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      I remember the first time I saw him. I was channel surfing, sitting in front of the TV on my parents’ brown shag rug because the remote’s batteries were dead.

      I flipped past the summer Olympics and was already two channels away when his image seeped into my brain, unleashing a maelstrom of teenage hormones.

      My fingers punched the remote fiercely till I found him again—short blonde hair and glacier-blue eyes. He shot the camera a smile before wrapping those sumptuous lips around a water bottle and chugging it, readying himself for the next match.

      I had never been into men’s freestyle wrestling. But for that half-hour of the broadcast I was addicted, watching his muscles flex and tighten as he struggled on the mats with another competitor. I’m not even sure what country the other guy was from. Did it matter?

      Dylan Sheridan took home a silver that day, something I never thought twice about until six months later when I saw his first shaving ad from America’s second largest razor manufacturer with the tagline: “Never overlook the guy in second place.”

      I secretly cut those ads out of magazines when I found them, and they fueled my fantasies for longer than I care to admit.

      All the way up until about thirty seconds ago.

      “I’m the irresponsible one,” he says, reaching out his hand to me. He’s in a tux that fits his broad frame meticulously, and I’m sure it’s not a rental. Not in his family, it isn’t.

      “Dylan,” I reply, taking his hand.

      He laughs and I can smell the top shelf whiskey on his breath. “You’re named Dylan, too?”

      He is drunk off his ass (his remarkably fit ass, I might add).

      “No. I’m Cass. I’m a friend of Allie’s.”

      “Well, I guessed that from the bridesmaid dress you’re almost wearing.”

      My brow furrows, glancing down at the strapless gown that I had to use a full paycheck to purchase. It’s pretty conservative, barely showing any cleavage and extending all the way down to my ankles for Allie’s formal wedding. But seeing as this guy is clearly three sheets to the wind as we approach the final hour of the reception, I’m pretty sure he is seeing something completely different from what my eyes are seeing.

      “Um, okay. Well, it was nice to meet you, Dylan.”

      He sits down next to me just as I start to stand. “So what do you do, Cath?”

      “Cass,” I correct him, raising my voice over the live band playing their own renditions of Etta James’ classics. “It’s short for Cassidy. And I’m a model.”

      He laughs—actually laughs. “So you want to be a model?”

      I narrow my eyes. “I am a model.” I’ve paid my bills, or at least a good chunk of them, for the past six years doing catalog modeling and a commercial or two. It isn’t the fame and fortune I had planned when I left my hometown to move to New York City, but I’ll be damned if I’ll let him minimize what I’ve accomplished.

      He laughs again, and even drunk, the sound of it is low and sexy. If I can just block out the words he’s saying, I might still find him as attractive as I once did.

      But then he opens his mouth…

      “Models will do anything to get ahead. I know,” he says with some authority, even though he’s slurring his speech. “They’re always trying to sleep with me to get their faces in the press or their hands on my money. So damn tiring.”

      “But I’m sure you sleep with them anyway.”

      He shrugs. “I’m the irresponsible one, remember? Logan is the patriot, you know—the freaking Navy SEAL—”

      “Former SEAL,” I correct. “I know. I’m at his wedding, remember?”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” he responds too thoughtfully, as though I had just said something shocking. “But once a SEAL, always a SEAL, you know? There’s no competing with that. Then there’s Ryan…”

      My eyes follow his to the tall, handsome man at another table, having a conversation that looks more like a board meeting than anything else. He’s hotter than hell, but I swear he barely smiles. Even though my friend Kim is happily engaged to him and is utterly in love with the guy, he still kind of scares the crap out of me when he gets that all-business, I’m gonna buy you, chop you up, and sell your parts for profit look on his face.

      “Ryan’s the dependable one. Took over our family business. Head of my family’s multi-billion dollar housing development company, JLS Heartland. Never makes a mistake. Never fails.”

      He leans back, his eyes almost meeting mine. I think he sees two of me right now and is looking somewhere in the middle.

      “And then there’s me. The loose cannon. I’m just riding their coattails, so if I can get a piece of ass from a few dumb models who want to use me, who am I to complain?”

      My eyes widen and my mouth drops about an inch. I almost feel sorry for the guy. If it weren’t for the dumb model proclamation that hangs between us, I’d be tempted to remind him that he’s an Olympic medalist and owns a successful chain of gyms he started with the money he made off of his endorsements. I read that in a People magazine article. That’s pretty accomplished in my book.

