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        To anyone who has struggled with anxiety.

        You’re not alone.
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      They’re just friends… until they end up vacationing in a hotel room with only one bed.

      When Lawrence Jennings agreed to participate in a bachelor auction for charity, he didn’t realize it would involve whisking away his date for Christmas in Gstaad, Switzerland. Spending the festive season with a stranger isn’t this silver fox’s idea of a good time, so he asks his friend Corinne—who he’s always secretly admired—to bid on him.

      Corinne Pride loves the idea of a white Christmas so going along with Lawrence’s plan is a no-brainer. That is, until she realizes their hotel room is a couple’s suite, complete with a shared cozy bed and a hot tub. Corinne has been happily single for years, but suddenly, she’s seeing Lawrence in a new light, and he seems to be looking at her differently too.

      Will Corinne and Lawrence take a risk and explore the sparks between them before their luxury vacation is over?

      Click here to get your free copy of All I Want For Christmas:  bookhip.com/LDMVSPT
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      Mikayla Talbot hung up the phone and glared at where her computer monitor sat on the desk of her well-appointed inner-city office. It seemed the computer would be the only company she’d have tonight. She’d had to cancel Friday evening plans with her friends again because her boss, Price Marshall, the chief executive of New Zealand’s most successful hydroelectric company—and in her opinion, the sexiest man alive—had asked her to stay late. It wasn’t the first time she’d had to ditch her friends because of him, but her sacrifices would be worth it when he finally realized he couldn’t live without her. Meanwhile, she’d just be here, doing everything he asked, as hopelessly in love with him as she’d been for the last couple of years.

      She opened the email on her screen and reread Price’s request. The task he’d asked her to do was something he should be doing himself, but he’d said he had an important dinner he couldn’t miss. Perhaps he was meeting with one of the company’s shareholders or the director of the board. And yes, perhaps it should have irked her that he expected her to drop everything for him, but considering she’d made a habit of doing just that ever since she’d been employed as his chief operations officer, she couldn’t blame him. His instructions weren’t particularly clear though. He needed her to follow up with the manager of one of the smaller operations bases, but she didn’t know exactly what needed to be said.

      Standing up, she grabbed a notepad and pen and headed down the corridor to his office. Through the glass wall facing onto the hall, she could see Price sitting at his desk, presumably finishing up for the day. He ran his hand through his dark hair, tousling it in a way that made her stomach flip over. Price was, without a doubt, gorgeous. It used to kill Mikayla to see him date other women, but she’d learned by now that none of them lasted. One day, he’d wake up and see what was right in front of him. After all, he and Mikayla were perfect for each other. He was great at the big picture, while she was a details person. He was all affability and charm, whereas she could be a human bulldozer when the need arose. They complemented each other, and he was too intelligent to overlook that for much longer.

      “Hey, Mik,” he said as she breezed through the door and into the office. A single strand of hair fell across his forehead, tempting her to smooth it back into place. “Did you get my email?”

      “I did.” She flashed a smile at Price. “I just need to clarify something.” She started to round the desk so she could stand at his shoulder and point out the part of the email she was confused about, when he held up a hand to stop her.

      “It can wait for a moment. I have something I need to talk to you about. It’s important.”

      “Um, okay,” she said, caught off-guard. “Is it about your meeting tonight?”

      “Kind of.” He stood up and cupped a hand around her elbow, guiding her around the desk to the chair he kept at the side of the room. “Here. Sit. I prefer talking face-to-face than having you hovering over me.”

      She nodded, pressing her lips together, nerves and excitement churning in her gut. She considered herself an expert on Price Marshall, and he was acting unusually. What was going on?

      He dragged his chair around and angled it so they were facing each other.

      “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately,” he said. “I’m thirty-six. I’m not getting any younger. I’ve prioritized my career for years now, and I don’t regret that, but it’s time to let some light shine on my personal life.”

      Mikayla nodded encouragingly, hope flaring in her heart. This didn’t sound like a work conversation—unless he was quitting, which she doubted. Could it be that he’d finally seen her in the way she’d always wanted him to?

      “I’ve been afraid of committing to a woman because of my work schedule,” he continued. “But I want a wife and family, so I need to stop being scared of messing up and put my heart on the line.”

      A smile spread over her face. “That sounds like a really good idea.”

      His white teeth peeked out from between full lips. “I’m glad you agree. I’ve always valued your opinion.” He leaned closer, and she caught a whiff of expensive cologne. “You’re an incredible woman. Smart, ambitious, determined. I’d like to think we’re friends, of a sort.”

      “Yes, of course.” Friends, colleagues, and hopefully, one day soon, lovers. She barely managed not to bounce on the spot.

      “To that end, I’d like to ask you something really important.”

      Mikayla sat forward, desperate to hear the next words out of his mouth. But then he pulled a small black box from his pocket and flipped the lid open to reveal a dazzling diamond solitaire ring.

      Oh my God.

      He had a ring. A ring. The man of her dreams was sitting in front of her, expression serious, holding out an engagement ring.

      Tears blurred her vision. All her waiting had been worth it. Her dreams were finally coming true.

