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      So there you have it, New York. I’m Devon and that’s What’s Hot.” Devon Teeks held her smile until she received the all clear and then sank back into the uncomfortable chair on set. The splashy designer furniture might look fantastic on camera, but it was as comfortable as sitting on a rock.

      “Devon, you said to remind you to leave on time.”

      Devon blinked, her mind drawing blank.

      “Your dinner with Mr. Up-and-Coming President?” her assistant, Tia, said. “Your anniversary?”

      Devon stared at the twenty-something intern, fresh off the plane from Missouri and starry-eyed, just like Devon had been at the same age when she’d moved to New York City to intern at the station. “Of course. Thanks. I’m on my way.”

      She left the host’s chair and moved off the dais toward the darkened area behind the cameras leading to the hallway and beyond. The greenroom was closest to the set, with her dressing room in a more private area toward the rear.

      Halfway down the hallway, Devon paused to remove one of her ridiculously high heels and sighed when the cold floor tile seeped into her aching foot.

      Had she really reached the age where she wanted comfort over looks? Didn’t that make her old?

      Giving in with a silent whimper, she removed the other heel and hurried along, reminding herself that it was the price to pay for going barefoot on Carolina Cove’s sandy beaches the first twenty-five years of her life.

      It wasn’t until she moved to New York from the Wilmington, North Carolina, area that she realized just how casually she’d dressed. But in a tourist town, on an island no less, even newbie journalists couldn’t fight the ninety-degree days and humidity of summer in the south.

      She entered her dressing room and quickly showered off the heavy makeup, then redid her face and changed into the A-line bombshell dress Ted loved. The dress hugged every line and curve but was modest and sophisticated, with a zipper that ran full-length down her back that drew attention to her behind and all the squats she hated but did anyway.

      Frowning at the shoes she’d chosen to go with the dress, she donned the ankle-strapped platform heels, grateful they lent a little more support to her achy feet. Finally ready, she grabbed her bag and belongings and headed out the door.

      Ted had asked for her to clear her schedule tonight so they could spend some time together. They’d been working too many hours lately, and the stress they both carried from their jobs had started to intrude on their relationship. They got along great face-to-face, but when their schedules kept them apart, they wound up bickering over silly things.

      But seeing as it was their one-year anniversary, tonight would be different. They’d block out the world, set all the stress and issues aside, relax, and be together.

      Devon donned her oversized sunglasses as she left the building, smiling at her driver as he greeted her and opened the door of the black town car provided by the network to ensure their on-screen hosts arrived on time. “How are you today, Tony?”

      “Ah, can’t complain, Miss Devon. Things go well for you?”

      “Perfectly.” They had the same conversation every day, and today was no different—until John Prescott came rushing out of the building calling her name and asking her to wait.

      “Stay or go?” Tony asked quickly.

      “Stay,” she said with a glance at her watch.

      She tossed her belongings into the back of the car and turned to see John skid to a halt a foot away.

      “Devon, I’m glad I caught you. We need to talk,” John said, breathing heavily from the rush.

      “Whatever it is, it has to wait. I can’t tonight.”

      “You said that last night.”

      “Because you insisted I go to that gala even though I had to get up at four a.m. to fill in on the morning show before taping my own.”

      “Your schedule is open this evening.”

      “No, it isn’t,” she said firmly. “I have plans.”

      “Well, this can’t wait,” John said. “I’m afraid I have bad news.”

      “Not now, John. Please.”

      “You know your ratings are down,” he continued without pause, “and the network… they’ve decided to cancel the show. Today was the last taping.”

      The air left her lungs in a rush and she gaped at him. “What? How is that possible? They can’t just… Can’t we at least finish the season?”

      John held up his hands. “I’m sorry. I’m not happy about it either. But they say we’re done so… we’re done. Don’t bother coming in tomorrow unless it’s to gather your stuff and take it to the morning show so it’ll be there when you start.”

      She blinked at him, certain she’d misheard him. “I’m sorry, what?”

      John’s ruddy face broke out in a grin and he chuckled. “Congratulations. You got the fill-in position. Natalie officially goes on maternity leave next week, which means you get a week to make getting up before dawn a habit. It’s been wonderful working with you. Congratulations.”

