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        They call me America’s smartest entrepreneur…so how was I dumb enough to let my dream girl get away?

        I built my billion-dollar business from the ground up.

        Became “America’s smartest entrepreneur” with nothing but a hammer in my hand.

        An entire chain of luxury resorts bears my name.

        It’s a cold comfort when the woman I love hates my guts.

        She should, considering how things ended.

        Winning Lauren back will be no small task.

        Step one: secure a spot on her family’s reality show social experiment to create a small town.

        Easy, since I’m a builder who loves a challenge.

        Step two: get as close to her as possible.

        This proves harder.

        And getting Lo to forgive me may be impossible.

        Between a botched baking class, sexy bumper car battles, and a bizarrely hostile fish…

        It’s clear she’s in no hurry to pick up where we left off.

        But I’m no quitter, especially when it comes to her.

        I’m prepared for a show down for a second chance at love.
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        For Meah. Thanks for being my friend, pet nanny, personal assistant, tarot card wonder, cheerleader, sounding board, and an all-around awesome human. I’m damn glad to know you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE TO MY AWESOME READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello, lovely reader!

      When I first dreamed up the Juniper Ridge world, I got giddy about writing a tiny town that’s a quirky little microcosm of American life. Characters bloomed in my brain in all shapes, sizes, colors, and backgrounds.

      Naturally, this meant writing outside my own lived experience. While Nick Armbrust—the smart, take-charge hero of this story—is a strong and sexy Black man, I’m not. I’m also not one of the talented #ownvoices authors writing from that perspective. I’m just a white chick from Oregon who loves the idea of an inclusive, colorful, caring, and diverse world.

      There are so many amazing Black and indigenous authors writing romance from an #ownvoices perspective, and I could fill 2,497 books with my recommendations. Some of my personal favorites include Farrah Rochon, Naima Simone, Beverly Jenkins, Talia Hibbert, Kennedy Ryan, LaQuette, Nana Malone, M. Malone, Nina Crespo, Robin Covington, Jamie Wesley, and Savannah J. Frierson (who also served as a sensitivity reader for this book). Go snap up their books and read along with Lauren and Alexis as they swap clandestine romance reads in Show Down.

      Thank you so much for reading, and for joining me in our latest journey to Juniper Ridge!

      Love, Tawna

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          TWO YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSIONAL 753

        Judson, Lauren (Producer: Juniper Ridge)

        You want me to share one of my worst memories? Nice, Gabe. How about you punch me in the tits while you’re at it? Oh, stop looking like that. I’m a woman. I have tits, okay? Being your sister doesn’t negate that biological fact. If you want to get technical, you’ve got three sisters who all happen to have⁠—

        Stalling?

        I don’t know what you mean.
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        * * *

      

      I sip from a flute of Veuve Clicquot, careful not to smudge my lipstick. It’s Friday night at Evolution, the most exclusive club in West Hollywood, and we’ve got a VIP suite.

      “Hey, gorgeous.”

      My hot-as-hell boyfriend nuzzles the words against my neck. I lean into his heat a moment before drawing back to watch his fiery gold-brown eyes skim my body. They linger in the space where my pushup bra performs miracles with my pale and paltry cleavage, so I draw my shoulders back to make the most of it. I bought this strapless Oscar de la Renta in lush velvet knowing he’d love it. The heat in his gaze tells me I wasn’t wrong.

      I seldom am. If tonight goes how I’m thinking, Nick’s about to swap the boyfriend title for fiancé.

      “Hey, stranger.” God, he looks good. I skim my fingertips over the warm brown line of his chiseled jaw. “Having fun?”

      “Oh, yeah.” He dips a palm into the curve of my waist, and I fight the urge to drag him into the nearest coat closet. “I love you in red,” he murmurs.

      “Is that so?” I know this, of course. I know most things about Nick, since tonight marks one year since our first date. “Glad you like it.”

      “Mmm.” He kisses my neck again, and I let my palms take a lovely trip from his shoulders to his forearms, tracing muscles built by years of slinging tools on job sites. These days, he spends more time bossing other people with tools, but the fact remains—Nick Armbrust knows his way around a tool chest.

      And my chest, but I’m getting distracted.

      “Alexis is looking for you,” he says, and it takes me a sec to go from fuck-me-against-the-wall, to let’s-talk-about-your-sister.

      “She caught me in the ladies’ room a minute ago.” I love Nick’s sister, so shifting gears is easy. “She looks amazing.”

      Nick grins. “Mama’s pestered her for years to leave her hair natural. She wasn’t so sure about going full afro.”

      “It looks great.”