      Her mouth was dry, and her heart hammered a rapid rhythm. This was a proposal. Price wanted to marry her. She touched a palm to her chest.

      “Mikayla, will you t—”

      “Yes,” she interrupted. “Yes, yes, yes!”

      He chuckled. “I’m glad you’re enthusiastic. I was worried you might be concerned about your job with everything the change may mean in terms of a shift in your duties.”

      “Of course not.” She waved a hand dismissively. “We’ll work that out.”

      “We will?” He looked bemused.

      “Absolutely.” She reached across the space between them and took his free hand in hers. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for such a long time.”

      “Well, good.” A smile curled at the edges of his lips. “I can’t say it’s been the same for me, but I’ve finally gotten there, and I couldn’t be happier.”

      A rogue tear slipped out. Her heart was brimming with joy. She couldn’t wait to finally kiss him. To be held in his strong arms and know how it felt to be his. And sure, proposing like this, out of the blue, wasn’t his usual style, but it felt right.

      “I love you,” she whispered, closing the space between them.

      “Whoa!” He stopped her with a hand to her chest, and a sudden coldness washed over her. “What the hell do you mean, you love me?”

      She shook her head, which suddenly felt foggy. “What do you mean, ‘what do I mean’? Didn’t you just propose?”

      “No.” He cocked his head, his eyes wide. “I’m going to. Later. To Alison. My girlfriend.” He stood up and dragged the chair back behind his desk, not taking his eyes off her, his expression cautious, as though she might attack. “I think we’ve had a miscommunication.”

      “Alison,” she repeated, feeling sick. “But you just….”

      She clapped a hand to her mouth, their conversation racing through her mind. He’d never actually said anything about marrying her. He’d held out the ring and started to ask something, but she hadn’t let him finish. She’d thought it had been self-evident. What if he’d actually been asking for her opinion on the ring? And that reference to her change in duties could be if she had to do more as a result of him spending time at home with Alison.

      Her stomach rolled. She wished the floor would open up and swallow her.

      He’d been trying to tell her of his impending engagement, and she’d jumped the gun and told him she loved him.

      Oh no.

      “I was asking what you thought of the ring.” His voice was tight. “Because I put a lot of stock in your opinion. Why would you think I was proposing to you?”

      She jolted to her feet, her throat so tight, it was nearly impossible to speak. “You wouldn’t be. Of course you wouldn’t. That would be ridiculous.” She tried to rally. She could still save face. “What I meant was….” Her usually razor-sharp mind deserted her, offering up no viable suggestions. Her cheeks flamed. “I, um….”

      “Mik.” Price sounded troubled. “Are you really in love with me?”

      “No. I meant I love you in a platonic sense. You’re, uh, a good boss.”

      Weak, Mikayla. So weak.

      “Because if I’ve done something to lead you on, I—”

      “You haven’t,” she snapped. Oh God, this was mortifying. She’d outed herself. How was she supposed to continue working with him now when it was clear he knew exactly what she’d meant? Price was oblivious, but not stupid. She swallowed past a lump in her throat. Not to mention the fact that all of her patience had been for nothing and she’d have to be around him every day, knowing he was out of reach. A dull pain throbbed in her chest.

      She gathered herself. “I’m sorry for any misunderstanding. I wish you the best for the proposal. It’s a beautiful ring, and she’s a lucky woman.”

      Alison was getting everything Mikayla had always wanted, and she could hardly even summon an image of the woman to her mind from the few times they’d met. She’d dismissed her, as she had all the others, because Price tired of them all eventually. Or so she’d thought.

      “Mikayla….”

      “I’ve got to go. I’m afraid I can’t stay late after all.”

      She turned and bolted from the office. She couldn’t let him see her cry. She made it to the bathroom before breaking down. She sank to the floor, tears streaming down her cheeks, no doubt ruining her perfectly applied makeup. She drew her knees to her chest, not caring if it revealed her underwear because who the hell was going to see? The floor was empty, other than her and Price.

      She buried her face in her knees. How was she supposed to face him again after this?

      “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she muttered to herself. She’d ruined everything.
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        * * *

      

      After taking a taxi home and drinking the better part of a bottle of wine, Mikayla was soaking in her bathtub, pondering her life choices and debating what to do now that she’d spectacularly humiliated herself, when her phone rang. Her immediate inclination was to ignore the call, but it could be a work emergency, and habit won out. She answered.

      “Mikayla Talbot speaking.”

      “Hi, Mikayla.” It was a woman with a soft, cultured accent. “This is Alison.”

      Great. Just great.

      “Are congratulations in order?” she asked, sounding as bitter as she felt.

      “I’m sorry.” Alison’s tone was heavy with pity. “Price told me what happened, and I can’t imagine how difficult that must have been for you.”

      Mikayla grabbed her glass of wine and downed the rest of it. Of course Price had told her. They’d probably laughed over it while they ate dinner. Was Alison calling to warn her to back off?

      “You don’t have to worry about me doing anything inappropriate.” Her words slurred a little at the end, the combination of heat and too much wine interfering with her ability to speak properly.

      Forget inappropriate—she didn’t even know if she’d be able to face him on Monday.