      John held out his hand and she shook it, a huff of a laugh leaving her chest before she stepped toward him and gave him a quick hug. Maybe she’d lost the gig she presented daily, but the morning host position would give her time to secure something else. “Thank you. It’s been wonderful working with you. I’ve learned so much.”

      “Knock ’em dead, kid. And enjoy your week off.”

      A week off? What would she do with a whole week off?

      She didn’t remember having a week off since moving to the city ten years ago. After all, when you were trying to climb the network’s ladder, time off didn’t exist. She’d worked her job, filled in on others, volunteered, whatever it took, going above and beyond in order to move up the ranks. Her reputation as being reliable and there no matter what had given her ins with the network she didn’t take for granted.

      But a week… Maybe she and Ted could get away for a few days?

      “Ms. Devon? Everything okay?” Tony asked.

      A laugh rumbled out of her. “Yeah, it is. Surprisingly so. I just lost and landed a great position, and today is my anniversary.”

      “Well, now. Let’s get you home so you can celebrate,” Tony said.

      From inside the car, Devon watched John’s return to the building, her stomach fluttering with excitement.

      The ride to her tiny apartment took a ridiculous amount of time considering the distance. She stared out the window at the crowded streets unseeing because her mind raced with ideas and plans and things to be done.

      She had a feeling Ted was going to broach the subject of her moving in with him again tonight, but she’d promised herself from a very young age she would always have a place to go home to unless there was a wedding ring on her finger. Breakups happened. She’d watched it happen too many times to otherwise smart women who found themselves homeless and surfing friends’ couches until they made other arrangements. She wouldn’t be one of them.

      They arrived at her building, and she flashed a smile at the doorman when he opened the car door.

      “Good evening, ma’am. Mr. George arrived thirty minutes ago and is waiting upstairs.”

      “Thank you.”

      Devon said goodbye to Tony and made her way inside the building. The beautiful lobby was decorated in black-and-white checkerboard tile polished to a high gleam. The seating area on the right looked elegant yet sturdy, the red leather couch, matching chairs, and dark wood coffee table drawing the eye.

      Devon bypassed the seating, greeted the ever-present and familiar security guard behind his shiny wooden desk, and punched the elevator button. The large doors opened in an instant.

      The move to this building had taken place several years ago when she’d finally received a promotion, including a much-needed raise that allowed her to get her own place. While small, the apartment provided security and was more convenient to the network’s location.

      Once the elevator was in motion, she glanced at her reflection in the polished metal and sighed. Even that distorted image looked tired, but when she’d burned the candle at both ends for the last ten years, how could she not?

      Maybe a vacation to somewhere tropical was just what she needed to celebrate? Could she convince Ted to leave his office for a few days and go?

      Ratings for What’s Hot had been down for a while. Those in the know didn’t watch the show to find out the latest clubs or restaurants, plays. No, social media filled them in.

      The generations that watched were the “oldies” and more apt to be retiring and moving out of the bustling city than clubbing the night away.

      With any luck, maybe the host she temporarily replaced on the morning show would decide not to come back to work? Want to spend more time with her newborn?

      The elevator doors opened, and she made her way down the hall, staring at the patterned carpet beneath her feet. The door was unlocked and she entered with a chipper hello.

      She glanced around but didn’t see him. “Ted? I have news!”

      “Coming,” he called.

      Seconds later, Theodore Carlton George III appeared from the bathroom still straightening his tie. Ted smiled as he crossed the room and kissed her on her cheek.

      “Look at you. My favorite dress.”

      “I thought you’d like it.”

      “You know I do. You look amazing, as always. What’s this about news? Does this have anything to do with a certain morning news anchor position?”

      “How did you know?” she asked, her excitement deflating a bit.

      “I may have heard some rumblings about your show ending and… put in a good word for you.”

      Wait, what? So she hadn’t gotten the position on her own but because of her relationship with Ted and his political future?

      “Come on, don’t look like that. All that’s important is that you got the job, right?”

      “Yes, but I thought I’d gotten it on my own.”

