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“Alyssa, three ladies just walked in and require assistance in heels. Why aren’t you over there helping?” Patrice, the boxy-haired shoe department manager, folded her arms and jutted out one skinny hip.

Alyssa Jones-Blakely rolled her eyes up away from her phone, wanting to tell the practically middle-aged Patrice exactly how ridiculous she looked dressed like a Japanese schoolgirl. Not ready to get fired from yet another retail job, however, Alyssa held her tongue and answered Patrice’s question. “I’m sorry, Patrice. I was checking to make sure Brockman’s isn’t carrying the lavender-tipped Spinny Spikes.”

There. That would get her boss’s attention. Yes, Patrice’s hands slid dumbly down her sides. “Brockman’s? Why would they? We have exclusive rights to the lavender-tipped Spinnys.”

Alyssa shrugged, slipping her phone back into her skirt pocket. “Something I heard. I was showing them to a customer, and she said she’d seen the same thing at Brockman’s.”

A mostly true story. A woman had mistakenly thought she’d seen the shoes elsewhere, but that’s not why Alyssa was on her phone. She wasn’t about to tell her boss what she was really up to: checking how many recent viewings her old MyHeartChannel Walk the Talk with AJB had accumulated since she’d last checked that morning. No, it was much more fun to push Patrice’s buttons.

And it worked. Patrice was already unpinning her name tag to go spy on their competitors. “And did you see anything on their website?”

Alyssa could pull off wide-eyed innocence when she wanted to ... though she did feel a little guilty. Not as much as she would have if Patrice wasn’t such a tyrant, but a little. “No, I didn’t see anything on their website,” Alyssa replied. “I’d just started to look when you came over.”

“I’ve got to see this for myself.” Patrice looked around nervously at the crowded shoe department, cramming the tag in her pocket. “I think everyone’s being helped right now except those three who just came in. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Patrice hurried out the nearest exit into the mall. The department store, Faraway Keep’s, was one of Victoria Mall’s two anchor stores. Brockman’s was the other, and Faraway’s biggest competition. Alyssa smirked. No, it wasn’t very nice, and these days she was trying to be nicer. She was. It wasn’t always easy. For now, she congratulated herself on getting rid of her pushy boss for a while. Knowing she was sending Patrice on a wild goose chase was just a bonus. Alyssa visualized how long Patrice would take. Both stores stretched from top to bottom of the mall’s four stories, but Brockman’s shoe department was way down on the first floor and on the opposite end of the building. Patrice would be gone at least twenty minutes. Twenty whole minutes.

And next time I’ll be nicer.

Now all Alyssa had to do was take care of whoever Patrice was talking about, then she could slip away into the storeroom for some MyHeartChannel time. Taking the Tuesday morning shift normally translated to a relatively slow day, and Alyssa didn’t mind letting the more ambitious staff members make most of the sales. Today had proved the exception, and she’d been busy most of the time. Patrice had even stopped Alyssa from taking a break earlier, but she’d earned a break. If she had to tell a fib to get it, so be it.

Alyssa flipped her long, blonde curls behind her, where she could feel it bouncing midway down her back. Her coworkers often complimented her on her extensions, but she didn’t wear those anymore. Too expensive to keep up. No, these glorious locks were all hers, but that was none of their business. Let them think she was still someone who could splurge on her hair.

Christmas music punctuated the air, making Alyssa frown. Couldn’t they give it a rest? It might not have been so loathsome, except the store played every lame, repetitive holiday song she could think of on a forty-five-minute loop.

“Bah, humbug,” she muttered on her way through men’s casual loafers, stretching her hand out mid-stride and knocking a stuffed elf off a display of empty gift boxes.

While the store traffic had been steady, it was mid-November—so not so much of a surprise, if she thought about it. Faraway Keep’s was a high-end store for a mall, and people with money often got a jump on the Christmas season, she’d found. They could afford to. She, of all people, knew about that.

A man approached her from the side as she walked. “Excuse me, miss. I’m looking for—”

Alyssa didn’t look at him, just kept walking. Three women might take longer to help, but they’d spend more than one man. Patrice would be pacified by that. “You’ll have to ask someone else,” she threw over her shoulder, adding what she considered a pleasant lilt to her voice to soften the poor customer service. “I’m helping customers.”

