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    To my Husband who is Evan in so many ways. I'm your Lucy and your Ben and your Penelope all rolled into one. Sorry you have to deal with that chaos. Thanks for putting up with me. I love you.
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Dear Reader,

When I started writing A Lockdown Love Affair, I never anticipated it would spawn a spin off story for Evan and Lucy. I finished A Holiday Love Affair in the hope of life returning to some semblance of normalcy by the end of October, unfortunately this hasn’t proven to be the case. This year has been an unexpected whirlwind of disappointment and surprises, and at this point, I’m taking it as it comes and channeling my emotions into writing.

I beg your indulgence as you read. While real events inspired this story, and its predecessor, these books have taken on a life of their own and created their own universe. Please read and enjoy this story with an open mind and an adventurous spirit. I hope you enjoy it just as much as you did A Lockdown Love Affair.


With love,

Kirsten S. Blacketer



P.S. Remember, be kind and love one another. 
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Chapter One

The Imaginary Evan
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LUCY

October

Today my best friend will marry the man who stole her heart. Fortunately, their wedding will be a simple, uncomplicated affair. Two people, madly in love, with a handful of witnesses and a judge. Over and done in five minutes. Wham, bam, where’s the afterparty? 

Just like every single one of my relationships.

I wish I could say I love weddings. But I don’t. I hate them. Almost as much as I hate holidays. The horrified looks on my friends’ faces when I tell them solidifies my distaste.

The underwire of the strapless bra digs into my side and I shift uncomfortably. “Penelope, are you done? Seriously, the car’s out front waiting for us.”

“Coming!” Penelope’s voice echoes down the hallway. 

I shift from one foot to the other. These heels are killing me. I’d give anything for my Danskins right now, but I want to look nice for my friend. This is her day. I bite my tongue as the complaint congeals on the tip of it. 

Penelope appears in the living room doorway wearing a cream-colored, pin-up style gown with lace trim that accents her dark hair and wide, hopeful eyes. Not a traditional gown by any standard, but it suits her perfectly. She smooths her hand over the loose French braid and along the pearl choker at her throat. 

“Do I look okay?” The flutter in her voice betrays her nerves.

“You’re fucking gorgeous.” I take her hand in mine and squeeze it. “Now, let’s go, or Ben will call Joey to send out a search party.”

Her brilliant smile eases the twisting anxiety in my gut. “Thanks for being here with me. I know how much you hate this stuff.”

“You’re lucky I love you so much.” I grin. “Besides, I’m only in this for dinner afterward. Ben did get us reservations at The River Cafe.” 

“You’re ridiculous.” Penelope pauses. Her gaze glides over my body. Here it comes. 

“You look amazing!” She grins and pulls the wool wrap around her shoulders. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a dress before.”

“And you probably never will again.” I shake my head. “Scrubs are far superior. They let my body breathe!” I pull at the underwire again. “This bra is going to kill me.” 

“Well, don’t take it off until after dinner, okay?” Penelope winks and moves toward the door. 

“Fine.” I stumble, nearly twisting my ankle in these three-inch heels. “Damn it. These things are coming off as soon as I sit my ass down at dinner.”

“Deal. It’s only going to be the four of us at dinner anyway.” Penelope opens the door and the cool October breeze drifts across my skin. 

“The infamous Evan will be joining us?” I can’t keep the snark from my tone. I’ve heard Penelope and Ben talk about Evan for months, and yet I’ve never seen him. Personally, I don’t think he exists except as a blurred figure in their imagination.

During the pandemic lockdown and subsequent chaos, I lost myself in work. Six days a week, swing shifts and overtime. Some days I felt dead on my feet. I can only blame myself though. I took every shift they offered me at the hospital, and I didn’t stop. I didn’t want to. Work keeps me grounded in the midst of all the uncertainty.

Today is the first day I’ve taken for myself since January, and it’s not really for myself. The head nurse practically threw a party when I asked for some time off, even if it was only one day. 

“Oh, that’s right.” Penelope carefully makes her way down the steps of the brownstone. She turns to face me. “You haven’t met him yet, have you?”

I shake my head and motion for her to get into the car first. The limo driver nods before closing the door. The leather seats are cool beneath my fingertips. “I still think he’s a figment of your imagination.”

Penelope laughs. “Just because you haven’t met him doesn’t mean he’s not real.” 

“If you say so.” I inhale deep and eye the mini bar in the center console. 

As if reading my mind, Penelope grabs the open bottle of chilled champagne and pours two glasses. “Here. This will take the edge off.” 

“This is your wedding day, not mine.” I accept the glass. “I should be calming your nerves, not the other way around.”

“Why would I be nervous?” She laughs and lifts the champagne in a toast. “To us.” 