      “You did,” Ted told her. “All I did was make a few calls. You can’t be upset with me for that, now can you? Let’s celebrate. I’ll pop the champagne.”

      She watched as he moved toward the kitchen and forced herself to shrug off her upset.

      She was very familiar with the red tape surrounding promotions within the network. And unlike others, she had no deep contacts or connections within the company, so she told herself to be grateful Ted had been willing to make the calls on her behalf. “You’re right. Thank you for doing whatever you did.”

      “I just made it clear you’d be interested and that it would be a personal favor if they gave you a chance. You did the work, Devon.”

      She had—though the way he’d stated it, he had not only pulled strings but tied them in a knot by connecting it with his political future. She didn’t like it—but she also couldn’t argue the doing since it was done.

      “Come on. Don’t be upset with me. If I was up for a job and you could say something to help me, wouldn’t you do the same?”

      She would. And when he put it like that… she felt petty being upset by what he’d done for her. “I would. Thank you,” she said again.

      “You’re welcome. Now let’s celebrate.”

      “Well, if you’d really like to celebrate, I have a few ideas.”

      “Is that right?”

      “As of today, I have a week’s vacation. I thought maybe we could take a trip? Just the two of us? Maybe go somewhere tropical?” she asked hopefully. With his schedule, it would be much more difficult for him to get away, but she hoped to convince him all the same. “Sugar-white sand? Umbrellas in our drinks? Steel drum music floating in the air?”

      “That sounds fantastic, but you know I can’t be away from the city right now. Not with an election coming up in a few months.”

      “I knew you’d say that,” she said with a playful pout. “But I had to ask.”

      “One day, sweetheart. And until then, I know of a special way we can celebrate,” he said.

      “How?”

      “Like this,” he said, moving toward her and getting down on one knee. “Devon Teeks, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”
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        * * *

      

      Rayna Jo Teeks watched the online feed of Devon’s What’s Hot the moment she was able to and frowned at her daughter’s image. Devon looked tired. And much too thin.

      Like any mother, she worried about Devon’s health and whether or not New York was actually good for her. She seemed to always be on the go, never resting, rarely calling.

      “How’s one of my favorite nieces?” Adaline asked.

      Rayna Jo glanced at her twin, frown still in place. “She looks exhausted.”

      “Lots to do in that city,” Adaline said in a distracted tone.

      Her sixty-three-year-old sister put the finishing touches on a sample display board, noting the masculine colors and theme. “Who’s that for?” Rayna Jo asked.

      Adaline’s face filled with color, and Rayna Jo felt her stomach clench in unease. “Is that for the man who came in last week? Dan or Dean—”

      “As a matter of fact, it is. Dale has returned a time or two since and asked if I would handle his account personally.”

      “Oh, Adaline. Is that wise? He flirted awfully hard with you.”

      Adaline’s color increased still more, and she lifted her perfectly manicured left hand and the wide gold band she wore. “He’s well aware I’m married.”

      “That certainly didn’t seem to stop him,” Rayna Jo murmured, unable to keep the note of disapproval from her tone.

      “Why should it? Flirting means nothing.”

      “Flirting eventually leads to more,” Rayna Jo said. “Addy—”

      “Don’t Addy me. It’s fine. You’re overreacting and worrying about nothing. What’s the harm in a few smiles and winks?”

      “The harm is that you’re a married woman, and he isn’t your husband.”

      “So we’ve established. Ray-Ray, stop being so naive. It’s totally innocent. Besides, I can’t say as I mind getting a few compliments. Hugh’s as flirtatious as a rock. On the bottom of the ocean. I don’t know that he’s even paid me a compliment these past ten years.”

      “Hugh is a gem,” Rayna Jo argued. “Maybe he’s not as outgoing and romantic as you’d like, but he’s a good, solid man who worships the ground you walk on. Don’t take that for granted.”

      Adaline pursed her lips and shot Rayna Jo a look from beneath her lashes. “I’m not.”

      “You are. You’re playing with fire and think no one will get burned.”

      “I’m adding spice to a pot that hasn’t simmered in a long, long time. Do you think Richard goes on all his business trips and never turns his head when a pretty woman walks by?”