      But of course, I’m just a dumb model.

      I stand, extending my hand and giving his a firm shake. “Well, Dylan, I better be going or I’ll be the next dumb model to fall for your abundant charisma.” I walk away, flagging down a waiter and asking him to deliver some strong coffee and a glass of water to the hot Olympian who is going to have a major headache tomorrow.

      My blood is boiling, and not even because my career choice has been attacked, and my intelligence questioned.

      It’s because the reality of Dylan Sheridan just ruined my favorite fantasy.
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      Just shoot me now. Please.

      I stand adorned in my forty-pound gown of satin, taffeta, and crinoline, hoping the Earth might take pity on me and swallow me whole. I would feign illness—I’m feeling pretty sick now, anyway—but there’s a mile-long line of whining kids waiting to meet me and I need this job.

      Brenna Tucker is standing ten feet away from me, her grinning, capped teeth smiling behind her iPhone as she snaps a photo of me with her adorable and perfectly dressed daughter. The same Brenna Tucker who was senior class homecoming queen, class gossip, and reigning bitch extraordinaire.

      Please don’t recognize me, I silently will her.

      How could she? I’m dressed as a freaking princess with my sparkly, thick makeup and false eyelashes, and standing in Buckeye Land, Ohio’s second rate Disneyworld knock-off.

      It’s not like Brenna Tucker was even part of my crowd in high school (not that I even had a crowd). So luck should be on my side. And if I’m very lucky, she might not remember how I announced to every living person who would listen in that school that I was going to ditch my backward hometown and become the next supermodel in New York City.

      Looking back, I shouldn’t have been so vocal about it. But I thought success was a sure thing.

      I flash another saccharine smile at our amusement park photographer so that Brenna and her mini-me, who together look like a Hanna Andersson ad with their matching flower-print outfits, can buy the photo on T-shirts and other official Buckeye Land merchandise.

      As I send her kiddo on her way toward her mother, I feel a flood of relief when Brenna turns her back on me to exit my palace stronghold.

      But then she stops cold and looks over her shoulder toward me.

      No, no, no.

      “Cassidy?” she asks. “Cassidy Parker?”

      I glance from her little girl up to Brenna, weighing my options. I could pretend it isn’t me. In my costume, I probably don’t look much like the unassuming 18-year-old she sat next to in physics class and barely acknowledged.

      But I’m caught. “Brenna Tucker.” I smile. “I was wondering if that was you.”

      “What are you doing here in Ohio? I thought you were going to New York City to model.”

      Clearly she’s not impressed by my job as Princess Buckeye, and I’m tempted to point out that for two summers in a row now, I beat out two hundred applicants for this job. But that would look desperate. “Oh, I do live in New York. My agent got me this job for the summer, though. I just needed a break from the city. You know how it is.” I bat my hand through the air.

      Her face is blank, telling me she has no idea how it is.

      “What are you doing in Ohio?” I ask, hoping she’s about to tell me that she’s unemployed, divorced, or in some kind of drug rehab—anything that would make my job in Buckeye Land look a little less pathetic.

      “My husband was transferred to Cincinnati last year. He’s CEO of an aerospace engineering company. I had to give up my career in the hotel industry to follow him, but it’s really been wonderful to have more time with my daughter. Do you have children?”

      I spot our photographer darting a look at me, and he’s right. I’m not supposed to break character. Ever.

      I force a laugh. “Well, I actually have about 270 right now, standing in line waiting to see me.” I open my arms to her. “It was so great to see you, Brenna.” We hug in that superficial way that people do when they aren’t really happy to see each other.

      “Good to see you, too.”

      My face droops as they leave, noting the look of glee in Brenna’s eyes as she walks toward the exit with her perfect child. I’m sure her photos of her kid and me will be on the class Facebook page within five minutes.

      My life is crap right now.

      I’m six hundred miles from my hometown. What are the chances of her running into me here?

      But that’s just the reality of being a princess in the not-so-enchanted world.

      Cinching on my dress every morning as I start my work day, I find myself thinking a lot about those stories I was fed as a kid—the ones where the princess has a chance meeting in a forest while she sings to animals (which, by the way, I never do, even when I’m in costume) and the prince sees her and immediately falls in love. When in reality, a girl is much more likely to run into an evil witch in that forest than a handsome prince.

      A witch like Brenna Tucker.