      “She said she had something for you?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” I don’t tell him that something was a pair of Farrah Rochon paperbacks. Alexis and I agree it’s best to let her brother think we’ve spent the past year swapping stock tips or shoes instead of romance novels. “Is she pregnant again?”

      “What?” Nick squints at the corner table where Alexis is feeding a bite of crostini to her hottie husband. “Why would you think that?”

      “Watch.” On cue, Abe touches his wife’s belly beneath the table. His big, ebony hand lingers a moment before sliding away. The two share a private smile that makes my ovaries ache. “See?”

      “Huh.” Nick dots a kiss behind my ear. “We should put in our order for another niece.”

      “Or nephew.” Delight ripples through me at his slip of the tongue. We. A good indication I’m right about tonight’s plans.

      “I love seeing our families together.” His gaze moves past his sister to the tight knot of Judson offspring in the corner. Dean, Cooper, Lana—all five of my brothers and sisters are here somewhere.

      A few feet away, my parents huddle in conversation with Nick’s mom and dad. My soon-to-be-in-laws? I hate to be presumptuous, but all signs are there. Nick did ask me last week what I thought of public proposals. A comment on the viral TikTok video we watched together, or something more?

      My money’s on more.

      I skim a hand down his chest. “I can’t believe you managed to get everyone in one place.”

      Nick laughs warm and low. “There’s a lot to be said for just asking for what you want.”

      I shiver, recognizing the quote he gave Businessweek last month about the success of his construction firm. Tonight, I hear it with fresh ears.

      If Nick’s about to ask me something, the answer is an unequivocal yes.

      His dad says something that makes my mom laugh, and I catch myself smiling. Our parents met before we did, since Angela and Darius Armbrust are prominent entertainment lawyers, and my parents are—well, Laurence and Shirleen Judson. Enough said.

      Though not enough has been said about why Nick summoned us here this evening. I’ve asked him for weeks, but all he’ll say is it’s a surprise. Even Alexis has no clue. All Nick says is that he needed to line things up before sharing his plans.

      I sip from my champagne flute and order myself to keep my voice casual. “You went all out for this soiree.”

      “It’s a big occasion.” He winks, and there go the damn butterflies in my stomach.

      I know I should play it cool. That’s what I’m known for, after all. Entertainment Weekly dubbed me the “She Shark,” a reference to my cool poise on set. What the hell does that even mean? They’d never write that about a male producer.

      But it’s true I’m cool under pressure. Always have been, though maybe not where Nick’s concerned. One look at him, and my kneecaps melt like butter.

      “I heard what you did for Lana.” Nick brushes my hair back from my face. “Pretty badass.”

      I frown. “What did you hear?”

      “That you kneed that actor in the balls for grabbing her ass at a fundraiser.”

      Goddammit. Hollywood’s getting too small.

      “Repeat that to anyone, and you’ll get the same.” I keep enough sweetness in my voice so he knows I’m teasing, but he must see steel in my eyes because he inches back a little. “Seriously, Nick—don’t repeat that.”

      “It’s true, though.”

      He didn’t add a question mark, so I don’t bother answering. “No one fucks with my family.”

      Nick’s chest rumbles as he chuckles. “And I dig that about you.”

      “Thanks.” I think. Speaking of family— “I’m going to go say hi to Mari, okay?”

      Nick spots her in the corner and waves. “She just getting here?”

      “She came straight from taping a demo for Shrink to the Stars. Want to come find out how it went?”

      He kisses me again before releasing my hand. “You go ahead. There’s something I need to do.”

      The way his fingers just skimmed the breast pocket of his suit has me speculating about that something. Is my ring in there?

      Flashing one last smile, I stride toward my middle sister, who’s waylaid by our youngest. Mari looks sophisticated in off-the-shoulder Chanel, while Lana’s peach complexion glows in green Dolce & Gabbana. I’m so proud of my sisters, for how they’re forging their own paths, stepping out of our parents’ shadows, becoming strong, confident⁠—

      “Lauren, sweetheart.” Fingers clamp my arm, and Shirleen Judson—aka sex siren of seventies cinema, aka my mother—tugs me to stand beside her. “Lovely party.”

      I frown at her empty seat. “Weren’t you just sitting over there?”

      “I wanted to speak with you.” She smiles and waves at someone en route to the bar. A director, I think? The faces blend together these days.

      My mother lowers her voice. “Things seem to be going well with Nick.”

      “I suppose so.” It’s not the gushing response she’s probing for, but I won’t give her the satisfaction of seeming too eager. Too needy.

      “Don’t be coy, Lauren.” She tucks a swatch of hair behind my ear, then flutters her fingers at someone strolling through the side door. “There’s a reason you work behind the cameras. You’re not that good an actress.”