      No, she was sure her husband did turn his head. And a lot more. But it didn’t make it right. Nor did it make the awareness of his actions and behavior hurt any less. “What’s innocent to you might not be considered innocent to what’s-his-name.”

      “Dale. And you worry entirely too much,” Adaline said, pinning the last of the navy-and-white-striped fabric to the board. “There. What do you think?”

      The board was as gorgeous as they always were when Adaline prepped them. She had a keen decorating eye and used fabrics and textures some might not think would work together.

      The board she’d created made for a unique and fabulously understated nautical look well suited for a rich bachelor in a beach town. “When is his appointment?”

      She’d hoped to get home early tonight because, unlike her sister, she felt her age. Plus, she liked to look her best when Richard returned from one of his trips, and if she could squeeze in a nap, the beauty sleep couldn’t hurt.

      “I’m meeting Dale at his house,” Adaline said, avoiding Rayna Jo’s gaze. “Speaking of which, I’d better get a move on or I’ll be late.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Rayna Jo said. “We’ve been slow all day today. It wouldn’t hurt to close up a bit early.”

      “No need,” Adaline said, picking up the board after getting her purse from small storage area behind the cash register. “Go home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Rayna Jo watched as Adaline hurried out the door, heart heavy with the danger ahead for her sister. Maybe Addy could stay strong in the face of the client’s flirting, but why take the risk? Why put herself in the position to teeter on a line that shouldn’t be crossed? How would Hubert feel if he knew?

      If Adaline was so unhappy with her marriage, why not go to counseling? Do whatever she could to get the spark back? Anything but seek attention elsewhere.

      Rayna Jo left the check-out area and moved through the empty design and decor store, watching as Adaline loaded the board into the back of her Range Rover and shot out of the parking lot.

      Adaline’s comment about Richard’s behavior on his business trips had struck a chord, and now she couldn’t shake the dark thoughts or the pain Adaline had inadvertently caused.

      She knew very well what took place while her husband was away. Every now and again, she’d see Richard’s receipts. Dinner for two. Drinks. Charges from female clothing stores, lingerie stores that never ended up as gifts for her. Orders for flowers she didn’t receive. Room service for two.

      Funny how some men could be so charming and romantic before marriage, but afterwards, the only women they romanced were the ones who didn’t wear their ring.

      Her stomach knotted as it always did when she thought of her forty-two-year marriage.

      By all accounts, she and Richard had it all. A big, gorgeous house facing the Atlantic, two beautiful twin daughters, each successful in her own right. Nice cars. Great friends.

      But peel back the layers, and for the last twenty years, it had all been a sham. She hated the deception of it. Hated that they played the part of the happy couple because… well, for her it was simply easier than facing the truth and starting over.

      And for Richard, though they’d never truly discussed it, she believed he liked the convenience of having his cake and eating it, too. She was well aware that, for men like Richard, it was safer to have a wife. After all, it kept pesky mistresses in their place and the relationship between them exactly what it was—physical.

      Still, it wasn’t like she hadn’t ever considered putting an end to the shenanigans. But then what? She was sixty-three. Her life almost over.

      It was far too late to find her happily ever after….
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      Five minutes after her arrival home, Devon’s head whirled. First the job—regardless of how it had come about—and now a proposal?

      “Should I take your speechlessness as a yes?” he asked, sliding a gorgeous, cushion-cut diamond from a tiny blue box.

      “Oh, of course! Yes!”

      Grinning, he slid it onto her finger, kissed her hand, and rose to his feet, drawing her closer while lowering his head for a kiss.

      Devon closed her eyes and smiled against Ted’s lips.

      A bell dinged.

      Devon drew back with a small groan and heard her cell phone ding again. “I’m sorry. I forgot to turn it off.”

      Ted kissed her again but released her when it sounded a third time. She bent to find the phone in her purse. “There,” she said, silencing the call without looking at the caller ID.

      Devon tossed the phone back into her bag, but within a few seconds, it began buzzing again. “Well, someone is persistent.”

      “Answer it,” Ted said, “while I open the bottle and get the celebration going.”