      “I’m not worried about that. I wanted to check and see how you are. Price can be so clueless. I could see you cared about him the first time we met, so I know it must have hit you hard.”

      Mikayla sniffed, experiencing a fresh wave of embarrassment. How much of a fool had she made of herself over Price? Did everyone know she loved him? And was Alison really calling to make sure she was okay, or was this an underhanded way of gloating?

      “I’m an idiot,” she said bluntly. “But I’m not going to hurt myself or do something stupid. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Yes, but….”

      “But what?”

      The other woman hesitated, as if figuring out how best to phrase what she wanted to say.

      “What?” Mikayla insisted with the silence dragged out.

      A sigh came down the line. “So, I was thinking—and I could be overstepping here—but you must be dreading going back into the office.”

      Mikayla frowned. Where was she going with this?

      “Maybe you should tell Price you need a break.” Alison had lowered her voice. “You have a heap of leave owed, right?”

      “Yeah.” She never took time off because she hated to leave Price in the lurch. He needed her. She’d been so stupid. Letting a man dictate her decisions in the hopes he would one day fall for her. She’d been certain they were good for each other, and she was used to being right. This time, she’d been so, so wrong.

      “Why don’t you take advantage of that? My aunt has a holiday home by the beach in Haven Bay. She only uses it once or twice a year, and I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if you went to stay there for a while. You could use the time to do some thinking.”

      Mikayla jerked in surprise. Haven Bay was where her twin sister, Megan, lived. Megan adored the place, and the couple of times Mikayla had visited, she’d liked it too. It was quiet. Relaxed. Not her usual scene, but maybe that was the point.

      It was a tempting offer. Especially when, for the first time ever, she was uncertain about what step to take next for both her career and her personal life. She couldn’t believe Alison was willing to do this for her. But then, if she were Alison, she might also want the woman who was in love with her fiancée to leave town. Her motives might not be completely altruistic. Some part of her wanted Mikayla gone. But that actually comforted her, because it made sense, and it wasn’t as though she wanted to see Price on Monday morning.

      “What do you think?” Alison prompted.

      Mikayla pressed her lips together. In general, she prided herself on not making rash decisions, and this was the epitome of that. But didn’t she deserve to give herself a little leeway? The man she loved was engaged to someone else. She might have to leave her job if she couldn’t bring herself to face him every day. Perhaps the fact Alison’s aunt’s beach house was in Haven Bay of all places was a sign she should go.

      She considered her options.

      One, leave the city to wallow in peace somewhere she’d have access to her sister’s wonderfully comforting hugs if needed.

      Two, suck up her feelings and continue on as though nothing had changed while being confronted daily by the sight of her dreams for the future crashing down around her.

      There really was no competition.

      “I’ll do it,” she said. “Thank you.”

      “No problem. Just make sure you pop over next door to say hi to Mr. Gray while you’re there. He’s a bit of a recluse, and my aunt worries about him.”

      “No problem.” She could check on as many old men as needed if it meant a few days—or weeks—of escape. If she recalled correctly, she had several months of leave saved up. Price would be reluctant to approve it all at once, but after a bit of cajoling, she was certain he’d at least agree to some of it.

      “Would you like me to speak to him for you?” Alison asked.

      “No.” Mikayla straightened. That would be a step too far. She was a capable woman. She could do this. “He owes me a lot of favors. I guess it’s time to collect them.”
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      Anderson Gray was sitting at his desk in the bedroom he’d converted into a private office when the purr of a vehicle engine indicated someone had arrived next door. Frowning, he went to the window and drew the curtain back so he could look across his unfenced backyard and into the neighbor’s. Marjorie Chapman usually only visited her holiday home at Christmas or on long weekends. Occasionally, she loaned the place to family, but he hadn’t been expecting anyone. He checked out the car. He couldn’t see the license plate from here— despite his unobstructed view of the road, the car was too far away to make out details. It was silver, though, and looked like a hybrid. Definitely a city car.

      The driver’s door swung open, and the top of a brown head of hair appeared above the roof of the car. The woman must be short, because the car almost completely concealed her. Her head bobbed along the length of the vehicle, then the trunk popped open. He could see more of her now—enough to know his assessment had been correct. He’d guess she wasn’t much more than five feet. A ponytail trailed down her back, and she wore yoga pants and a baggy sweater. A pair of sunglasses masked her face—not that he’d be able to tell much about her from here anyway. She lifted a suitcase out of the trunk and dumped it on the ground, then slammed the door more forcefully than necessary.

      Huh.

      He cocked his head, watching as she stomped up the path to the cottage next door. She definitely wasn’t one of Marjorie’s relatives, and if his guess was correct, she was angry as hell. Not the usual reaction of someone arriving in the bay for a vacation. So if she wasn’t there to enjoy the beach and sun, then why had she come?

      A sense of unease slithered down his spine. Years of dodging overzealous fans and paparazzi had made Gray wary of people he didn’t know—which was most people around here. He didn’t trust the appearance of a young woman next door. Letting the curtain fall shut, he grabbed his phone from the desk and called one of the few locals he was on speaking terms with.

      “Hello?” Charity St. John answered, almost immediately.