      The words don’t sting because I won’t let them. Also, I never wanted to be an actress. I’ve made a name for myself behind the camera, so Shirleen Judson can suck it.

      Not that I’d say that out loud. “Was there something you wanted?”

      My mother sighs. “You’ve got an attractive man with a promising career and a good family. You’re running out of time to close the deal.”

      This conversation again. “Marriage isn’t the crowning achievement it was in your day.” A low blow, but she asked for it. “I’ve got my own promising career. Maybe I don’t care about marriage.”

      “Sweetheart.” She rubs my shoulder, a comfort I’m annoyed to find myself craving. “Is that why you and Lana looked at wedding gowns last week?”

      I blink. “How did you⁠—”

      “Or why you pulled up that photo of the pink diamond ring the morning we had mimosas?”

      I clench my jaw, willing myself not to react.

      She squeezes my arm with a satisfied smile. “Mothers know everything, dear.” Dropping her hand, she takes a step back. “I’m proud of you, darling. Now go close the deal.”

      She walks away while I’m still processing her words. Is she proud of me for dating the man Businessweek called “Hollywood’s most up-and-coming entrepreneur,” or for my own career achievements?

      My Oscar nod last year solidified my standing as part of Judson royalty, and God knows my mother had her own Hollywood career. It’s not like she wants me barefoot and chained to a stove.

      But deep down, I know I won’t earn her awe until I’ve achieved the great trifecta. Career, beauty, and the cover of People magazine’s wedding issue, not necessarily in that order.

      Squaring my shoulders, I pivot and march toward my sisters. Mari turns and meets my eye, and I’m opening my mouth to call to her when a mic squeal slices the party chatter.

      “Heeeyyy, everyone! Thanks for being here.” Nick’s voice is smooth as polished maple, and I turn as my heart kicks to a quick canter. He’s standing on a raised platform, and when he catches my eye, he winks. “Part of why we’re here tonight is to celebrate the opening of Armbrust Anaheim, so thank you all for making it happen.”

      I clap along with everyone, heart in a full gallop now. His modesty is one thing I admire about him, and I love that he makes it sound like the new Armbrust Resort was a joint effort.

      But I know he turned down his parents’ offer of seed money. He designed all those pretty little cabins himself, slinging a hammer right alongside his crew. He did it on his own, and I’m damn proud of him.

      My husband.

      I know I said I don’t care about marriage, and I don’t. But seeing him up there, dark skin like smooth mahogany under the lights, I can’t stop picturing our future.

      Nick clears his throat and continues. “I’d like to thank my parents, Angela and Darius Armbrust, for not disowning me when I quit law school to work construction.”

      A ripple of laughter moves through the room, but I keep my eyes on Nick. On the flicker of anxious pride in his eyes. I wonder if anyone else sees it.

      “I’d also like to thank Lauren Judson.”  He turns to me and smiles. “Girl, you’ve been my rock through all of this.”

      More applause, and I demur like I learned to do before I could walk. My brain snags on the word “rock,” curious if it’s a clue.

      “Speaking of rocks,” he continues, and my breath catches in my throat. “I have an important announcement. Well, an announcement and a special request.”

      Oh my God.

      This is happening. It’s really happening.

      Tears needle my eyelids, but I blink them back. With the sharp points of my manicure, I pinch the skin between my thumb and pointer finger the way I learned at sixteen.

      “Do this when you think you might cry,” my mother instructed on the eve of my first major awards ceremony. “The pain will distract you.”

      But nothing distracts me from the glint in Nick’s eye, the shape of him in that well-tailored suit, the fullness of lips I’ve kissed a thousand times as he lifts the mic again.

      “Let me back up a little bit,” he continues, voice cracking a little. He laughs and clears his throat, glancing at the bright light shining down on him. “Wow, this is harder than I thought. I’m not used to being in the spotlight.”

      Should I help? I grew up in the spotlight, so public speaking is like breathing. I edge close to the platform, breath coming quicker now.

      “Let me try this again.” He shifts the mic to his other hand and smiles at me before lifting his gaze to the crowd. “Ten months ago, on a trip to Colorado, I went to see one of my favorite performers.”

      Fondness squeezes my heart. We’d been dating two months when Nick invited me on a weekend getaway. “We’ll see Gary Clark Jr. at Red Rocks Amphitheatre and stay at this cool bed and breakfast. They’ve got bonfires where we can cuddle up and roast marshmallows.” He smiled almost shyly, pulling me closer. “I know it’s not the luxury digs you’re used to, but⁠—”

      “It sounds amazing,” I’d interrupted, stretching up to kiss him. “Just like you.”

      And he is. This public event, the retelling of our first weekend getaway—all of this is the proposal of my dreams, if I were the kind of woman to dream of such things.

      Which I’m not.