      Devon pulled her phone out of her bag just as it began to buzz a fourth time. She frowned at the screen, seeing her twin sister’s name. “Hey, Dara. Now’s not a good time. You’ll never guess—”

      “I texted you an address,” her sister said, cutting Devon off. “A helicopter will pick you up from there in forty-five minutes.”

      “What? What are you talking about?” Devon asked.

      “Dad’s been in an accident,” Dara said, sounding rushed as she spoke. “He’s critical and in transport to the hospital. It’s bad, Dev. Really bad. The woman he was with died at the scene. I’m working out of town but heading out now to meet up with you. We’re taking the Guardian Group jet so we can get to Wilmington faster.”

      “Wait, what? Stand still, you’re moving around so much I can’t understand you,” she said, meeting Ted’s gaze from across the room. “Did you say… What do you mean, the woman he was with?”

      The noise on the other end stopped, indicating Dara had taken Devon’s advice to stop moving. Still, the emotion in Dara’s voice grabbed hold of Devon and rocked her to her core.

      “Dev, Dad was caught—literally—with his pants down. The woman… well, while he was driving.”

      “What?”

      “Dad lost control and hit a vehicle head-on. Inside was freaking Oliver Beck, of all people.”

      Devon sucked in a sharp breath. “The actor?”

      “Yes! He’d just left a fundraising event and was in full view of the media when it happened, and Mom is about to find out all the gory details.”

      “How do you know the gory details?” she said, struggling to focus with the onslaught of information and TMI she’d just received.

      “Because one of our former guards is now Oliver’s head of security and was driving. He’s fine, but when he got to Dad and pulled his ID, he recognized the name and remembered I’m from the area, so he called me at the scene.”

      Devon couldn’t process the details fast enough. This couldn’t be happening. “What does Mom know?”

      “Only that Dad was in an accident. Look, I’ve already contacted the Babes and asked them to isolate Mom until we get there, but the reality is she could see or hear something at any moment. Get your stuff and be at the address I texted you. I’ll meet you in DC, and we’ll go to Wilmington from there.”

      “I-I… Of course.”

      The phone clicked in her ear and Devon’s knees buckled beneath her. She sank onto the edge of the couch, nauseous and wanting to hurl whatever might be in her empty stomach.

      “That sounded ominous,” Ted said, looking concerned as he made his way back to her side. “What’s going on?”

      She closed her eyes and repeated what Dara had told her. “My poor mom. I can’t even imagine… I have to go pack.”

      “What? No. Devon, you can’t be anywhere near that mess.”

      She blinked at him, her thoughts racing too fast to focus even while going over everything Dara had just told her. “What?”

      “Sweetheart, you’re not thinking clearly. You know I’m right. Text Dara back and tell her to go without you.”

      “Absolutely not!”

      “Devon—”

      “My dad is critical a-and the woman in his car died. My mom—”

      “Has her sister and friends and your sister to help her cope. You get involved and you will create an even bigger media storm than there already is because of him hitting Oliver Beck.”

      She shoved herself off the couch and paced across the floor to stare out at the street. The sun had fallen and lights glittered, traffic buzzed with typical fervor, and Ted’s reflection in the window behind her left Devon feeling shredded—and selfish.

      Why couldn’t she have had one day to enjoy the moment? An evening to celebrate? “I know it’s going to be a mess,” she said, turning to face him, “but I have to go.”

      “I’m telling you to stay.”

      She gaped at him, blinking twice before finding her voice. “You’re telling me?”

      He had the grace to look embarrassed by his choice of words. “Begging? Whatever the word, I am. Devon, please, don’t get mixed up in that publicity nightmare.”

      “I’m certainly not happy about the circumstances, but he’s still my father. Ted, my mom will need all the support she can get when she finds out about this. And God forbid, but what if Dad doesn’t make it?”

      “You can still be there for her. For them both. Call, video chat, text. But don’t screw up your career and all your hard work by getting linked with that.”

      “I’m already linked,” she said, incredulous at his response. “You know it’s only a matter of time before my name is out there. Dara is stopped all the time by people thinking she’s me. Even if I’m not there, the connection is.”

      Ted wiped a hand roughly over his face. “You would have to have an identical twin. For the love of… What a disaster.”