      “Hi,” he said. “Have you heard anything about someone coming to stay at Marjorie Chapman’s cottage?”

      “The place beside yours?” she asked.

      “Yeah. A woman just arrived. Small, dark hair. Looked like she wanted to kick a few puppies.”

      Charity snickered. “You have such a way with words.”

      Despite the anxiety bubbling in his stomach, he smiled. “That’s why I have more money than I’ll ever need.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She sounded dismissive.

      He loved the fact that Charity didn’t give a shit who he was. She didn’t pry, and she treated him the same way she did everyone else. A novelty, given his past, and the fact that half the world seemed to know what had happened to him and had opinions on it.

      “I haven’t heard anything about that place specifically, but I know Megan’s sister is coming to stay somewhere nearby, and she fits that description.”

      Megan Talbot was Charity’s sister’s business partner. Despite the fact Gray hadn’t gone into town in years, he was starting to learn the local personalities through the stories Charity shared with him.

      “What’s her name?” he asked.

      “Mikayla.”

      “Mikayla,” he repeated, glad to have something concrete to focus on. “Would you be able to check and let me know if it’s her?”

      “You could ask her yourself,” Charity reminded him.

      “I could,” he replied, but they both knew he wouldn’t

      “Fine.” She sighed. “I’ll get back to you.”

      “Thanks, Char. Talk later?”

      “You got it.”

      They said their goodbyes and hung up. Gray stretched, left the office, and headed down the hall to the open-plan living room and kitchen. He gazed longingly through the living room window and out over the beach. Scattered trees blocked him from having a clear view, but he could still see the blue of the ocean stretching into the horizon. He imagined how the sun would feel on his skin. It was only spring, but the seasons were mild here, and the temperature was pleasant. He closed his eyes and thought about how soft the sand would feel beneath his bare feet. Heaviness weighed on his chest. He longed to wander into the outside air.

      Gathering his courage, he walked to the door that separated the deck from his living area and wrapped his fingers around the handle. Insides quivering, he firmed his grip. He forced himself to take long, deep breaths so he wouldn’t pass out. Then, ever so slowly, he unbolted the lock. The click of the latch seemed amplified a thousand times over to his sensitive ears. A pulse thumped too loudly in his head. There was a bitter taste in his mouth as he urged his fingers to turn the handle. Just an inch. Just one fucking inch.

      But he couldn’t make himself do it.

      Instead, he turned around and went back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Mikayla finished the coffee she’d made as soon as she arrived and looked around the interior of the living room. It was a nice place with a simple layout. The main room faced the beach, with a kitchen attached, and the bathroom, laundry, and two bedrooms came off the hall. She’d already unpacked, and she didn’t know what to do next. It had been years since she’d taken more than a few days off, and it showed. She was officially incapable of relaxing.

      She rinsed the coffee mug in the kitchen sink and left it to dry on the counter, then returned to the living room. She flopped onto the sofa and picked up the book she’d bought on impulse at the Auckland airport. It was a thriller. She didn’t know whether that was her preferred genre because she didn’t read much. She didn’t usually have the time, unless the item to be read was a business report. Nevertheless, she opened it to the first page and started.

      Five minutes later, she set the book down. She couldn’t focus on the words because her mind kept wandering to Price and the fact that she’d missed so many cues before opening her mouth and blurting out that she loved him. She buried her face in her hands and groaned. How had she honestly thought he was proposing when they hadn’t even been on a date, much less kissed?

      She’d been delusional. Not only that, but she’d put her personal life on hold for a man for years, only to realize now that it had been for nothing.

      So stupid.

      But it wouldn’t do her any good to dwell on her failure or Price and Alison’s relationship. He knew how she felt, and he was going to marry Alison. The sooner Mikayla accepted that, the better.

      If only it were that easy.

      She got up. She needed to distract herself. Perhaps she’d introduce herself to the neighbor, as Alison had requested. She’d already worked out which house Mr. Gray must live in because when she’d picked up the key, Alison had told her it was the bigger of the two adjoining homes. The one to the left was small and set away from the road, whereas the one to the right could more accurately be described as a small mansion. Based on the architecture, the building must originally date to the early 1900s, but more modern additions had doubled its size. A couple of its windows faced the cottage, and she could have sworn she’d seen the curtains move earlier, as though someone had been watching.

      She tugged on her sweater to combat the breeze outside and picked up her purse, then paused. She must look a mess. She detoured past the bathroom to check her reflection, and sure enough, she could be mistaken for a zombie. A couple of days of crying would do that to a woman.

      Using the makeup she’d arranged neatly on the vanity, she fixed herself up, applying a nude lipstick and enough concealer to mask the dark shadows under her eyes. A little blush put color back in her cheeks. She grimaced, knowing it was the best she’d manage, and left before she changed her mind. She slipped on a pair of black boots with a kitten heel and let herself out. The breeze stirred her hair as she made her way across the patchy lawn to Mr. Gray’s door. She knocked and waited. A long moment passed without a response, so she knocked again.

      “I’m coming!” The voice sounded annoyed, and, if she wasn’t mistaken, American. She frowned. Alison hadn’t mentioned that. But perhaps she’d thought it wasn’t important. Footsteps thundered toward her, and then a face appeared in the small window beside the door. “What do you want?”

