Mrs. Hamilton,” she said. “What’s going on?”

      After a friendly hug, Laura pulled back and motioned to the house. “Your parents left me in charge of overseeing the start of the renovations on the house, and…whew! It is messy and loud in there!” She paused for a moment. “What on earth are you doing here? Your mom didn’t mention you were coming home.”

      Frowning, she glanced at the house. “I was going to surprise them. Um…where exactly are they that you’re overseeing the renovations?”

      The cheery smile was replaced with a more sympathetic one. “Oh, sweetie…they just left this morning for a month-long trip. Emma’s been talking about it for weeks! They’re going on a cruise to the Mediterranean for twenty-one days and then doing a week in England and Scotland.” Her hand rested over her heart. “Honestly, it sounds absolutely fabulous, and I’m totally jealous!”

      “Um…”

      “And after a fantastic vacation, they get to come home to a renovated house!” Laura went on. “The crews have already gotten so much of the demolition done; it’s incredible.”

      “What exactly is getting renovated?” This was all brand-new information to her and from the looks of things, she wasn’t going to be staying here.

      “On the main floor, the kitchen, pantry, and dining room. Then upstairs, the entire master suite, including the bathroom, plus the laundry room and the other two bathrooms. It’s a mess right now, but it’s going to be gorgeous. I know your sisters were very excited about the whole thing too.”

      “Are they on the cruise with my parents?”

      Laughing softly, Laura shook her head. “Heavens no. It’s just your folks, Jason and Maggie, and Mac and Gina. The trip was a gift from your grandparents! I wish my parents were that generous!” Another laugh. “As for your sisters, I don’t think either of them is on break from school. It was one of the stipulations for the timing of the trip. Your mother wants to be home and have the house done before they come home for spring break.”

      “Oh.” Her shoulders sagged as it hit her that she essentially had nowhere to stay. “So my grandparents didn’t go on this trip?”

      Laura shook her head. “Not as far as I know.” She paused. “I’m sure this is all a bit of a shock to you, but as you can see, the house isn’t livable. All the water has been shut off and…”

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Hamilton. Really.” Letting out a long breath, she looked toward her car and then back at her neighbor. “But I’ve obviously got to find a place to stay so I’m going to call my grandparents. I’m sure staying with them won’t be an issue.”

      “We’ve got several guestrooms now that we’re empty nesters, so if you get into a pinch…”

      “Thanks, but I’m sure it’s all going to be just fine.” She forced herself to smile. “Thanks again and thank you for helping my parents with the renovation. I know I’m excited to see it when it’s all done!”

      And with a wave, she turned and walked back to her car. As soon as she was behind the wheel, she pulled out her phone and called her grandmother.

      “Hi! You’ve reached Monica! Please leave a message after the beep and I promise to get back to you as soon as I can. Have a wonderful day. Bye!”

      “Hey, Grandma! It’s Lily! Listen, I came to surprise my folks and they’re not here. I heard from Mrs. Hamilton that they just left for vacation. I’d like to come and stay with you and Grandpa if that’s okay, so…call me. I’m heading over to your house now. Love you! Bye!”

      Tossing the phone down, she started the car and pulled out of the driveway. She’d barely turned out onto the street when her phone rang. Luckily it was paired to her car and she saw her grandmother’s name pop up on the screen.

      “Hey, Grandma!”

      “Lily!” Monica said happily. “I was so surprised to get your call! What on earth are you doing home? Why didn’t you tell anyone you were coming?”

      She hesitated only a second before saying, “I wanted it to be a surprise.” Then she laughed. “But I guess I’m the one who’s surprised. I had no idea my parents were doing such extensive renovations on the house. It’s so torn up that I can’t even stay there!”

      “I heard they were doing it that way so they wouldn’t have to deal with the mess,” her grandmother explained.

      “Smart. So…can I come to the house and stay with you?”

      “Staying with us won’t be a problem except…”

      “Except?”

      “I’m not home either! Your grandfather surprised me, Aunt Janice, and Aunt Eliza with a trip to Africa! We’re going to a luxury resort and going on a safari and…” Pausing, she sighed happily. “It’s something I’ve always wanted to do. We’re at the airport in New York right now, waiting for our next flight.”