“To us.” We clink glasses and I down half the shimmering liquid in one swallow. The bubbles tickle my throat. I’m much more of a whisky girl, but the fancy stuff isn’t bad.

I’m halfway through my second glass when we pull up in front of the courthouse. I finish the champagne and set the glass aside. “Ready?”

Penelope nods, a huge grin painted on her lips. 

When we step from the car, I notice Ben first. His broad shoulders and tall stature make him hard to miss, plus he’s handsome as the devil. Penelope’s lucky her stalker neighbor was a sexy, eligible bachelor. My heart sinks. Some girls have all the luck. 

“Ladies, I was wondering if you’d ever show up.” Ben’s voice is stern but it echoes with humor. Lucky girl indeed. 

“Sorry, I couldn’t find my grandma’s pearls.” Penelope touches the choker at her throat. 

“Lucy.” Ben acknowledges my presence with a polite nod and a half smile. 

“Stalker Ben.” I grin at him. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” He turns his head for a brief moment and I follow his gaze. 

My heart drops into sinus tachycardia. I press my hand against my sternum and take a deep breath. My mind races. Calm down. It’s a man. It’s not like you’ve never seen one before. Get a grip, girl. 

If Ben were a handsome devil, then this most certainly would be his angelic equivalent. The man smiles and my body bursts into flames. A boyish charm laced with mischief glints in his eyes, but his aura is downright seductive. Boy next door meets sinful fantasy. What the hell? I shake off the unexpected physical reaction and extend my hand. 

“Lucy Mackewitz. You must be imaginary Evan.” My voice sounds stronger than I feel when I address the man who looks like he stepped out of a Hugo Boss advertisement.

He chuckles and grasps my hand in a firm clasp. Damn, he’s strong. My gaze rakes over him, from his perfectly kept dirty blond hair, over his broad shoulders, and down to his trim waist. Does he live in the gym? His warmth sinks into me and it takes a tremendous amount self-control not to launch myself at him like a starving beast. Calm down. This isn’t the first time you’ve been struck by insta-lust. Control your fucking hormones, woman.

“Evan Waldorf. It’s nice to finally meet you, Lucy. Ben and Penelope have told me so much about you.” His gleaming smile oozes charm. That crystalline blue gaze holds mine and I swear I see a flash of hunger. Or is it amusement? I shake the thoughts from my mind and force a saccharine smile. 

“Of course, they have.” I glare at Ben and Penelope who seem riveted at the byplay between me and Evan.

He releases my hand and the immediate pang of loss leaves my brain whiplashed. 

“Don’t you two have an appointment with the judge in the courtyard?” I ignore the man standing far too close to me and focus on my friend and her soon-to-be husband. 

Evan’s chuckle makes the hair on my arms prickle with awareness. 

As if shaken from a trance, Penelope turns to Ben and pulls his arm. “Come on. Let’s get married.” He nods and takes her hand. Together they mount the stairs leading to the lovely fountain in front of the historic courthouse. 

“Shall we?” Evan’s silken baritone wraps around me. 

I arch a brow in his direction and note his arm offered in invitation. I can’t trust myself to take it. Instead, I pull my coat tighter and follow Penelope and Ben up the stairs. 

Evan Waldorf was better left as a blur in my imagination. At least there he wasn’t a threat to the vow I’d made years ago, let alone my friendship with Penelope and Ben. It never ends well. I remind myself with every step I climb. Don’t encourage him. Just walk away. 

As we approach the judge waiting beside the fountain, I sense Evan’s presence and I steel myself a bit more. Damn it, I hate weddings. Is it over yet?

***
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EVAN 

From the moment I saw her, I knew she was the one. Lucy Mackewitz, wrapped in a deep purple coat with her auburn hair tousled and curled, stepped out of the limousine and into my heart. 

Outside in the courtyard, the ceremony lasts fifteen minutes. Simple and sweet. Completely appropriate considering Ben hates a big production of anything. He looks at Penelope in a way I’ve never seen before. Like she’s the only person in the world who matters. I’m happy for him. Truly. He deserves it. 

Penelope glows with joy as they make their way down the steps. She looks lovely in her vintage ivory lace gown.

I tuck my hands in my pockets and wait for them to climb into the limo. Lucy comes to a stop beside me. I study her profile, the soft curve of her cheek and aquiline nose. Her rosebud lips purse as she shifts her attention to me. 

“It’s rude to stare.” I can’t tell if her tone is sarcastic or condescending. Either way, I prefer a challenge.

“Fine. I won’t tell you about the smear of lipstick on your cheek.”

Her eyes widen a fraction before she leans down and checks her reflection in the limo window. She scoffs and glares at me over her shoulder. 