She didn’t look back, and had almost reached the three shoppers gathered around a display of the most expensive, newest styles in the department, when one of the women laughed and said in a loud voice, “Seriously, Tori, you’re right. This is exactly the kind of thing Hattie would wear with her hideous dresses, ha ha!”

Alyssa froze, and looked up at the women for the first time. Lana? Yes, her back was toward Alyssa, and she wore a darling cinnamon-colored fedora with a fabric rose on the side so not much of her hair could be seen, but there was no mistaking that voice.

Who was with her? Alyssa didn’t recognize the other two women, at least from that angle, but it didn’t matter. She was positive she wouldn’t want to be seen by any of them.

None of the three had noticed her yet, so Alyssa took a few slow steps backward and pivoted on her heel. She’d go find Bruce to help them. He was somewhere in the back organizing a new shipment. She only managed a few feet before her getaway was spotted.

“Alyssa?”

Dread crept up Alyssa’s spine like an itchy wool scarf. She froze mid-stride.

“Alyssa Jones-Blakely.” Lana’s voice came closer, a hint of what Alyssa used to consider hipster posh in her voice. “Don’t go sneaking off. I was with you when you bought that silk Angeletta blouse off that designer in Milan, and I know there’s not another like it in Canada.”

Alyssa pasted what she hoped would pass for a happily surprised smile on her face and whirled back around. “Lana?” She waited while Lana came closer and they shared almost-kisses on their cheeks. “What are you doing in Victoria? I’d expect you’d be in the Alps by now, getting your skiing on.”

Lana shrugged, her cashmere jacket—definitely worth more than what Alyssa earned in her last paycheck—lifting and falling genteelly. “I would, but Hattie and Carlyle hosted a must-attend post-appendectomy party in Vancouver.”

Alyssa’s eyebrow rose at the odd statement. “So many questions.”

“I know, right?”

“Appendectomy for ...?”

“Carlyle.”

“And a party afterward to celebrate?”

Lana laughed. “Yes. Insane, right? I mean, who—” Her gaze suddenly dropped to the name tag dangling from a cord on Alyssa’s chest.

Snap. Alyssa had to keep her fingers from flying up to the plastic card.

Lana folded her arms, the smile disappearing from her face and a disdainful expression replacing it. “You know, for about twenty seconds, I forgot.”

Keep it together, Alyssa scolded herself. She stood a little taller and narrowed her eyes. “You forgot what, Lana? That, unlike you, I no longer have a rich father to pay my bills for me?”

Lana pursed her lips. “That you’re the daughter of a crook, and that you’d throw anybody under the bus to get attention.”

A wave of regret rolled over Alyssa, but she wasn’t about to let Lana see it. What good would that do, when Lana was merely the pot calling the kettle black? Except for the part about Alyssa’s father, Lana was nearly as guilty as Alyssa. “Lana, don’t pretend you care about anything other than being connected with someone who’s no longer part of the jet set.”

“Why shouldn’t I care about that?” The other two women with Lana now flanked her sides, looking at Alyssa like she was a sideshow curiosity. “Did you know that anyone even associated with you didn’t get an invite to the royal wedding, no matter how well they knew the groom? And invites to the prime minister’s parliament party tonight? Forget it. Everyone in Canada’s going to be there except your former Walk the Talk with AJB crew.”

The woman in red to Lana’s right looked confused. “But you’re going to the parliament party, Lana.”

“Yeah,” answered the woman in green to Lana’s left, a smug smile shaping her lips. “As my plus-one.”

“I thought she was going as my plus-one,” the red woman said, her mouth rounding in confusion.

“No, you’re taking your husband,” the green woman said like she was talking to a child, but Lana just ignored them, closing her eyes and shaking her head.

“The point is, I’m going, but not because I was invited,” she said. “Being associated with you is a trial I’m still trying to overcome.”

The red woman stepped closer. “And Lana still has friends. She didn’t have to disappear off the face of the earth like some people.”

Alyssa shifted her weight to the other foot. None of these three cared about the really unkind things Alyssa had done in the past, only how she stood socially. She knew that, but it still hurt her more than she cared to admit that she’d been completely ostracized by the Canadian upper-class under-thirty crowd she used to rule. A lump sat so fully in her throat that she wondered if they could see it. She wasn’t going to cry. Alyssa Jones-Blakely wasn’t the crying type, no matter how much she was hurting.