      “Oh, um…”

      “Your grandfather is at the office; I just spoke to him. Go there right now and let him know you’ll be staying. I’m just so sorry I’m not going to get to see you!”

      “How long are you going to be gone?”

      “Almost a month. After South Africa, we’re going to spend a week in Paris.”

      “Wow…everyone’s going to be gone a month?” she asked incredulously. “That just seems…I don’t know…bizarre.”

      “I just wish your grandfather would have come with us! But…then you would have been completely by yourself, so there’s the silver lining.” She paused. “Sweetheart, they’re calling our flight. I need to go. I love you!”

      “Love you too! And have fun!”

      This time when she hung up, she was more than a little unsettled. How could everyone just be away like this, and why wouldn’t her grandfather go with them? It was so weird! Her grandparents did everything together! They were the cutest couple she’d ever seen and probably the most in love out of everyone she’d ever known. How could he not go with her on this adventure?

      “I guess I’m going to find out,” she murmured as she drove toward the Montgomery offices.

      Traffic was mildly annoying as she hit the downtown area, but it didn’t take long for her to pull into the parking garage.

      And take her father’s parking space.

      Grinning, Lily grabbed her purse and climbed from the car. She took a moment and sort of cursed the fact that she wasn’t looking her best. The oversized t-shirt, yoga pants, and sneakers made the drive comfortable, but her hair being up in a messy bun and the zero makeup thing was pure laziness.

      “Too late to worry about that now,” she mumbled as she walked over to the elevator that would take her up to her grandfather’s floor. Once she stepped inside, she pulled out some lip gloss and put it on before fussing with her hair a little. Not that it was going to make a huge difference, but at least she felt like she tried to make herself a bit more presentable.

      When the doors slid open and she stepped out onto the executive floor, she stopped short.

      Everything was different. The walls were now a soft gray instead of the darker blue they’d been for years and all the dark wood accents were gone. Slowly, she made her way through the reception area and over to Rose’s desk only to find…well…not Rose.

      “Hi!” the young woman said with a smile. “Can I help you?”

      Lily looked around in mild confusion. “Um…hi!” she forced herself to say. “Is Rose here?”

      The woman’s smile fell slightly. “Rose recently retired. I’m Sara. Is there something I can help you with?”

      It took her a moment to wrap her head around Rose retiring, but then she finally responded. “I’m Lily Montgomery, and my father is…”

      “Oh my goodness! You’re Lucas’ daughter! The dancer, right?” she asked excitedly.

      Nodding, she relaxed. “That’s me! I just got back into town and was hoping to see my grandfather. Is he in?”

      “He is, and you came at the perfect time. Let me tell him you’re here.”

      But when she turned to pick up the phone, Lily stopped her. “Would it be okay if I just sort of…you know…walked in and surprised him?”

      “Of course,” Sara said. “Go ahead.”

      “Thanks! And it was nice meeting you.”

      “You too!”

      Smiling, Lily walked over to the massive doors that led to her grandfather’s office and knocked lightly before stepping inside. He must not have heard her because he was sitting at his desk with his head resting back against his chair and his eyes closed.

      “Knock, knock,” she said softly as she walked into the office. It wasn’t until she was halfway to him that he opened his eyes—at first not really reacting, but then…

      “Lily!” he cried happily, coming to his feet. “Oh my goodness! What a wonderful surprise! What are you doing here?” By this point, he had her in a great big bear hug and it was the first time in days that she felt like everything was going to be alright.

      When she pulled back, she explained how she was trying to surprise her folks and how that ultimately led her to showing up here. “So, it looks like you and I are going to be roommates for a month!” she said excitedly. “Won’t that be fun?”

      She expected her grandfather to say something sweet and immediately talk about all the wonderful things they were going to get to do, just the two of them, but…he didn’t. If anything, he looked a little panicked.

      “You’re staying for the entire month?” he asked as he slowly made his way back to his desk to sit down. “I thought you were just passing through on your way somewhere.”