      Holy crap.

      Mikayla’s mouth fell open. “Are you Mr. Gray?”

      “It’s just Gray,” the man drawled, visibly annoyed by the intrusion. “What are you doing here?”

      “Um.” Her brain malfunctioned. She’d been expecting an elderly gentleman—perhaps a moody one, based on Alison’s comment about him being a recluse—but she’d been very wrong. The man scowling through the glass at her had a few silvers in his mass of dark, unkempt hair, but he was definitely not old and frail. His shoulders were broad, his eyes a gorgeous shade of honey brown, and she’d guess his age at around forty. Gray was sexy, in a rugged way. He was nothing like the men she was usually attracted to. Nothing like Price.

      “I’m Mikayla Talbot. I’m staying next door. I thought I’d come and say hi.”

      He nodded. “Okay, you’ve introduced yourself. Now leave me alone.”

      With that, he shut the door in her face.

      Mikayla gaped. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had been so blatantly rude to her. But fine, if that was what he wanted, she’d leave him alone. She’d discharged her duty by checking on him. She didn’t think anybody could expect more from her given his terrible attitude. She spun around and marched off his property, throwing one last look over her shoulder in time to see the curtains twitch. She rolled her eyes. Gray might not want to talk to her, but he wasn’t disinterested.

      Checking the time on her phone, she saw it was past noon. Perhaps she’d walk into town to find something to eat. With how long it would take her to get there and back, she considered driving but decided that the longer it took, the better. She didn’t need to end up alone in the cottage with nothing but her thoughts for company. Paying close attention to the world around her, she started along the pavement.

      The houses were sparse out here, and Gray’s seemed to be the last one on this road. She could hear birds in the row of trees opposite and was grateful to have something to listen to other than the self-recriminations circulating on repeat in her mind. It took close to forty minutes for her to reach the beachside pavilion where The Shack was located. She let herself into the ice cream parlor, noting the quirky green-and-pink decor. Three teenaged girls lingered by the cupcake display, perusing the options.

      “Hello, gorgeous,” Faith the redheaded ice cream maker said as she made her way around the cabinets and hauled Mikayla into a hug. Mikayla squeaked, surprised by the contact. She wasn’t generally a touchy-feely person, and she’d forgotten that Faith was all-in on displays of affection.

      “Your sister is in the back,” Faith said, smiling from behind a pair of retro glasses. Her eyeliner flicked up at the corners, and combined with her polka dot dress, she looked like a vintage pin-up girl. “Let me get her.”

      “Thanks.” Mikayla stepped back, having forgotten how loud Faith could be. She was lovely, but she didn’t have much of an inside voice. “Busy day?”

      “We’re definitely getting into tourist season,” Faith said. “It quiets down every winter, but give it another couple of weeks and there’ll be a line out the door.”

      Mikayla didn’t doubt it. The Shack may be small, but it was popular among the tourists who flocked to Haven Bay to enjoy the beaches and beautiful weather.

      Faith disappeared through a door that led to the kitchen, and a moment later, Megan appeared with Faith close behind her. Faith greeted the teenaged girls, who’d approached the counter, and Megan beamed at Mikayla.

      “It’s so good to see you,” Megan cried. Like Faith, she drew Mikayla into a hug, but this one was gentle and over quickly. Being in Haven Bay had helped Megan’s confidence, but she still wasn’t an overly demonstrative person. She was taller and sweeter than Mikayla, with lighter colored hair. When people met the sisters together, they instinctively liked Megan, but Mikayla was more of an acquired taste.

      “I’m really glad you came,” Megan said. “You’re overdue for a break. It’s been years since you took any time away.”

      Mikayla fought not to cringe. She hadn’t told her sister the full reason for her visit yet. She hadn’t wanted to get into it over the phone, and she’d rather not do it here either, so that conversation would have to wait. It had occurred to her that both she and Megan had run away to Haven Bay—Megan to escape an abusive ex and Mikayla to outrun her heartbreak and humiliation as well as gain some much-needed perspective. Unfortunately, that thought led her to recall the fact she’d not only misread Price, but also Megan, since she hadn’t had any idea her sister had been suffering so badly. Perhaps she wasn’t as clued up as she liked to think.

      “It's nice to get away for a bit,” she agreed, pushing those thoughts to the back of her mind. “And the cottage I'm staying in is lovely.”

      Megan laughed. “You're already bored, aren't you?”

      “Yeah,” Mikayla admitted. “Maybe a little. I think I've become one of those people who don't know how to relax. I need a vacation project. Oh, hey.” She suddenly remembered that her sister would probably be able to help her make sense of the man next door. “I introduced myself to the neighbor before I came over here. He shut the door in my face. Should I be offended, or is he like that with everyone?”

      Megan frowned. “Remind me where you're staying.”

      Mikayla gave her the address.

      “Yeah, don't worry about that. Anderson Gray scares everyone away. We never see him around town, and no one ever visits him, as far as I know. Well, no one other than Faith’s sister, Charity. He doesn't seem to be interested in making friends.”