      “Yes, well, surely you realize my mother is the one suffering the worst? We’re just snow in the avalanche.”

      Ted shook his head, muttered a curse, and stalked across the room, not stopping until he stood toe-to-toe with her.

      “Devon, I know you’re hurting and scared, but this impacts me, too.”

      “I know,” she said softly, regretfully. “I’m sorry. I really am. I know how hard you’ve worked to steer clear of any sort of scandal, but it’s not like I had or have a say in this.”

      “But you do.”

      “I don’t!”

      He ran both hands over his hair in frustration, mussing his otherwise perfect look.

      Ted was a handsome man. A Kennedy-esque golden boy who’d quickly moved up the city’s political tiers. Next stop, state senator. Then on to more—if he kept his golden boy image.

      “This certainly isn’t how I thought tonight would end.”

      “I’m sure it wasn’t the way my father and mother thought things would go for them either,” she said dryly.

      Usually Ted was good-natured. Kind. Smiling. Willing to jump in and help any good cause.

      But now he looked perturbed and annoyed, and there wasn’t much she could do about it without betraying her family in the process. “Ted, instead of avoiding this, why don’t you come with me? Show your support as my… fiancé?” she said, holding up her hand and the stunningly beautiful ring. “I’d love to be able to officially introduce you to my family. We’ve certainly waited long enough. They ask about you in every conversation.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      She hated that their night had been ruined. Hated what she saw happening. Did he regret asking her to marry him? “It’s our anniversary. We just got engaged! Please, come with me. If something happens to my dad… I’d like it if you were there for me.”

      “I want to be there for you, too, Devon. I do, but you know how tricky this could get for me.”

      Ted inhaled and rubbed a hand across his face again, and she watched, waiting for him to decide.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t leave the city right now. There’s just too much going on. You go, and I’ll stay here and do what damage control I can.”

      She crossed her arms over her front and squeezed. As a solution, it was okay, but she couldn’t help but wonder…  “So that’s all we are? Publicity and image?”

      He framed her face with his palms and kissed her forehead before brushing his lips across hers.

      “Of course not. But my calendar is packed with meetings I already rescheduled in order to be with you tonight. Go if you insist,” he said, thumb brushing just under her lip. “But go knowing this could change things for you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Devon, with all the reports of sexual misconduct and story accuracy, networks want their anchors squeaky clean. Your involvement could negatively influence your job prospects.”

      The statement caused her stomach to knot up even more. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “You should.”

      She closed her eyes and squeezed them tight. Why did everything have to be so complicated?

      “My advice to you is to send flowers, call your mom, and stay low until this blows over and you can visit without adding fuel to the fire.”

      She fisted her hands, engagement ring forgotten. “What if I can’t do that?”

      “You can—you just don’t want to.”

      She held up her hand. “What about this?”

      “What about it?”

      “Would you…like it back?”
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        * * *

      

      Oscar Roman watched as his best friend heeded his doctor brother’s advice and avoided the press-crowded emergency room entrance. Michael drove around the hospital and parked, and they hurried toward a side entrance Michael’s twin had told them to use.

      Inside, Oz walked beside his best friend since childhood, their fast strides eating up the distance to the desk that could point them in the right direction.

      The woman behind the desk asked a security guard to take them to a waiting area, and once they arrived, Oz’s gaze fastened on the group of people clustered around Rayna Jo Teeks.

      His heart pinched at the sight. He couldn’t imagine the pain she must be suffering, and yet she didn’t even know the worst of it.

      Oz had been hanging out with Michael and procrastinating on his latest book when Michael’s cousin Dara had texted out an alert to immediately isolate her mother and why.

      Thanks to some quick maneuvering, the woman’s friends had gotten Rayna Jo to the hospital and into a waiting area with no television to try to spare her the salacious details of her husband’s behavior at the time of the accident.

      On the way to the hospital, a local radio station jockey was already reporting the circumstances of Richard Teeks’s accident due to a passerby snapping a photo or two and actually posting them on the internet. The DJ was having a field day cracking jokes, despite the fact a woman had died and Richard Teeks was in critical condition.