      For a moment, she was a little too stunned to respond, and forced herself to sit in one of the chairs facing him. “Um…no. Things weren’t working out in Miami, and I’m…I don’t know…I just needed some time at home with my family.” The mirthless laugh was out before she could stop it. “I just had no idea my family wasn’t going to be here.”

      “Well, I’m here,” he said firmly, sounding a little more like himself. “I guess I’m just surprised, that’s all. You and I just talked a few weeks ago and you didn’t mention coming home.”

      She shrugged. “It was kind of a spur-of-the-moment decision. My lease was going to be up in two weeks and it just seemed pointless to stay any longer.”

      “I see.” He simply looked at her for several long moments. “How about you tell me all about it over dinner? I was just planning on picking up some Chinese food on the way home, but we can certainly eat somewhere if you’d prefer.”

      “As much as I want to say yes, I’ve been driving all day and I’m not really dressed to go anyplace. Having some takeout with you at your house sounds like the perfect night,” she told him.

      “Excellent!” He was on his feet again. “I hope you won’t mind making it an early dinner. I’m done for the day and was just contemplating leaving when you walked in.”

      Lily was instantly standing with him. “An early dinner is fine with me.” Hooking her arm through his, they walked across the room and out of the office. There was a guy standing at Sara’s desk with their back to them and for a moment, Lily finally understood why some women found men in suits so attractive. This guy clearly worked out and his clothes fit him perfectly. Dark trousers that really showcased a rather grabbable butt, a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to expose his strong forearms…

      Yum.

      “Sara,” William said as they got closer to her desk. “I’m calling it a day. If anyone needs me, they can call.”

      “No problem, Mr. Montgomery,” she replied pleasantly. “I hope you and your granddaughter have a good night.”

      The hot guy with his back to them seemed to stiffen. Lily found herself holding her breath, waiting for him to turn around so she could see if the face was as appealing as the body. But he didn’t turn right away. If anything, it seemed like he was going to sidestep his way around Sara’s desk and walk away.

      Rude much?

      “Noah,” her grandfather said. “Are those the annual projections we were talking about earlier?”

      Noah?

      No, it couldn’t be. He doesn’t still work for Montgomerys, does he?

      But as the man whose butt she had been ogling turned around, Lily gasped in horror.

      “Yes, they are, Mr. Montgomery,” he said, handing a folder over. Then he gave her a stiff smile. “It’s nice to see you again, Lily.”

      Well, crap.
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      Don’t react.

      Don’t react.

      Don’t react.

      His smile felt tight and he was starting to sweat.

      Shit.

      “Oh, um…good to see you too, Noah,” Lily said with the same enthusiasm he just spoke with.

      “Lily and I were just going to grab some takeout before heading home, Noah,” William said as he scanned the contents in the folder. “I have an appointment in the morning and won’t be in until after lunch. Is there anything urgent you need?”

      “I have a call in the morning with one of Jason’s clients.”

      “Russell Foster, right?”

      He nodded. “Some of his investments aren’t doing well—the ones he insisted on choosing himself, even though Jason warned against them. So now…”

      “Now he’s going to play the blame game, and Jace isn’t here to make it a fair discussion.”

      “Exactly,” he agreed. “I’m sure I can buy us some time. I just wanted to get your input on some of the stocks. They’re ones I’m not familiar with.”

      William hesitated for a moment, glancing down at Lily before looking at him again. “I’ll tell you what, finish up what you need to, and meet us at my house in about an hour. You’ll have dinner with us and then, while Lily’s unpacking, you and I can go over these.”

      “Um…”

      “If you need to stay and work,” Lily quickly interjected, “I can fend for myself. I just need a key or the code to get into the house. I’ll pick up dinner and we’ll eat when you get home. It’s not a big deal.”

      Noah almost sagged with relief. It was nice to know he wasn’t the only one who didn’t love this plan.

      “It shouldn’t take much of your time. By the time Lily is settled in at your place, we’ll be done here.”

      “Nonsense!” William said with a hint of humor, knowing exactly why he and Lily were doing their best to avoid having dinner together. “Not another word out of either of you. Lily and I will see you at the house in an hour, Noah.” Then he smiled at his assistant. “And I’ll see you sometime after lunch tomorrow, Sara. Have a good evening.”