But she was the get-angry type, and it was building. “You’re right. I disappeared off the face of the earth, and now I’m here.” Alyssa spread her hands out, showcasing her surroundings like a game show model. “And yes, I’m working in a department store selling shoes. So what?”

Lana leaned forward, a mean look in her eyes. “So you’re out,” she hissed. “No more invites for you. No more ski weekends, no one to travel with, and no one to pay for it. No more of your showing off and your know-it-all, buy-it-all attitude.” She glanced down disdainfully at Alyssa’s top. “No wonder I recognized that blouse. You’ve had it long enough.” She sniffed, curling out her lips. “I guess that’s what happens when your daddy bilks millions from investors and has to go to jail. You end up with nothing.”

Alyssa blinked, hot angry tears actually threatening to come, jarring her confidence. Why didn’t they understand that that part of it wasn’t her fault? It wasn’t her fault that her father had stolen money. Since when did families have to atone for their fathers’ crimes? It wasn’t fair, and she didn’t deserve to be on the outs with an entire class of people. Her people. At least, not for that.

Her mouth opened to reply, but nothing intelligent formed in her mind. An angry retort rose up in the emptiness. Before the words could spill out, however, a voice from behind her spoke.

“Alyssa, love,” a man’s sexy voice said, “I know you’re busy with customers, but I do need to hurry and find shoes for tonight.”

Alyssa, Lana, and both the red and green women turned toward the voice. Alyssa didn’t recognize him: tall, red hair, a flirtatious expression on his attractive, questioning face.

“I ...” Alyssa had to swallow down her anger before she could speak, but she wasn’t quick enough. The man stepped closer, giving her a smile that touched her all the way down to her well-shod toes.

“You know I’m terrible at picking out shoes for myself,” he said before turning a smile on the others that suggested helplessness. “We’re going to the parliament party tonight,” he told them, “and I waited too long to pick out new shoes for my tux. Alyssa’s been telling me for weeks to take care of it. I guess I hoped she’d just show up at my penthouse with a pair, but like she’s told me, you can’t expect shoes to fit if you don’t try them on first. Right, sweetness?”

He turned his twinkling blue eyes on Alyssa again, waiting for an answer that she couldn’t provide. Who in the world was he? She couldn’t think what he was doing, unless he was trying to help her save face. But there was no way she knew him—this guy she wouldn’t forget meeting—and no reason for him to try to help her. In fact, he was probably the same guy she had dismissed moments earlier when she’d first walked over to help Lana and her friends. He was the right height, anyway.

“Please?” He placed a hand gently on her back, and she tensed up. “You don’t want me going in those old scruffy ones I wore when we went to the royal wedding, do you?”

Lana and her bookend friends gasped. “You were at the royal wedding?” Lana asked Alyssa.

Well, no, of course she wasn’t. A few years prior, she might have potentially been on a list of invitees, but not anymore, as Lana had pointed out just a moment before.

“Of course we were,” the man said. A frustrated exhale of air escaped Alyssa. She couldn’t keep up with whatever game he was playing, and worried he was digging her into a worse hole than she was already in. But then he added, “Why wouldn’t I take my fiancée with me to the event of the decade?”

Not a sound could be heard from the three women standing near Alyssa. In fact, she realized she wasn’t even breathing herself, and instead stood staring up at this tall stranger. She couldn’t figure him out. If he was a maniac, he was definitely a good-looking one—blue eyes with strawberry-blond lashes, playfully styled red hair. But then, Anthony Perkins in Psycho was good-looking, too. If this man wasn’t crazy, he was some kind of Good Samaritan genius.

The corner of his mouth rose just a touch, persuading her that he was friend rather than foe. Fine, she’d go with Good Samaritan genius.

“Yes, why wouldn’t I attend the royal wedding with my fiancé?” she asked, smiling back up at him ... and apparently throwing him a bit off guard.

He looked a little startled, and she worried for a moment that he’d mess up what he started and she’d look even more like a loser. She put her hand on his back and—thankfully—he played along and put his arm around her shoulders.