      It was bad enough to deal with the news of the accident and her husband’s touch-and-go status, but top it off with an affair and details about the crash?

      Rayna Jo, Dara, and Devon didn’t deserve that.

      “We came as soon as we heard,” Michael said to his aunt.

      Once Michael hugged Rayna Jo and moved out of the way, Oz greeted the woman with a kiss on her soft cheek, noting how much Rayna Jo had aged since he’d last seen her.

      “Thank you for coming,” Rayna Jo whispered, the words choked with tears. “All of you… I appreciate it so much, but there’s no need for everyone to be here and wait with me. I’ll be fine. The girls will arrive soon.”

      “We’re not leaving you,” Mary Elizabeth Shipley said.

      Feeling more than a little awkward and helpless, Oz took a step back to simply observe the Babes.

      The lifelong friends surrounded Rayna Jo with their love and support, their loyalty sweet and sincere.

      Having grown up down the street from Michael and his identical twin brother, Logan, Oz knew the story of how the Babes’ friendships came about.

      During the summers of ’58 and ’59, four of the prominent Carolina Cove neighbors and friends had given birth to baby girls. One a set of twins—Rayna Jo and Adaline.

      The proud mamas had taken the girls for daily strolls in their prams—and the locals had nicknamed the group the Boardwalk Babes—a name used to this day by the five sixty-somethings.

      All in all, the group consisted of the five Babes, who’d had twelve children between them, with Rayna Jo and Adeline each having a set of twins. On top of the second generation, a third had started, with Cheryl Dummit and Mary Elizabeth having grandchildren.

      “The girls will be here soon,” Rayna Jo said again. Comforting herself?

      As though summoned by the statement, the automatic doors of the hospital parted with a whoosh of air, and Oz’s stomach dropped to the floor until he realized the woman walking in wasn’t Devon.

      Dara and Devon were Rayna Jo’s identical twins but as different as night and day despite their physical similarities. They both had the same sandy-blond hair and features, but Dara was typically dressed casually, in comfortable clothing for her long hours behind a screen as a cybersecurity specialist, while Devon sported a more feminine look, her profession requiring her to always be made up and camera ready.

      Dara met Oz’s gaze with one of pity because she no doubt knew what he went through each time he saw her, and he acknowledged her glance with a small nod. Dara’s gaze shifted to the crowd and she rushed to her mother.

      “Hey, Mama. How are you?” Dara asked.

      “Oh, Dara, I’m… How did you get here so quickly?” Rayna Jo asked.

      “One of the perks of being a good employee. My boss let us use the private plane. How’s Dad?” Dara asked with a glance at those gathered.

      “He’s still in surgery,” Adaline said, patting her sister’s hand. “The nurse said it could be several more hours.”

      “I just don’t understand. Your father said he was going to be in Cincinnati two more days,” Rayna Jo said. “Why didn’t he tell me he was home?”

      Oz’s heart broke for the woman, especially in light of the answer to that question.

      The doors whooshed open again, and he knew before he turned who it was. His pulse picked up speed, and he braced himself before shifting his attention to Devon.

      She was as beautiful as always, though looking more tired and stressed than he ever remembered her being. She wore it in the stiff way she moved and her drawn features.

      “Hey, Mama.”

      “Devon, oh, my babies, I’m so glad you’re both here,” Rayna Jo said, tugging her daughters close for a long hug.

      The woman’s sobs filled the waiting area, and it was quite some time before Rayna Jo managed to gather her emotions.

      The waiting game continued another hour, with everyone speaking in whispers and being very careful of what they said in front of Rayna Jo.

      She’d have to be told, but how did one pick a good time to hear such news? Especially while waiting to see if her husband survived surgery.

      “Mrs. Teeks?” a man said.

      Oz looked up and blinked, not expecting to see a Hollywood superstar or the hulking guard at his side, along with a curly-haired woman who also looked vaguely familiar and another woman as well.

      “Oh. Oh, Mr. Beck, I’m so sorry,” Rayna Jo said to the man.

      “Don’t get up,” Oliver Beck said when Rayna Jo began to do just that. “We just wanted to stop in and check on you.”

      “That’s very kind of you. It’s s-so good to see you up and about. You’re okay? Truly?” Rayna Jo asked.