      But I’m just saying⁠—

      “—the trees, the sky, the entire landscape,” Nick’s saying, and I realize I’ve missed some of what he’s just said. “And I found myself thinking there’s only one thing that could make this better.”

      He meets my eyes again and I hold my breath. This is it.

      “So what I’m wondering,” Nick says, tugging the collar of his shirt. “What I’m hoping, that is⁠—”

      “Yes!”

      Oh, God.

      That was me, wasn’t it?

      I glance around, and yep. Everyone’s staring.

      But I don’t care because the man of my dreams is proposing, and the least I can do is make it easier on him. Nick cocks his head, smiling with a question in his eyes.

      And I have the answer.

      I take another step forward and hold out my hand. My left hand, in case he wants to slip the ring on. Nick looks at me uncertainly and pulls the mic closer. “Hold on just a second, babe.” He smiles. “Almost done.”

      Right. Of course, he wants to get the words out. I glance at the edge of the platform and see my brother, Gabe, with his camera rolling. The upside of growing up in showbiz is that there’s always someone to capture life’s big moments.

      Nick clears his throat again, so I put my hand down and command myself to be patient.

      “Just last week, I signed the title on eight acres west of Denver.” He smiles and a flush of pride moves through me. Building a rustic resort in Colorado has been on his bucket list forever, and I’m thrilled I’ll be by his side as he makes that dream come true. “As part of that project, we’re building a new a state-of-the-art performing arts center.”

      This part is news to me, but okay. It sounds amazing, and I can’t wait to hear more. But come on, let’s get this show started.

      Nick meets my eye like he’s psyching himself up for something. I offer an encouraging smile as he takes a deep breath. “Right now,” he says, “I would like to formally ask Laurence Judson to m⁠—”

      “Yes, I’ll marry you!”

      Oh, shit.

      All the blood drains from my head as I realize what he’s just said.

      Laurence Judson?

      My humiliated heart claws for explanation. Like maybe he’s seeking my father’s blessing, even though it’s patriarchal and outdated and—oh, God now my dad is striding toward the platform, grabbing the mic to thank Nick for partnering with him on a new business venture.

      But everyone’s staring at me.

      Everyone.

      Literally, everyone.

      Shame rushes icy and bitter through my veins as I square my shoulders and refuse to fucking cry. Refuse to meet anyone’s eyes as my throat squeezes tight and all those eyeballs drill into me. Disgrace tastes bitter on the back of my tongue, and it’s all I can do to stay upright, to balance on these mile-high heels and hold my head up as I die inside.

      How could you be so stupid?

      My father’s rambling on about the new Laurence Judson Performing Arts Center and his partnership with Nick. Surprise! They’ve kept it under wraps for weeks because—honestly, I stop listening because my ears are buzzing with the heat of humiliation. I fix my eyes on a potted plant in the corner, blinking back waves of embarrassment.

      Do not cry. Do not cry.

      My mother steps into my line of sight, her face filled with pity and concern and the tiniest hint of I-told-you-so. She’d never say it out loud.

      She doesn’t have to.

      Nick’s talking again, explaining how he plans to move to Denver for a year to oversee the project personally. Moving, for God’s sake. The opposite of proposing.

      And the fact that he never mentioned it, never said a word to me about relocating to Denver…well, I think it’s safe to assume I’m not part of his plan.

      I tilt up my chin and keep my eyes on my dad. Nick’s wrapping up his speech, and I applaud so hard my hands sting. Now Dad’s saying something and oh my God is this almost over?

      And then, it is.

      And then, my dream man is walking toward me.

      I swallow hard and try to force my face into a smile. My mouth won’t cooperate, so I settle for balling my hands into fists and fixing him with a shark stare. Flat-eyed, no emotion. It’s what I do best.

      Nick stops dead in his tracks. “Hey, Lauren.” He drags a hand over his head the way he does when he’s not sure what to say. “Uh—so I guess I should have warned you about that. About—well⁠—”

      “Moving a thousand miles away? Planning a project with my dad?” My voice sounds cool and calm, which surprises me. “That’s your business, isn’t it?”

      Nick looks unsure for the first time I’ve known him. “There was an NDA. A non-disclosure agr⁠—”

      “I know what an NDA is, Nick.” I’ve seen plenty in my career, and my dad’s a stickler for them.

      He clears his throat. “You want to go somewhere and talk?”

      “About what?” I sound like an idiot, but I can’t help it. Maybe we can pretend this didn’t happen. Maybe we can go back to⁠—

      “I think maybe we’re on different pages, Lo.” He shoves his hands in his pockets, the distance between us a big, gaping hole. “Uh, marriage and all. It’s not really where I’m at right now.”