“After you.” I stifle a grin and gesture to the open door. 

She huffs and joins Ben and Penelope in the car. I chuckle. She’s so easy to rile and this knowledge amuses me. I’m kicking myself it took this long to meet her. 

I take my seat beside her and across from Ben and Penelope for the ride to the park. She crosses her arms and leans against the far side of the car. Penelope dominates the conversation as she chatters with excitement. Lucy joins in and slowly the tension eases.

My gaze shifts from Lucy to Ben, who’s eyeing me with an unreadable expression. Shit. I have to be careful. He’s more observant than most people think.

Ben thinks I fall in love every other month. With every new city I visit, a new girl. He’s only partially right. It doesn’t take much for a woman to capture my attention. I’m a sucker for a pretty face, and I know it. Penelope thinks I’m a hopeless romantic, but the truth is, I’m lonely and I’m not getting younger. The search is fucking exhausting, and it’s not getting easier. 

Ever since Ben found Penelope, it’s like he’s realized life doesn’t revolve around work. While that bodes well for everyone at the office, I can’t help feel like now Ben’s hyper aware of my lack of companionship. I glance at him across the limo. He’s distracted by his wife. I bite my tongue and smile. If this wasn’t my best friend’s wedding, I would think this whole evening was a setup.

We stop at Brooklyn Bridge Park and take some photographs with the Brooklyn Bridge and the Manhattan skyline in the background before walking to The River Cafe. We arrive at the restaurant at five thirty, and my stomach grumbles at the thought of the dinner awaiting us.

I offer to escort Lucy into the restaurant like I did at the courthouse. She blatantly ignores me and follows behind the newlywed couple. This woman. I can’t explain it, but with every rebuff she burrows deeper beneath my skin.

I rub my hand across my jaw and lag behind. Not that I’m complaining. The view from the rear is as mesmerizing as the rest of her. As if she senses my perusal, she glares at me over her shoulder. 

If she were any other woman, I’d sprinkle on a little charm and have her eating from the palm of my hand. But I doubt that will work with Lucy. She’s sharp and shrewd. I can’t help but wonder if she’s fighting whatever this is brewing between us or she truly has no interest in pursuing it.

The romantic lighting and delicate music from a live string quartet floats through the open air outside of the restaurant. The waiter leads us to a garden area outside where the table sits beside a romantic dance floor strung with tiny, sparkling lights. Once we reach our table, I can’t help but feel like the third, well, fourth wheel. Ben and Penelope have eyes only for each other, no matter how hard they try to include us in the conversation. Lucy seems equally uncomfortable. She takes a healthy drink of her wine and avoids my gaze.

I glance around noting how empty the restaurant is and wonder if Ben pulled some strings to ensure we’d be the only guests out here tonight. He’s such a romantic, even though he’d never admit it.

After we order, Penelope jumps to her feet and pulls Ben toward the small dance floor. I watch with equal parts horror and amazement because I know Ben has no rhythm whatsoever. Yet I’m stupefied when Ben pulls her into his arms and waltzes her across the floor with ease. 

“Well, fuck me.”

Lucy chokes on her wine.

I turn in time to see her flushed face disappear behind a large white napkin. She coughs a few times attempting to clear her throat.

“Was it something I said?” I lean a bit closer. 

Her green eyes appear over the napkin and narrow as though honing in on my person, ready to deploy a heat-seeking missile. She clears her throat a few more times before setting the napkin aside. Color blooms in her cheeks and I’m left wondering if it’s the same color that paints her skin when she climaxes. 

A wicked smile curves my lips. Her frown deepens.

I stand and offer my hand. “Let’s dance.”

“Why?” Skepticism plays across her delicate features.

“Because this is a wedding, and we should be celebrating with our friends.” I grab her hand and pull her to her feet. 

Lucy fights against my hold for a moment but concedes and follows me to the dance floor. I place my left hand on her hip and take her hand with my right. She’s rigid against me and her gaze remains fixed on something in the distance. 

“Relax,” I murmur, drawing her closer. Her satin gown slides against my suit creating friction and heat. She softens against me a fraction. “I don’t bite hard.” 

She scoffs and tries to pull away. I hold her tight and spin her on the floor. 

“Must you make everything a sexual innuendo?” 

“I apologize. I wasn’t aware I was.” Her scent teases me, a sweet touch of coconut and honey. I want to bury myself in her hair and devour her. 

We dance in silence for a moment and our surroundings fade into the background. 

“We can’t do this.” Her words are so soft, I barely hear them. 

“Do what?” 

“This. Whatever this is.” 

“Dancing?” I can’t help but tease. I know exactly what she’s talking about, but I want her to work for this. I want to hear the words from her sinful looking mouth.