Hm. Nice fit. Please don’t be a psycho.

“Your fiancé?” Lana asked, dumbstruck and clearly trying to understand what she was seeing. “Why haven’t I heard about this? And ... who are you?” she asked Alyssa’s rescuer.

Alyssa bristled, wondering what to say, or what he would say. Would it be a good enough answer? And by good enough, she wondered if it would be enough to satisfy Lana and her snobby friends.

“Dean Stallings,” he said, extending a hand for Lana to shake. She took it hesitantly, obviously still not trusting that he was worthy of her attention but worried about offending someone who might turn out to be important. “American businessman and philanthropist.”

Ah! Good one. Alyssa couldn’t be prouder of her sudden pretend fiancé. “Yes,” Alyssa said, patting his chest with her free hand. Muscular chest. “This is ... Dean, my businessman philanthropist fiancé.”

“From America,” he added.

“From America,” she repeated, tilting her head to emphasize her gooey-sweet smile.

Lana’s mouth hung open, very uncouth. Alyssa wished she had the nerve to pull out her phone and take a picture. “How does an American businessman get invited—” Lana began.

“American businessman philanthropist,” Alyssa corrected.

“Philanthropist,” Lana said. “How does one get invited to the royal wedding?”

Alyssa looked up to Dean with that lump threatening to return to her throat, wondering what he’d come up with. Just how quick on his feet was he?

But Dean only smiled wider, a disarmingly handsome and confident sight. “Well, the bride was American. You didn’t consider that she wouldn’t have friends there as well?”

Perfect! Now three uncouth open mouths looked back at Dean, like triplet baby birds waiting to be fed.

Dean didn’t hesitate to use his advantage. “Ladies, if you’ll excuse us, my fiancée is going to help me select some shoes now. Perhaps we’ll see you tonight at the parliament party.”

And with that, he spun Alyssa around in a circle, took her hand, and led her to the men’s shoe section. Alyssa’s head spun as well, and she willed herself not to look back at Lana and her entourage.

Dean picked up a pair of top-of-the-line wing-tip shoes ... with thick, black rubber soles. “What do you think? I’ll be wearing an Armani wool tuxedo with a black tie.”

Alyssa huffed a laugh, still trying to absorb the last few minutes and now faced with a ridiculous wardrobe pairing. “What, you’re just going to have me sell you shoes after all that?”

Dean’s handsome, lightly freckled face had gone devoid of amusement. “I’m in a hurry. I really am going to the party tonight, and I have a meeting to get to in ...” He checked his watch. “Twenty-two minutes. I don’t have time to waste. Will these work?”

It occurred to Alyssa that Dean had only been playing a part to hurry her along, to get help buying his shoes and leave. Typical male mind, right there. Accomplish Point A so you could move on to Point B, all to get you in the straightest line possible to Point C. “Okay,” she said, nodding. “Fine. These shoes with a tuxedo? An Armani tuxedo? Not unless you plan on looking like a Beverly Hillbillies yahoo playing dress-up.” She picked up another pair of shoes, with smoother lines and high-quality stitching. “Glossy abraded leather oxfords. These are what you want. Size?”

“Twelve.”

“As luck has it, these are the perfect size. Would you like to try them on? As you know, I always recommend you—” He shook his head no, and she pulled the box from a discreet drawer beneath the display. “No. Anything else?”

“Yes,” he said, taking the box with his shoes when she handed them over. “Do you want me to pick you up here tonight, or meet me at the Parliament Building?”

Alyssa drew back. “Tonight? What are you talking about?”

That twinkle had returned to his blue eyes. “I’d offer to pick you up where you live, but since you don’t know me, I assume that would be unwise. Unless you’d rather ...”

“Wait.” Alyssa put up a hand to stop him. “Are you saying you really want me to go with you to the parliament party tonight?”

Dean surprised her again by taking her hand and whisking her off to the checkout stand. She snuck a peek at Lana’s group, still standing at the edge of the shoe department as if they were close to making their exit to the mall but had stopped to discuss her some more. And they were still watching.

“Don’t you want to go?” Dean asked. He whirled her around to the business side of the desk and handed her a credit card. She took it, bewildered but determined to keep her wits and make what she could out of this situation. An invitation to the parliament party? She’d go out with about anyone to get an invitation there—and at least this Dean was presentable.