      Like that wasn’t fucking obvious. “It’s fine. Everything’s fine.”

      Everything is not fine, which he can clearly tell from my tone.

      Nick’s brow furrows. “Look, uh—I’m gonna be gone a while on this project.” He pauses, choosing his words with care. “I figured since you’re starting that new film, you’d be glad about getting time to yourself.”

      If there was any doubt Nick and I are on different pages, he just snatched the book and lit the damn thing on fire. I take a deep breath, insides quivering from the effort of keeping emotions in check. “Of course.”

      I need to get out of here. I need this conversation to be over so I can run to the bathroom and sob like a pathetic little girl.

      But Nick’s still talking, still hammering nails into my heart. “You’re amazing, Lo. It’s not about that. It’s just⁠—”

      “Let’s call it quits.”

      Nick blinks. “What?”

      At least he’s not misunderstanding. He knows I’m not talking about ditching the party and heading home to watch Netflix in our PJs with a bag of Ruffles.

      Crooked House.

      The code words we say when we’re aching to ditch the clamor of a party crowd, the shine of a spotlight, and sneak home to snuggle.

      But this is no Crooked House moment. Nick knows that.

      I swallow back the sting of memories. My palms feel sticky, and I can’t get enough air as my heart bangs against my ribs like it’s fighting to get out.

      But I slam the door on that motherfucker and look Nick square in the eye. “We need to split up.”
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        CONFESSIONAL 759.5

        Armbrust, Nick (Owner, Armbrust Resorts)

        Prove yourself.

        You’ve gotta be two times better to get half of what they’ve got.

        That phrase was hammered into me from the time I could walk. I’ve done it, though. Two dozen resorts around the country. My name on every sign shouting, ‘hey, this guy made something of himself.’

        Damn right, I did. I’m at the peak of my career. Hard work has its payoff, and I’ve got mine. Even Mama and Pop can see it.

        [scrubs hand over chin]

        You think Lauren ever sees me in magazines and wonders if maybe⁠—

        Aw, hell. Never mind.
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        * * *

      

      “So that’s about it for the tour.” Lana Judson flashes her sweet little sister smile, socking me with a fresh wave of missing my own sister. “Any questions?”

      “Yeah.” I tip my head toward the coffee shop beside us. “Tell me straight—are the muffins there as good as Bakelicious on Sunset Boulevard?”

      She laughs and folds her fair, freckled arms over her chest. “Better, if you can believe it.”

      “No lie?”

      “None whatsoever.” She hooks a thumb toward the front counter. “Patti and Colleen run the place and do all the baking.”

      “I don’t think I’ve met them yet.”

      “They’re wildlife biologists who were here doing research when we bought the place,” she says. “We basically begged them to stick around.”

      “I see.” I’m not sure I follow, but maybe there’s some link between biology and baking skills. “And you all are pretty tight?”

      Lana smiles. “They’re sort of the mother hens of the place. You know how it is.”

      Ah. Now it clicks. Shirleen Judson might be a Hollywood superstar, but her mothering left six kids fending for themselves half the time. Or for each other, in Lauren’s case. As the oldest girl, she had a knack for looking out for her siblings.

      Thinking of Lo has my chest pinching in on itself. “You tell your mama hi for me the next time you talk to her,” I say to Lana.

      She makes a face. “Will do.”

      “And your dad,” I add, though I’ve kept better touch with him on account of our business relationship. “Give them both my regards.”

      Lana throws a mock salute, and my heart twists up tight again as I notice how she looks like Lo. Same long hair, same big smile. Lauren’s less generous with hers, which I always kinda dug. Earning a smile from her was one of my favorite challenges.

      Clearing my throat, I take a step toward the coffee shop. “I’m gonna head on in and check out the muffins.”

      “Enjoy!” Lana starts to back away, then stops. “I’m glad you took the job, Nick. It’s good to see you again.”

      “Same.” I swallow hard, annoyed by how sentimental I’m getting. “You take care.”

      I turn and stroll toward the coffee shop, taking my time to soak up the landscape. Ragged basalt cliffs cut the horizon like a sawblade, and a swaying sea of grass gives the whole place a farm vibe. To my left there’s nearly a hundred of the prettiest little cedar cabins imaginable. It’s cocky to think that, since I built them. A long time ago, back before I was in a position to be picky about taking jobs for a rumored cult.

      News flash: The rumors were true. The Benevolent Order of the New Kingdom—BONK for short—turned out nuttier than squirrel shit, but they did create a nice compound.

      All that’s behind me now, and the place makes a fine backdrop for a reality show, social experiment, and self-contained community. That’s what they’re calling it now, and why I’m here.

      One of the reasons I’m here.