      “I’m fine, ma’am. Just some cuts and bruises, nothing serious,” Oliver said. “Denz, here, took the brunt of it,” he said, indicating the bodyguard. “And he was still able to get out and walk away with the same. Our wives are here to see us home.”

      Oz’s brain finally did some connecting on its own, and he remembered that Beck had married a local woman, a professional matchmaker, no less. He’d seen her picture in the tabloids, on the news, and online, and that’s why she looked so familiar.

      Oz watched as Dara backed up and discreetly moved over to where Oliver’s guard stood. The two began a private conversation, confirming what Michael had told him about how Dara had come to know the intimate details of the accident and was able to alert them in order to protect Rayna Jo.

      Both looked grim when Dara slowly made her way back toward her mom.

      “Mr. Beck, I’m Dara Teeks. Denz told you that I work for Guardian Group?”

      “Yes, he did,” Oliver said. “I’m glad he was able to contact you after the accident,” Oliver said carefully.

      “Me, too. I just wanted to add my apologies and express my relief that you’re okay.”

      Rayna Jo’s eyes filled with tears that trickled down her cheeks. “I-I’m sure my husband will want to apologize the moment he wakes up from surgery. He’s never had an accident before. He’s normally such a good driver.”

      “No worries, ma’am. But I do hope someone will keep me posted on his condition,” he said, glancing at Dara, who nodded.

      “Of course, Mr. Beck.”

      “Please know we’ll be praying for your husband and family, Mrs. Teeks,” Beck’s wife said.

      “Thank you. And I, you,” Rayna Jo said.

      Throughout the exchange, Devon had remained quiet, but as Oliver Beck turned to walk away, he caught sight of her and stopped.

      The man then glanced from Devon to Dara and back to Devon again, and from across the room, Oz could see the man’s brain cranking as he put the pieces together.

      “Devon…from What’s Hot?” Oliver asked.

      Devon looked like she wanted to crawl under the nearby chairs, but instead she moved toward Beck and held out her hand. “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. Beck. We met on the red carpet two years ago after you filmed Moonshadow.”

      “I thought you looked familiar,” he said, tilting his head at Dara. “I didn’t realize you had a twin.”

      “I try to stay out of the spotlight as much as possible,” Dara said with a small smile. “She’s in it enough for both of us.”

      Oliver Beck chuckled at the statement and nodded. “I understand that. Well, I’ll leave you to comfort your mother. Please keep me informed.”

      “Yessir,” Dara said.

      The moment Oliver Beck and the others left the waiting area, everyone kind of looked at each other in astonishment. The night just kept getting weirder and weirder.

      Lights flashed outside the windows, and Oz realized they were camera lights taking photos of Oliver leaving the hospital.

      “Mom, we need to talk to you,” Dara said with a glance at her sister. “About the accident and… Dad.”

      “What about it?” Rayna Jo asked.

      “Dara, dear,” Tessa Gallagher, another of the Babes, said, “why don’t you and Devon go get us all some coffee? Let us Babes handle things here for a bit.”

      Tessa gave Rayna Jo’s daughters a firm nod before she tilted her head toward the door.

      “That’s a good idea. It might be a little easier coming from us than from you, hon,” Mary Elizabeth added.

      “What might be easier? What do you mean?” Rayna Jo asked. “What are you not telling me?”

      Adaline took hold of her sister’s hand and squeezed.

      “It’s all right,” Adaline said to Rayna Jo. To the rest of them, she said, “If you’re not a Babe, go get some coffee. Ray-Ray and I’ll take a mocha on your way back.”

      One by one, those gathered filed out of the room. The Babes’ husbands who were present were the first to bolt as quickly as they could, with Michael catching up with his dad to speak to him. Dara and Devon were next, and Oz brought up the rear.

      “This is not okay,” Dara muttered. “Mom is going to be devastated when she hears the details.”

      “She will be. But her friends and family will help her pick up the pieces,” Oz said softly, watching as Dara glanced over her shoulder toward him while Devon purposely kept her gaze ahead of her. “Just like y’all did for me,” he continued, “when Devon left me at the altar.”
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