“Dean Stallings,” she read on the card, noticing that it was also a platinum card. “You were telling the truth about your name, anyway.”

“Would I lie to my fiancée?” He smoldered her way. It made her mad, but it was a good smolder.

“You didn’t answer me,” she said, swiping his card. “Were you serious about the party tonight?”

“I was. And you didn’t answer me. Don’t you want to go? I had the impression that—”

The receipt printed out and she dropped it in the store bag where she’d already put his shoes. “Yes,” she said, handing it to him with a smile that Lana would believe would be shared with a fiancé. “I’d love to go with you. You can pick me up at the south mall entrance at seven.”

“Seven?” Dean asked, his eyebrow lifting again. “How about six and I’ll take you out to dinner first? Then we can get our stories straight before Act Two with your frenemies over there.”

“My ...? Wow. You are observant; I’ll give you that. Okay, six.”

“I’ll see you tonight, then.” Dean reached for the bag in her hand, but leaned over the desk at the same time he pulled the bag and Alyssa very close to him. Alyssa’s eyes flew open in surprise to suddenly find herself nose-to-nose with this Dean Stallings, his spicy-orange scent distracting her thoughts. He whispered, “Let’s make it look believable.”

And right there, with the checkout counter between them and Lana looking on from across the Faraway Keep’s shoe department, he kissed her. Not a light see-you-later kiss, either. No, Alyssa had no doubt she’d been kissed by the good-looking, redheaded stranger.

She didn’t break it off as quickly as she should have. Shock and a long kissing drought overpowered her, though she might have blamed it on his irresistible scent. She realized she was letting it go on, exploring the pleasant feelings Dean was stirring in her when she hadn’t even decided for sure that he wasn’t a maniac.

Anger suddenly took over. “Why, you ...” She pulled back, feeling a twitch in her arm to swing out and deck him.

“Uh-uh-uh,” Dean tsked. His head nodded subtly toward their audience. “Think of the frenemies.”

And with that, the stinker winked at her, took his shoes, and sauntered with long steps toward the outside exit doors. She glanced up, and sure enough, Lana was still watching. Alyssa forced a smile, and despite the steam that was surely pouring out her ears, she was pretty sure she heard Dean whistling as he walked away.

And one more thing she noticed, besides his undeniably trim physic: Dean Stallings—stranger, Good Samaritan, and possible psycho that she had a date with to the famed parliament party that night—walked haltingly with a pronounced limp.
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Chapter 2
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Dean Stallings stood up from his chair at the conference table and shook the mayor’s hand. “Thank you for your support, Madame Mayor. I think this project’s going to make a world of difference to Victoria.”

“So do I, Dean. And please call me Suzanne, since we’ll be working together a great deal in the next year.”

“Thank you, Suzanne.”

The last of the city planning group to leave the conference room, they headed down the corridor to the stairway.

“And you said you’ll be attending the prime minister’s party tonight, correct?” Suzanne asked. “I’d hate for you to miss it. I know you’re probably not familiar with it, but it’s the event of the year in Victoria. The PM rings in the holiday season by bringing the province’s most wealthy citizens together. It’s a lot of fun, and deep pockets open generously in the spirit of holiday giving. I’m hoping to see a spectacular kickoff to funding our project tonight.”

“I wouldn’t miss it, Suzanne. Thank you again for getting me an invitation.”

“Of course. And will you be bringing your wife?”

Dean put his hands in his pockets, wondering at the unexpected picture of Alyssa the shoe girl that her question brought to mind. He felt a smile creep into his eyes remembering that kiss. “Actually, I’m not married. But I will be bringing a date.”

Suzanne tilted her head. “Someone here in Victoria? I thought this was your first visit to British Columbia.”

“It is.”

A broad smile spread across the middle-aged woman’s face. “Then since you just came to town this morning, you must work fast, Dean. Good for you.”

“I hope so.” Dean swiped a hand through his hair. “I’m a little nervous I may be getting more than I bargained for.”

Suzanne stopped at the top of a wide stairway. The city hall workday had officially ended half an hour earlier, so the area was fairly deserted. “I’m not sure what you mean. What did you bargain for?”