      I push through the coffee shop door, wondering when I’ll get a glimpse of Lauren. She must know by now I’m contracted to build the new cabins, though she’s been conspicuously absent from meetings. I’ve tried not to take it personally.

      “Afternoon.” A rosy-cheeked woman with a long gray braid looped over one shoulder steps up behind the cash register. “You look like you could use one of our new black-bottom chocolate vegan muffins.”

      I cock my head and take her in. “Because I’m Black?”

      I expect her to blush or stammer the way white folks do. It’s true Black folks are about three times more likely to be vegetarian, but I’m thinking more about the black-bottom bit.

      The woman hoots with laughter. “Cooper said you don’t pull any punches.” She laughs some more, blue eyes holding mine in a way I find friendly instead of disarming. “He’s talked for weeks about you getting here. About having a vegetarian buddy. All those meat-loving siblings give him a hard time, you know.”

      I do know, though I’m surprised Cooper Judson remembered my dietary habits. “I’d love one of those muffins,” I tell her. “I’m Nick, by the way. Sorry if I came off like a jerk.”

      “Nah, you’re good.” She smiles as she rummages in the display case to pluck the biggest muffin from the tray. “I’m Colleen, and this is on the house. A thank you for building the cabins with all those hidden cubby holes. We’ve been here for years, and we’re still finding new ones.”

      I grin as she slides the muffin on a plate. “Hidden storage is my trademark. Folks love it.”

      Colleen nods and pushes the plate toward me. “Especially lesbians who need all that extra space for our flannel shirts and Jeep keys.”

      She says it with such a straight face that it takes me a second to catch the spark in her eye. A grin tugs the edges of my jaw. “I like you.” I take a bite of the muffin. “And I like this even more.”

      “Need anything to go with it?”

      “Coffee’s great.” I throw her a wink. “Black, please.”

      “Coming right up.” She sets to work pouring it as another woman steps behind her with a laptop in her hands. Colleen nods to her.

      “My wife, Patti,” she says by way of introduction. “Nick Armbrust.”

      Patti sets down the laptop and extends her hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “Good things, I hope.” I hesitate. “From Lauren?”

      The two exchange a look I can’t read as Colleen hands me my coffee. “Everyone’s excited about the new cabins,” Patti says, expertly dodging the question. “Are you building more secret cubby holes?”

      “You know it.” I like how they’re into my trademark, even if they didn’t answer my question about Lo. “I’ve got a couple new ideas for where to hide them.”

      Colleen smiles and nods at Patti. “Our son, Joe—he was here on leave and found one we’d never noticed.”

      “He’s a Navy SEAL.” Pride warms Patti’s eyes. “Anyway, we’re glad you’re here. It’ll be great to have those new cabins.”

      “I’ll work as fast as I can.” Balancing the muffin plate and a red ceramic mug, I make my way to a corner table. It’s tucked behind a shelf brimming with bright mugs and bags of coffee beans, plus a few knickknacks with sayings like, “coffee is my duct tape,” and “coffee ‘til cocktails.”

      I pull out my phone and snap a picture of one that says “may your coffee be stronger than your toddler,” then shoot it to my sister in a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thinking of you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Alexis has back to back trials all day, so I don’t expect a response. But she fires back within thirty seconds.

      Very funny. Where are you?

      Biting off a hunk of muffin, I type out a reply.

      First day at Juniper Ridge. Already hard at work.

      I only wait ten seconds for a response.

      Work. Right. You’re in a coffee shop, aren’t you?

      Before I come up with some smart-ass retort, she’s typing again.

      Nice there? Good for families, I mean?

      I read the words several times, trying to gauge what she’s getting at. She’s got a great career as a badass district attorney. Abe just made captain in the police department where he works, and their girls—my nieces, Rosa and Nala—have a full-time nanny who speaks three languages and was a finalist on The Great British Baking Show.

      In other words, my sister and her husband are living the dream. Our mom’s dream, the one she had for both of us. I lift the phone to respond when a chime dings at the front door.

      I glance up to see Lauren sailing through with a dark-haired woman on her heels. “Mari’s posting a digital announcement on the community bulletin board,” Lauren’s saying to her friend. “Everyone will see it by tomorrow morning.”

      “I won’t.” The brunette—an outdoorsy-looking lady who definitely has a little Latina lineage—hands Lauren a rolled-up banner. “It’s only for people who live here, right?”

      Lauren’s smile shoots straight through my spleen, rippling out alternating waves of joy and yearning. “There’s an easy fix for that, Tia.”

      The woman—Tia, I guess—rolls her eyes. “Are we having this conversation again?”

      “Oh, come on.” Lauren bumps her with an elbow. “You’ve gotta get lonely at the ranch. It’s just a matter of time ‘til you sign on to be our official farm babe and animal hoarder.”