      “Yet he'll spend time with Charity?” Mikayla asked.

      Megan shrugged. “I guess they’re kindred spirits or something. I’m not surprised he’s cautious considering the way people talk about him. You’d think after being away from Hollywood for so long, people would stop treating him strangely, but I guess not.”

      “Wait, Hollywood?”

      Megan’s eyes widened. “You didn’t recognize him?”

      “No.” Mikayla tried to picture him in her mind. “Should I have?”

      “He used to star in a bunch of romantic comedies.” Megan’s tone said Mikayla was an idiot. “He’s famous. Rich too. Come on, you must have seen him in something.”

      Mikayla lifted one shoulder and let it fall. She’d never been one to watch many movies. They required too much time sitting still and she preferred to be active. “Guess not.”

      “Wow.” Megan’s forehead creased in disbelief. “Well, he probably thinks you do. That might be part of why he was rude.”

      “I suppose so.” Being on the receiving end of paparazzi and social climbers would probably make anyone standoffish. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll keep that in mind in case I see him again.”

      “Good.” Megan nodded toward the display cabinet. “Can I get you an ice cream or a cupcake?”

      Mikayla’s stomach rumbled right on cue. “An ice cream would be great, thanks.”

      She headed over to the case and scanned the options. “I’ll get the hazelnut and salted caramel.”

      Megan put ice cream into a cone, then handed it to Mikayla. “Here you go. My treat.”

      “Thanks so much.” Mikayla tasted the ice cream. It was amazing. “Faith is a genius.”

      “She knows,” Megan said wryly.

      Mikayla smirked. She thought Faith was exactly as confident as she ought to be given her crazy skills in the kitchen. “Is there anything else you can tell me about Gray?” Her curiosity had been piqued.

      Megan pressed her lips together. It looked like she was debating whether to answer. “I think he’s had some trouble in the past. I get the impression something bad happened to him, but I’ve never looked into it. He doesn't like people up in his business, and I respect that.”

      Mikayla wished she could be as blasé as her sister. Unfortunately, Megan had just dangled a mystery over her head, and to Mikayla’s overactive brain, that was pure temptation.
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      The first thing Gray did after Mikayla Talbot left was to look her up and make sure she was who she said she was. In his experience, you couldn’t be too careful. Within a couple of minutes, he’d confirmed that Mikayla Talbot had an operations management role at a hydroelectric company in Auckland. That meant she wasn’t a journalist or a photographer. He exited the search bar, feeling a twinge of guilt at the way he’d run her off. He didn’t like playing the big, bad wolf, but he’d found things were generally easier that way. Although he’d let Charity in, and that had gone well. Perhaps he needed to reassess.

      He hadn’t been attracted to Charity though, and that made a difference. He’d recognized she was a good-looking woman, but he hadn’t felt the same gut punch of attraction he had when he’d looked down at Mikayla Talbot’s delicate features and stubborn chin. Gray had been around a lot of beautiful women in his time. Some he’d wanted, and some he hadn’t. He’d learned that it came down to chemistry—although that hint of vulnerability he’d seen when she arrived might have played a part. Charity had always been prickly, whereas Mikayla gave the impression she was going through something, and part of him wanted to know what. He’d always been a sucker for women in need.

      Gray pushed up out of his computer chair and paced to the kitchen. He pulled cleaning solution and cloths from the cupboard beneath the sink and carried them to the oven. He’d scrubbed it recently, but when he was stressed, he cleaned—regardless of whether cleaning was actually required. He rolled up his sleeves and got to work.

      When he finished, he returned to his office and opened the script he’d been working on. Since he’d quit acting, he’d taken up screenwriting instead. Having been the lead in more romantic comedy films than he cared to think about, the beats and quirky humor came to him easily. Or at least, they usually did. But this particular one, which was about a woman who’d sworn off love, was testing the boundaries of his creative thinking.

      He glanced at the clock next to his computer to see what time it was in Los Angeles. It would be early evening but hopefully late enough that his friend and former costar, Kennedy Carter, would be home and willing to answer the phone. He found her number and hit Call.

      “Hey.” Kennedy sounded distracted. “Give me two seconds. Blair dropped by, and I need to see him out.”

      “I can call back later if you need,” Gray offered. Blair was Kennedy’s younger brother. She’d been appointed guardian of her siblings when she was only nineteen, so he knew she felt like more of a mother than a sister to them at times.

      “No, it’s fine. He was already on his way to the door. Be back in a moment.” There was a clang as she set the phone down on a hard surface, then a few minutes of silence until she returned, out of breath. “Thanks for waiting.”

      “No problem. How’s Blair doing? And the others?”

      “Blair is good. He’s getting more gigs and his agent is talking to a record company about a possible deal.”

      “That’s great.” Blair was an aspiring rock star, but he didn’t want to ride the coattails of his sister’s success. While Kennedy was proud of him, Gray knew his attitude sometimes frustrated her.

      “I know. He’s really excited about it.”

      “So he should be.” Making it as a musician was hard. “What about Mina, Jamie, and Joel?”

      “Mina is halfway through her degree, and the twins are living it up at the Kappa Lamba Mu frat house. As long as they pass, I’m not too concerned about their grades. Their future probably isn’t in academia.”