      “You too, sir!”

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” William said after going only a few steps. “What should we get you from the Chinese restaurant?”

      “Uh…the Peking duck, please.”

      “Excellent choice! We’ll see you at the house!”

      Noah forced another smile as William and Lily walked away. It wasn’t until he saw the elevator doors close that he let himself relax.

      “What on earth was that all about?” Sara asked with a soft laugh. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you get that tense that fast.”

      There was no way he was going to get into that right now.

      Or ever.

      “It was nothing,” he murmured. “I need to get a few things done before I go. I’ll see you tomorrow, Sara.”

      “Have a good night, Noah.”

      He all but sprinted to his office to get his files organized and everything he needed tucked into his satchel, all while trying to come up with an excuse not to join the Montgomerys for dinner.

      Why did Lily Montgomery have to show up now, after all this time? It wasn’t possible for this to be a coincidence—the timing was too spot on for it be…well…a coincidence. Cursing under his breath, he shut down his computer and quickly straightened up before heading out. He stopped to talk to Andrew and Kylie to let them know he was leaving a little early and why. Once that was done, he really didn’t have a reason to linger.

      Except that he didn’t want to go.

      Okay, that wasn’t entirely true. If this was just a business dinner between himself and William, he’d be almost giddy about it. But knowing that Lily was joining them? He groaned inwardly. It shouldn’t be a big deal, and yet it was.

      You’re overreacting. Quit whining and man up!

      That thought hit him as he got into the elevator, and he knew he was being ridiculous. What happened between him and Lily was nothing but a stupid misunderstanding. It had been three years and surely they were mature enough to forget about it and move on.

      So that’s what he decided to do.

      If Lily had any lingering awkwardness toward him, then that was on her. Noah was opting to take the high road and put it behind him. He was blaming his reaction to her earlier as simply being in shock at seeing her there in the office. After all, he never saw her there before the Christmas trip and he hadn’t seen her since, so…shock. And now he was over it.

      The drive to the Montgomery estate—because…yeah…that’s how he viewed it—took almost thirty minutes due to traffic. He’d been there many times over the last few years, and every time he drove up that long driveway and the massive house came into view, all Noah thought was how it looked like something out of a movie. He grew up poor and had never seen a mansion in real life. The first time he’d been invited here, he’d pulled up to the house and then immediately turned around and left because he didn’t feel like he belonged there at all. Of course, he’d gone back because it was a company event that William was hosting, but he’d never felt so out of place in his life. But now? He was used to it.

      As he got out of his car, he let out a long breath and mentally prepared himself. Just because he was ready to go inside and forget all about his and Lily’s unfortunate history didn’t mean she was doing the same. So he stood there, staring up at the house, and silently hoped that he wasn’t about to take another step backwards in his career if she provoked him.

      Although, William had never held that one transgression against him. He’d had Noah’s back the entire time, standing up to Lucas whenever things got too tense.

      Which was often, in the beginning.

      “Are you just going to stand out there all night? The food’s getting cold,” Lily said, casually leaning in the front doorway.

      Dammit.

      Gently clearing his throat, Noah made his way to the door, hoping he looked completely at ease, even though the sight of her momentarily took his breath away. It didn’t matter that she was dressed super casually with no makeup on and her hair in a messy bun, she still looked ridiculously tempting.

      I’m in trouble…

      When he got to the doorway, he smiled. “Sorry. I was just mentally making sure I hadn’t forgotten anything.” He stepped inside and waited while she closed the door. As they walked toward the kitchen, he asked, “So, have you had time to get settled in yet?”

      “Not yet. I was planning on just going up to the room I’ve always stayed in, but my grandfather offered me the guesthouse to use since I’ll be here for a month, so I’m torn.”

      “A month?”

      She nodded. “This wasn’t a planned thing, and I had no idea my folks were going to be away or that our house was under major renovations. So…here I am.”

      “Wow. Even I knew about the renovations,” he said with mild amusement. “Your mother must have come to the office with paint and tile samples several times a week for the last month. How could you not know?”

      Frowning, she snapped, “I’ve been busy, okay?”