      “Animal hoarder?” Tia snorts. “Please tell me that’s not how you’re promoting this adoption event.”

      “Cross my heart, it’s not.” Lauren traces an X over her perfect breasts, and it’s all I can do not to remember how they felt spilling into my hands. How perfectly they filled my palms as she arched against me and⁠—

      “Lana wrote all the copy,” Lauren continues like I’m not over here having lustful thoughts about her body. “I promise—it’s going to be the best animal adoption event ever.”

      That’s…new. Not that Lauren was anti-animal or anything, but she swore off pets when we were together. Maybe if we’d gotten a cat together, or a dog, or⁠—

      “Crap, I need a ladder.” Lauren’s gaze swings past, and I’m almost sure she spotted me here beside the shelves. “Back in a sec.”

      I try not to watch her ass in snug jeans as she hustles to a back room, pausing to make small talk with Colleen. God, she’s gorgeous. More beautiful now than she was two years ago. Oregon agrees with her. Maybe it’s the fresh air, or maybe it’s getting the hell away from Hollywood drama.

      Or you, a voice whispers in the back of my brain. Maybe she’s better off without you.

      I tell my inner voice to zip it as Lauren marches back through the coffee shop dragging a ladder twice her size. I start to get up, then sit my ass back down. If there’s one thing Lauren Judson hates, it’s being treated like she needs help.

      It’s a trait I love about her.

      Loved.

      Oh, hell. Like I ever stopped loving her, even if she kicked my ass to the curb. Like it’s my fault I wasn’t ready for church bells and babies.

      My annoying inner voice reminds me Lauren never asked for any of that. Hell, we hardly talked about the future at all. We were both so focused on our careers, I just assumed we were on the same page. Talk about misreading the room.

      I order myself to stop kicking my own ass and focus on what Lauren’s saying to her friend.

      “…Gabe and I already scoped things out with lights and cameras,” she’s saying as she clambers up the ladder with the rolled-up banner in one hand. “We should get lots of good footage.”

      “Do you Judsons ever stop thinking of footage?” Tia’s voice is teasing, but I sense it’s a real question.

      A question I could answer if she let me.

      Yes, Lauren thinks of everyone but herself.

      Yes, Lauren’s got the toughest hide and the tenderest heart of the whole Judson clan.

      Yes, in private, Lauren Judson is sweet and sexy and vulnerable and⁠—

      “Throw me that hammer?”

      Her command jolts me back to the moment and the fact that Lauren’s teetering at the top of the ladder. I get to my feet, not liking the way she has to stretch to reach the spot she’s aiming for. If she loses her balance⁠—

      “Shit!”

      I leap forward, not caring if I stay hidden. She’s toppling sideways, a ten-foot drop to a concrete floor I personally supervised the construction of. It’s hard as hell and set to make a mess of her beautiful body.

      Not if I can help it.

      I throw out my arms to catch her. She lands with an ungraceful “oof,” her shoulder nailing me in the ribs. My breath whooshes into a grunt, but I don’t let go. Not even as I stagger back, knees creaking under the soft weight of her.

      Lauren looks up in astonishment, her steely eyes wide, the fierce line of her mouth rounding into a startled O. She stares me in the eye, blinking like she can’t quite place me.

      “Nick.” She tenses in my arms, eyes locked with mine like it’s the last place on earth she thought she’d find herself.

      “Lo.” My voice rumbles lower than I mean it to, but I don’t break eye contact. I don’t loosen my grip on the warm, solid, sexy woman in my arms.

      She goes from tightly coiled to limp. Closing her eyes, she lets out a slow breath. “Fuck.”

      I fight the grin grabbing the edges of my mouth. Adjusting my hold on her, I smile down at the one face I could never forget. “Good to see you, too.”
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        CONFESSIONAL 768.5

        Judson, Lauren (Producer: Juniper Ridge)

        History’s a weird thing. Like, did you know the whole concept for confessionals in reality TV originated in documentary filmmaking? Shows like The People’s Court picked it up and had litigants give interviews to the court reporter. It’s because of that history that we—what?

        Oh. Sure, I guess we can talk personal history. [frowns] Actually, you know what? I just remembered I’m late for a production meeting.
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        * * *

      

      If there’s one place I never thought I’d be again, it’s Nick Armbrust’s arms.

      His big, strong, dark, sexy⁠—

      “You can put me down, please.” I clear my throat. “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” Nick takes his time lowering me to my feet, his expression perfectly bland.

      But I see laughter in his eyes, feel the sharp sting of pride. The last time I saw the man, it was smack dab in the middle of the most humiliating moment of my life. This doesn’t compare, but it’s still the same ballpark. I hate that.