“Evan,” she growls my name and instantly I’m hard. “Don’t make me say it.”

“Say what?” I layer extra charm into those two syllables. 

“I refuse to ruin my friendship with Penelope and Ben over a fling.” Her piercing eyes bore into mine. “That’s all it would be. A fling. A one-night stand. Nothing more.”

The air around us goes still as the music comes to an end. We stand there staring at each other. I want to kiss her and prove her wrong. We could be so much more. Can’t she feel it? This chemistry between us?

“So you feel it too?” I grin. “We can make it work.” She fits against me perfectly and I refuse to release her.

“No, Evan. We can’t.” She pulls away and turns her back to me...to us. 

Disappointment and I are old friends, but this time it leaves me off-balance and floundering. The loss is poignant and it settles deep in the pit of my stomach with finality. It was over before it ever had a chance to begin. That knowledge hurts more than nearly losing the business I built from scratch. 

We return to the table and pretend everything is fine for Penelope and Ben’s sake. They don’t need to know. But I can’t help but wonder what might have been if she’d only have given me a chance. 
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Chapter Two

Christmas Catastrophe
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LUCY 

December

The brownstone practically vibrates with the volume of the Christmas music inside. I pull my coat tighter around my throat and stare at the front door. I should turn around and go home. No one will notice if I don’t show up. I groan and stomp my feet like an indignant toddler.

Holidays are the worst. I avoided them for years with my own family. Work. Overtime. Picking up a shift for a friend who wants to spend time with her family during the holiday. But this year, I have no excuse. The head nurse nearly locked me out of the building when I left last night. She told me to have some fun. Said it wasn’t healthy to work all the time and not take a break to recharge.

But I like work. And I really, truly hate holidays. Christmas is the worst of them all. There’s nothing holly or jolly about any of it. There hasn’t been for years. 

I lift my hand to knock and drop it. I cringe knowing the disappointment I’ll cause Penelope if I don’t make an appearance. This is her first Christmas as a married woman, and she wants me to be a part of it. Damn it. I hope she has my whisky on hand. I’ll need it tonight. 

“Suck it up, buttercup.” I bolster my courage and bang my fist on the door so hard it makes the wreath bounce.

The door swings open. Penelope’s glowing expression is the last thing I see before she wraps her arms around me and pulls me into a fierce hug. 

“Lucy! I’m so glad you came.” She squeezes me tighter. “I know how much you hate the holidays, but it wouldn’t be any fun without you.” Her words fill me with shame for even considering bailing on her moments before. 

She grabs my hand and pulls me into the house. I push the door shut before she peels my coat off and hangs it in the hallway closet.

My gaze drifts over the decorations strewn across every possible surface of the house. Garlands, tinsel, lights of all shapes and sizes, ornaments hanging from the archways and ceiling. As we weave deeper into the house, I notice a decorated tree in each corner. My head hurts, my eyes burn. I’ve stepped into a Christmas fucking wonderland. Anxiety stalks forward to the front of my mind threatening to consume me. It takes phenomenal restraint to not turn, grab my coat, and bolt out into the cold December night. 

“The place looks amazing.” I force a smile and focus on my friend instead of the glittering decorations surrounding me. “You really go all out, don’t you?”

Penelope shrugs. “Most of this was Ben’s idea. I didn’t realize he was such a festive person.” She giggles as we weave through the guests mingling in clusters throughout the house. I don’t recognize anyone, but I take it as a blessing because I feel like I’m crawling out of my skin right now.

“He doesn’t seem like the type.” I shake my head and return my focus to our conversation. 

“No, he doesn’t. Does he?” She leads the way into the kitchen where Ben is pouring drinks. The pair of reindeer antlers covered in twinkling lights sprouting from his head distracts from the typical severity of his demeanor. My gaze drops to the Darth-Vader-themed red and black ugly sweater he’s sporting.

I’ll never be able to look at him the same way again. Who knew he was such a nerd? I chuckle and some of the tension in my mind subsides. 

Ben glances up and lifts a tumbler with a good three fingers of whisky. “Hey, Lucy. Thanks for coming.” 

“Thanks, Ben. Nice rack.” I wink and take the glass. 

His lips quirk at my comment. Penelope rounds the island and hugs him. Her red and green plaid dress glitters under the light. The pair of them look like they belong on the cover of a Good Housekeeping Christmas Special. 

A twinge of jealousy ricochets through me. I quickly push it away and take a sip of the whisky. Glenlivet. “Oh, Ben, you’re a saint. This is the good shit.” 

“Only the best for you.” He grins revealing dimples, and I can see exactly why Penelope fell in love with him. 
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