      Gray chuckled. No, it wasn’t. Jamie and Joel were dynamos on the ice, but he couldn’t imagine either of them settling into a nine-to-five job. It was more likely they’d get drafted into the NHL or go into coaching—provided they didn’t get into trouble for doing something stupid first. The kids had big hearts, but they didn’t always think ahead.

      “You didn’t call me to talk about them,” Kennedy said, reading into his silence. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m still stuck on the story.”

      He heard muffled noises, presumably made as she moved around the house. Kennedy had a big place in Bel Air, near where Gray used to live.

      “The same one?” she asked, knowing the basic outline from their previous conversations. He liked bouncing ideas off her, since he usually imagined her playing the role of his heroines.

      “Yeah. I just can’t seem to get anywhere. The heroine has sworn off love, yet she’s supposed to change her mind when the perfect guy keeps turning up in strange and hilarious ways, but when I try to write it, she just keeps rebuffing him.”

      “Hmm. Maybe she’s not the right heroine for the story? Is it too late to swap her out for someone who might go along with your plan more easily?”

      He made a face even though she couldn’t see him. “It’d be a pain in the ass.”

      “Suck it up, buttercup.” Her tone was teasing, but he knew she had a point. If his characters wouldn’t cooperate, then either the story needed to change or they did. In this case, he’d already captured a lot of interest in the concept, so it would be easier to change the heroine. He just didn’t want to. “What else is new with you?”

      “Not much.” He looked around the office where he spent 80 percent of his time. “You know me better than that, Kenz. The only unexpected thing to happen today is that a woman turned up to stay next door and came over to introduce herself.”

      “Oh?” She tried to sound disinterested, but it didn’t work. “Was she nice?”

      “I don’t know. She only said a couple of sentences before I’d had enough.”

      “Gray.” She sighed. “Did you even try?”

      “Uh….”

      “That’s what I thought.” She was quiet for a moment, then added, “It wouldn’t be the worst thing for you to make another friend. I worry about you on your own over there.”

      “I like being on my own.” It was mostly the truth. The solitary lifestyle he led was preferable to being under scrutiny the way he had been during the peak of his acting career, but he did get lonely.

      “Wouldn’t it be nice to have someone to spend time with?” she asked.

      “I have Charity.”

      “Exactly! Look how well that worked out. Think about what could happen if you tried again.”

      She had a point, but Charity was the exception. His new friend had a dirty past of her own, so she understood him, and she didn’t push. “I’ve been fine for years without any local friends.”

      He could picture Kennedy’s expression of disagreement perfectly. She knew he hadn’t been fine. She’d visited a couple of times and tried to convince him to leave the house, but she hadn’t succeeded.

      “Have you talked to Dr. Friedman about your neighbor?” she asked.

      “No, but she only arrived this morning.” Not to mention the fact he knew what Dr. Friedman would say. He just didn’t want to hear it.
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      Mikayla fought the urge to do a web search for Anderson Gray until she’d returned to the cottage after dinner with Megan and her boyfriend, Tione. She wasn’t proud of the fact that she gave in to temptation, but curiosity was her biggest weakness. She was incapable of leaving things alone.

      The first articles to appear were telling. There were several online tabloid magazines with headlines such as ‘Where is he now?’. She scrolled through a few and shook her head, amazed that no one had actually tracked him down to the tiny town of Haven Bay. It wasn’t as though his presence here was a secret. The way Megan talked about him made it clear that the locals knew who he was. And yet, despite the fact that nobody seemed to like him, they hadn’t gone running to the press. The inhabitants of the bay protected their own, and that included grumpy, reclusive Gray.

      She returned to the search page and dug deeper. What she found made her heart ache. She’d expected photographs of him on the red carpet and perhaps the usual celebrity gossip, but instead she uncovered reports of a tragic accident. Six years ago, his gorgeous house in Bel Air had burned down. He’d been inside it but escaped with minor injuries. His housekeeper hadn’t been so lucky. She’d died in the blaze.

      Mikayla raised a hand to her mouth. That poor man. The article she was reading didn’t seem to know what had started the fire, but Gray had apparently dropped off the grid a few months later, and she couldn’t help thinking he probably held himself responsible for his housekeeper’s death. Perhaps that was why he’d abandoned Hollywood and flown to the bottom of the world, away from his friends and family. Perhaps his life here was some form of penance. The possibility made her sad. Nobody deserved that.

      Gray must be lonely. She wondered if memories of the fire haunted him. Going through something like that…. She couldn’t even imagine how terrifying it must have been. She exited out of the tab on her phone, ashamed of herself for intruding on what should have been a private pain but instead had been publicized globally. No more digging. If she learned anything else about Gray’s past, it would have to come from him directly. Megan was right. She shouldn’t have been nosy. But maybe she could befriend him. She didn’t have many friends because work interfered with her personal life, so she could use one, and it seemed like Gray could too.

      Mikayla nodded to herself. It was decided. First thing tomorrow, she’d visit him and try again.