      I also hate him.

      I take a few deep breaths, hoping if I remind myself, my silly, thumping heart might get the message.

      “Lauren.” He takes his time scanning me from head to toe, and I’m annoyed by how my body tingles. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I shout. “Totally great. Amazing!”

      Why am I yelling?

      And why am I still gripping the hammer like a serial killer? I move to stash it behind my back, but not before Nick spots it and grabs it from my hand.

      “Where do you want this?”

      He’s talking about the sign, of course, but I decide to play dumb. “The hammer? You can put it back in my hand so I can finish⁠—”

      “The banner, Lauren.” He stares at me from the foot of the ladder. “Centered above the window, or off to the side?”

      I hesitate, stalling for time. Maybe for the ground to gulp me up. “Centered.” There’s no point in fighting Nick when he sets his mind to something. “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” He scales the ladder like it’s nothing, tacking up one edge of the banner with a few quick taps.

      I’d have spent at least a minute beating on the thing, possibly smacking my thumb in the process. I should be grateful instead of annoyed. Annoyed and turned on, which is even more annoying. God. I can’t seem to figure out what to do with my hands, so I shove them in my pockets as Tia Nelson steps closer.

      “Who’s he?” she whispers, eyes saucer-wide.

      A dozen words buzz my brain, most with four letters. I pick the simplest answer.

      “Nick Armbrust,” I mutter. “He built the compound. The cabins, the lodge⁠—”

      “The bumper car pavilion,” he calls good-naturedly as he crawls back down the ladder and moves it to the right. “That’s my personal favorite.”

      Tia laughs as Nick scales the ladder again. “Because what cult doesn’t need a set of bumper cars?”

      “Amen.” Nick pounds in the final nail. He takes his time coming down, and I absolutely do not admire his perfect backside while he does it.

      As soon as he’s standing beside me, Tia sticks her hand out. “Tia Nelson,” she says. “I own Sun Daisy Organic Ranch just north of Juniper Ridge.”

      “She also rehabilitates sick and injured and homeless animals,” I put in, grateful we’re talking about Tia and not the fact that I’m blushing like a kid. “Hence, the adoption event.”

      Nick’s gaze skims the banner, and I do my best not to notice the fiery gold flecks in his deep brown eyes or how my heart squeezes tight as a fist.

      “Cool.” He looks back at Tia, and I hate the bright blaze of jealousy behind my ribs. She’s smart and pretty and down-to-earth, and I absolutely do not care if Nick checks her out. “Are you on the TV show?” he asks her.

      Tia laughs. “Not my scene.” She shoves her hands in the pockets of her jeans. “But if we can use the show to help homeless pets, I’m in.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I clear my throat. “Thank you, Nick. For hanging the banner and, uh—” Hell, he’s going to make me say it. “For catching me.”

      “No problem.” He grins and leans against the wall, chest flexing under his tight T-shirt. “Will you let me buy you a coffee?”

      Times like this, I wish I’d mastered Lana’s sorbet-sweet smile. I settle for my flat-eyed shark stare. “No, thank you.”

      There. That was easy. I start to turn away, but Nick catches my hand. “Lauren, wait.” His fingers lace through mine, and I hate how my heart ticks up. “We’re going to be working together. Don’t you think we should clear the air?”

      Tia looks from Nick to me and takes a step back. “Sounds like you have some catching up to do.” She smiles and swings her gaze to mine, telegraphing the message every woman masters the moment she learns men are either sweethearts or psychos.

      Are you okay? Want me to stay?

      I honestly don’t know what I want. Not feeling like an idiot would be a start, but we’re well past that.

      “We dated once,” I blurt, not sure why I’m telling her. “Ancient history.”

      “Not that ancient,” Nick adds unhelpfully.

      “It went badly.” I glare at him, willing him to shut the hell up.

      Nick grins. “Not that badly.”

      My glare folds into a scowl. “Don’t you have someplace to be? Cabins to build or plans to draw up or⁠—”

      “Coffee to drink?” He nods toward the table where I spotted him earlier.

      Of course I saw him. I pretended I didn’t, hoping he’d just go away. But I felt his eyes like a caress, dismayed to discover the magnetism still there. Nick Armbrust could be barricaded on the other side of a brick wall, and I’d still feel him.

      Something softens in his eyes. He lets go of my hand, but his gaze doesn’t release mine. “Please, Lauren. Just five minutes.”

      I can think of a million reasons to say no, but none I’m willing to say out loud. “Five minutes.” I sigh and turn to Tia. “I’ll let you know when the internal post goes up. We’ll touch base tomorrow?”

      “Sounds good.” She smiles and nods at Nick. “Nice meeting you.”
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