Dean wondered if he should be too embarrassed to confess what he’d done. He suspected that he could trust Victoria’s levelheaded, fair-minded mayor. Plus, he might need the backup tonight, if that posse of female pit bulls he’d seen at Faraway Keep’s was anything to go by.

The lovely image of beautiful, elegant Alyssa came to his mind and reassured him, specifically the moment right after he kissed her. That was a gutsy move, even for him. He’d heard women described as spitfires before, but he’d never seen it until today. If they hadn’t been watched, he was pretty certain he’d be sporting a black eye right now. Aloud, he said, “I met a damsel in distress at your mall here in town today.”

“Oh?” Suzanne looked like she was worried about him. “Dean, I know you have a strong desire to help the world’s homeless, but I’m not sure that asking one to the Parliament Building as your date is the best idea. One of the things we deal with a lot with our street people is drug abuse. Bringing one to socialize among our wealthier citizens might not be the kind of propaganda we need to help us raise funds for your project.”

Dean sobered, saddened by the thought that anyone would be ostracized, but he did understand her point. “I’ve already seen quite a bit of the homeless population in town, Mayor. In fact, I was hoping that in addition to the housing solutions we’re working on, you’ll be addressing those drug issues, as well as mental health issues.”

“That is the plan.”

“I’m glad to hear it. But no, I haven’t asked a member of your homeless community to the party. I asked a woman named Alyssa. She works in the store where I bought shoes this afternoon.”

Suzanne threw her head back in hearty laughter. “I repeat what I said: you work fast, Dean. I hope it will work out for you, and I’ll be sure to give her a direct greeting from her mayor. Well, I’m off to get ready for tonight. I made an appointment to get my hair done. Not that anyone cares what a sixty-year-old woman looks like, but there will be lots of pictures taken. I hate looking at the papers the next morning, wondering who the old lady is, and realizing it’s me.”

Dean chuckled. “I can’t believe that, Suzanne. And I don’t for a minute believe you’re sixty. I’m sure the press gets as many pictures of their good-looking mayor as they can. Sells more papers when there’s something worth looking at.”

The prominent lines around the mayor’s eyes crinkled when she smiled. “Oh, you are a charmer, aren’t you? No wonder you already met someone. Alright, we’ll see you and your shoe girl tonight.”

“Great, and I appreciate she’ll have someone ready to help her feel welcome. See you tonight,” Dean repeated with a grin and a wave.

As he descended the stairway, one hand on the rail to help balance his uneven gait, he said quietly to himself, “Charmer? Ha. I’ve been called worse.”

He hoped that when he saw the scrumptious Alyssa again that she wouldn’t think of worse to call him.

***
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STANDING ON THE SIDEWALK, waiting to be picked up for her date, Alyssa shivered in the cold, damp air. She regretted telling Dean to pick her up in front of the mall. She didn’t usually spend much time just standing along the downtown streets and found that staying in one place made it impossible to ignore the homeless people in the area. The stench alone made that impossible.

Since the surrounding stores were now closed, street people appeared from out of the woodwork. Most of them had settled into shuttered storefronts for the evening. One man with a scruffy-looking dog on a leash leaned against a crosswalk light post and played guitar. While Alyssa watched, several passersby dropped loonies and toonies into an upturned hat. Alyssa clutched her purse closer every time the man caught her eye. The fear and guilt she felt around his poverty was too uncomfortable. She’d chosen her outfit to stand out, but now she wished she were invisible.

Finally, a cab pulled up to the sidewalk, and the rear door opened. Dean unfolded into view: first his new shoes; then his legs, long in the black slacks; then his boyishly styled red hair and his beautiful tux ... yes, he looked very nice. She hadn’t noticed earlier what broad shoulders he had, and he hadn’t shaved this evening, so a red five-o’clock shadow gave her a little something more to think about. She stepped forward to meet him, putting the homeless people around them out of her mind.

The memory of the last time she’d seen Dean flashed in her mind as vividly as if he’d just kissed her again. In fact, she wondered for one blushing moment if he’d try it. When he only smirked and put out his hand to help her in the cab, her anger flared.

“Who do you think you are?” she confronted him.

His smirk faltered. “I’m sorry?”