      By then they were in the kitchen and William was standing by the table, looking at them expectantly. “Everything alright?”

      Lily nodded and practically floated over to her grandfather. “Absolutely. I’m just glad Noah’s here so we can eat! I’m starving!”

      Good save, he thought.

      “Sorry I was late,” he apologized. “Traffic was its usual brutal self.”

      “No worries,” William said as he sat. “Take a seat and no business talk until after we’re done.”

      For a few minutes, everyone was busy making their plates, pouring drinks, and simply talking about how good all the food looked and smelled. It wasn’t until they had each eaten several bites that any real conversation started.

      “Before you arrived, Lily and I were discussing her staying in the guesthouse rather than here in the main house,” William began before looking across the table at his granddaughter. “I thought you’d appreciate the privacy.”

      “Grandpa, this house is huge, and it’s just the two of us. I don’t think privacy is really going to be an issue,” she replied with amusement. “Your bedroom and everything you need is down here, and the room I always stay in is upstairs, along with everything I need. We’ll just be enjoying some of our meals together and maybe a movie or a game or something after dinner each night. It will be fun!”

      William didn’t respond other than a nod, and Noah watched as Lily’s expression fell slightly. He’d spent enough time around the Montgomerys to know this seemed a little odd. From everything he had observed about their family, they all enjoyed spending time together. Knowing that Mrs. Montgomery was out of town and William was here by himself, Noah would have figured he’d be thrilled to have Lily in the house with him.

      Then again, maybe this was a private family issue and none of my damn business.

      “Where’ve you been living, Lily?” he asked in an attempt to change the subject a little. “Are you in between dancing gigs?”

      “I was down in Miami for a while, and before that, New York City. I had a minor injury that I was letting heal and that took me out of prepping for a spot on the Miami dance squad.” She let out a small sigh. “I figured I’d come home to regroup and finish recuperating.”

      “I thought the injury was minor,” William commented, his voice laced with concern. “Have you gone for a second opinion?”

      “Um…that was part of my plan while I was home. I was hoping my dad could recommend someone…”

      “I know all the doctors that treated your father and can easily give you their names and get an appointment for you. I’ll make some calls tomorrow.”

      “Thanks,” she murmured before looking at Noah. “So? What about you? Obviously, you’re still with Montgomerys, but anything new and exciting going on?”

      “Not particularly,” he replied and realized how lame that sounded.

      Mainly because it was true.

      “I thought I read somewhere that your brother was coming to Charlotte as part of his tour,” she went on. “I take it you’re going.”

      “Absolutely! It’s not until the end of next month, but Simon and I already made plans to hang out even though he’s only here for the one night.”

      “Oh, that’s right!” William said. “Your brother’s a singer! I had forgotten about that. And your other brother is still playing football, correct?”

      He nodded. “He is, but he’s already thinking about what he wants to do when he’s no longer playing. I’ve been helping him with his portfolio so he’ll have a healthy income when he retires. I was considering…”

      “No shop talk, remember?” Lily reminded him with a smug smile. “And you never really expanded on what’s going on with you other than the evasive, ‘not particularly.’ So…?”

      He took another bite of his dinner before responding. “I moved into a great place last year—a condo right in the middle of the downtown district. Great views, concierge service…I was a first-time homebuyer, so it was kind of exciting.”

      “Wow! That is exciting!” she said. “Good for you!”

      “What about you?” he asked. “Are you thinking of staying in Charlotte or do you want to live somewhere else?”

      “I guess it depends on where the next dance gig is. I’m pretty open to moving to wherever the opportunity is.”

      “There are plenty of opportunities here in Charlotte,” William chimed in. “My assistant Sara was telling me how they are always looking for dance teachers for her daughter’s classes. She’s a single mom and the hunt for finding a dance school with teachers who stay has been a bit of a struggle. You should consider that, Lily. We would love to have you home.”

      “Oh, um…”

      Noah saw the way she squirmed in her chair and knew this was probably yet another family conversation he shouldn’t be part of. So he went for another change of subject and silently prayed dinner would be over soon so he could talk business with William and then get the hell out of here.

      “Did Mrs. Montgomery take off on time for her trip today?”
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