      She tossed her phone onto the sofa and headed for the bathroom. She wasn’t winning at this relaxation thing so far, but she’d seen a lovely tub. Perhaps that and a glass of wine would be just what she needed.
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      Gray gave up on trying to sleep at 4 a.m. on Monday morning and lumbered into his office. He slumped into the chair. If he couldn’t sleep, he may as well fix the damn script. He’d already renamed his heroine, but a name change hadn’t made her personality go away. He needed to enact wholesale changes to get where he wanted to go, but first, he needed to better understand his new heroine. He spent a few hours unearthing her history, figuring out what made her tick, and doing his best to ensure he wasn’t setting himself up for another episode of writer’s block.

      Outside, the darkness gradually gave way to light. A little after seven, he pulled the curtain back and took a moment to appreciate the golden glow cast by the rising sun. He went into the kitchen to refill his coffee mug and was passing the bathroom when he caught sight of himself in the mirror. Wincing, he moved closer for a better look.

      Damn, the situation was dire. His eyes were more sunken than usual from tiredness and the lines of his face were etched deeper than they ought to be. When he was still in Los Angeles, his assistant would have had a panic attack if she’d seen him like this. Then she’d have arranged appointments with a cosmetologist, dermatologist, and possibly a plastic surgeon. He leaned over to study the crow’s feet. Yeah, definitely a plastic surgeon. And to think, once upon a time, he’d been voted one of the sexiest men in Hollywood.

      Tearing his gaze away from the haggard face in the mirror, he took himself back to the office, refusing to dwell on could-have-beens.

      A couple of hours later, a knock on the front door disturbed him. He stretched, his back cracking as he worked the kinks out of it. He wasn’t expecting anyone. Charity usually called before she turned up, and Daniel, the kid who brought his groceries, came on Saturdays. He considered ignoring the knock, but curiosity got the better of him. He was due for a break anyway.

      He headed to the door and looked through the small window beside it. He’d had a window added when he realized how much it stressed him to have to answer the door without knowing who was on the other side. Sometimes he couldn’t even bring himself to open the door when he knew who it was.

      Mikayla, the pretty brunette from next door, smiled back at him through the glass.

      “Good morning, Gray,” she said, and he liked the fact she remembered what he preferred to be called. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      There was something different about her this morning. Yesterday, she’d seemed almost fragile. It had made him feel guilty for dismissing her so abruptly. Today, there was a determined tilt to her chin, and she looked like nothing could rock her. Perhaps she’d been having a bad day and had now recovered. He recalled her expression when she’d first arrived and could easily believe that.

      “Was I not clear that I don’t want company?” he asked with a grudging sense that he wouldn’t be lucky enough to scare her off today.

      Her lips quirked up. “You can’t chase me away with your grumpiness, so don’t even try.” She drummed her fingers against her thighs, which were encased in a tight pencil skirt. A lick of heat made his heart beat faster. He was grateful for the attraction because it distracted him from the fact that he was standing in his doorway, near to the exit, speaking to someone he didn’t know—a situation that would usually have his insides crawling with panic. “We’re going for breakfast at Cafe Oasis,” she continued, unperturbed by his lack of response. “I hear they do an excellent spread.”

      She was inviting him out for breakfast?

      Sweat beaded at the back of his neck. He couldn’t go. Even the thought of it made his knees weak. But he couldn’t admit that to her either. She looked like a woman who had her shit together—he must have imagined the vulnerability he thought he’d seen yesterday. He couldn’t let on what a mess he was.

      “I’m working,” he snapped, angry at himself for the way her eyelashes fluttered as though he’d startled her. “I don’t have time to go anywhere.”

      Her fingers sped up their drumming on her thigh. “What do you do?”

      “I’m a screenwriter.”

      Her eyes widened. “So, you write TV shows or movies?”

      “Films,” he admitted, not sure why he was engaging in this conversation. He should back away from the door. Staying here was only encouraging her. The thing was, he didn’t want to be alone. She was a welcome respite from the silent world he usually inhabited. “Romantic comedies, mostly.”

      “That must be fun.”

      “It has its moments.”

      When he didn’t say anything more, she backed away and gave him a little wave. “Good luck with your writing, Gray.”

      Then she left, and he tried to pretend he wasn’t disappointed.

      Instead of going to his office, he used the gym he’d had installed when he moved in. It came equipped with everything he could possibly want: a treadmill, weights, a stationary cycle, an elliptical, bars for body weight exercises, a small climbing wall, a full-length mirror to check technique, and a massive TV. It was his favorite room in the house. When he was pushing himself to his physical limits, he didn’t have the mental energy to think, so his mind was blissfully empty.

      He got onto the treadmill and started it on a low setting. He’d always been a gym-goer because he’d had to keep in shape for his roles, but he’d never loved it the way he did now. It had been a means to an end but became his salvation.

      Once his muscles were warm, he cranked up the speed and broke into a jog, then a run. He’d been going for twenty minutes when someone banged on his door. He stopped the treadmill, mopped his face on a towel, and jogged down the hall. There, standing on his front porch, was Mikayla. Again. She held up a paper bag.

      “I brought breakfast.” She grinned. “You can’t possibly be too busy to take five minutes to stop and eat with someone who bought you a meal, can you?”
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