“I’m pretty certain my name tag didn’t say, ‘Free snogs, step right up.’”

He leaned forward, a twinkle in his eyes, and she caught her breath. “I thought it was a nice touch, don’t you think? Prove to your friends that we’re really together.”

“Well, we aren’t together.” She ignored his hand and boarded the cab, waiting for him to close the door and walk around to the other side. She was not going to slide over for him to get in—that was for sure.

When he’d joined her in the back seat and the car moved forward toward the Inner Harbour, Alyssa broke her motionless forward position to glance at Dean. He was so much taller than she was that he seemed to fill his half of the space. Despite the bright city lights, it was hard to discern the expression on his face. That was disconcerting.

For the second time in five minutes, guilt flooded her. Yes, he’d stolen a kiss, but she did owe Dean Stallings a thank-you. “It was nice you said something when you did,” she told Dean, surreptitiously glancing at him every other word. He didn’t say anything, but that was all she was going to give him. She didn’t want to reinforce any ideas that she owed him something.

Eventually, he asked, “So what did you do that made those women so mad at you?”

Alyssa’s temper instantly flared again. “What did I do? I didn’t do anything. Why does it have to be something I did?”

Dean’s hands went up in mock surrender. “Hey, no need to go on the defensive. I just saw they were ganging up on you and decided to see if I could help.”

“And have a little fun while you were at it.” Alyssa nodded, hoping that she looked assertive rather than nervous.

“And definitely trying to have a little fun while I was at it. I’m sorry if it wasn’t as fun for you,” Dean said, though nothing in his tone made him sound actually sorry for kissing her. And she would have heard it; she was listening for it. “But since I did swoop in and save the day, and got you an invite to a party that you must have wanted to come to or you wouldn’t be here with me tonight, I think I’ve earned the right to know. Was your cause worth my effort?”

Alyssa bristled. “I’m sorry?”

“I mean, were those women really just being jerks, or did they think they had a good reason to treat you like an outcast?”

Did they have a reason? Alyssa’s mouth tightened as she looked out the window. The purse in her lap bore a gold emblem with a well-known designer’s mark. The bag was expensive and in mint condition, though she’d had it several years. Now, wondering how she’d managed to get herself in a position where someone was asking about her past and knowing she’d soon be in the midst of people who knew all about it, she tried to find comfort in rubbing her fingers across the gold square. Quality merchandise had often comforted her in the past. Those days were gone.

What was she thinking, going tonight? Well, she knew what she was thinking. Alyssa Jones-Blakely always had a plan. “It’s kind of a long story,” she said softly.

“Hence having dinner before the party.”

Alyssa suddenly realized that they’d passed right by the massive, ornate Parliament Building where the night’s main event would be. “Oh, I forgot about dinner,” she said blankly.

“Did you already eat?”

“No.” In fact, she’d been too nervous to eat lunch. “Actually, I’m starving.”

Dean laughed, a hearty, happy sound that made her turn his way. “A straightforward answer. Just what I wanted to hear. Hope you like seafood.”

***
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APPARENTLY, ALYSSA did like seafood, Dean noted, and she didn’t have cheap taste: buttery lobster tails with grilled tenderloin filet mignon. And she was no stranger to ordering in an expensive restaurant or cracking open the lobster with seasoned finesse. In fact, he was making such a mess himself, he kept checking to see if she’d give him a disapproving look. She did not.

Their table couldn’t have been better situated, despite the last-minute reservation. He suspected that texting Suzanne for a restaurant recommendation helped make that happen.

It was far too cold a night to sit outside, but they were seated at a window overlooking the harbor. Lights from boats and buildings around the wide, circular harbor glittered in the evening’s early dark. Even Dean, who hadn’t paid attention to romantic settings for a long time, felt the magic of it. Alyssa, on the other hand, seemed to drink it in like she was dying of thirst. She didn’t talk a lot, but she did smile, and that was a startlingly lovely sight.

“Enjoying yourself?” he asked when she was midway through her lobster.

She looked up like she’d forgotten he was there. “Of course,” she said. “Who wouldn’t enjoy this?”

“I feel like I’m seeing you in your native environment.”

Laughter bubbled from Alyssa like champagne, and Dean warmed watching her. “I suppose you are,” she said.
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