      I swear I’m going to write a book one day called The Princess’s Guide to Life in the Not-So-Enchanted World, and set the record straight for these sweet girls so they don’t end up like me.

      No handsome prince has come to my rescue, as I’ve sweltered in the heat in my castle-like structure for the second summer of my life, even though I swore when I left at the end of last season, I’d never be back.

      Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t always this way. I was once as starry-eyed and optimistic as the next girl as I charged out of my small, Kansas City suburb to live in my flophouse in Queens, New York, with another wanna-be model, a wanna-be actress, and a girl in nursing school.

      You can imagine who among the four of us is actually making a living wage right now.

      What I did was so stereotypical, reeking of at least a dozen old movies I’ve been addicted to since I was five years old, back when my grandma used to babysit and we’d wile away our days watching the Turner Classic Network and eating dry cereal out of the box.

      I’m not unlike Ginger Rogers in the opening scene of The Major and a Minor—a grossly overlooked classic, in my humble opinion. Small town girl escapes to the big city to make a name for herself. But instead of meeting Ray Milland and falling in love on a train, I got my dreams knocked out of me when I realized there are literally thousands of blue-eyed blondes in New York City who look just like me. And most of us end up regretting skipping college to follow our dream.

      Lord knows I do.

      Especially today, as I smile again at the camera even though the kid standing next to me smacks of body sweat and sunscreen. But I slap on a smile because that’s what princesses do.

      “Can I have your autograph?” She thrusts a Princess Buckyeye coloring book in front of me.

      “Why yes! I’d be delighted!” I reply with a wide grin, using a voice remarkably similar to Glinda the Good Witch. I don’t worry about kids recognizing the voice from the classic of Hollywood’s Golden Age. This generation of kids skipped The Wizard of Oz and went straight to The Hunger Games for entertainment.

      “You have a sparkling day,” I say just as I’ve been directed to, as the little darling departs, leaving a peculiar cloud of fumes in her wake.

      Glancing over to the line again, I recognize the next girl approaching me.

      Eight-year-old Hannah Sheridan is a breath of fresh air to me, quite literally because she always smells like McIntosh apples and looks at me like I have the power to make the sun rise every morning.

      My friend Kim is engaged to her billionaire dad, Ryan Sheridan. And my friend Allie just married her Uncle Logan a few months ago. So with my two closest friends in Hannah’s life, I tend to see this kid around a lot.

      Besides that, it’s the fourth time she’s been to Buckeye Land this summer. Yet she still stands in the long line to have her picture with me, even though she knows me in real life.

      She’s at that stage when she actually thinks my job is the coolest thing on the planet.

      I guess Brenna Tucker outgrew that stage.

      “Hannah!” I greet her, opening my arms for a hug.

      “Princess!” she says, her exuberant embrace sinking her into my layers of crinoline.

      I glance upward, expecting to see her dad with her or maybe her uncle, Logan. But the sight of the man approaching me has me reeling.

      Dylan Sheridan.

      When Allie told me she was dating his brother Logan last year, I’d often envisioned how I’d meet the mouthwatering Olympian-turned-MMA-fighter—always at Allie’s townhome, maybe while I’m over for a drink and he’d saunter in looking for Logan who lived next door to her last year.

      I’d be wearing something casual, but flirty—maybe the short-shorts that show off my legs and a baby doll t-shirt that miraculously makes my 34B-cups look like DDs.

      Our eyes would meet, and time would stand still.

      I certainly hadn’t planned on meeting him at Allie and Logan’s wedding last spring, ogling him during the rehearsal dinner and the ceremony only to finally get my formal introduction to him when he was seconds away from passing out drunk on the white-clothed table.

      “I’m Dylan. Hannah’s other uncle,” he states, extending his hand. He says “other” uncle with some import.

      “I know. I’m Cass—” Mortified, I remember I can’t even say my real name without getting in trouble. Our photographer is giving me the evil eye again. He’s worked here six summer seasons and I’d probably be as mean as he is if I worked here that long. “I’m Princess Buckeye. Welcome to my kingdom.”

      God, I hate my job.

      He smiles at me and I want to wither in my gown. It’s bad enough running into Brenna Tucker today, but now I have to face this guy so that he can see where “dumb models” end up if they haven’t made it big by the time they’re twenty-four years old.

      “The line was sooo long,” Hannah says. “You’re famous.”

      Even a complaint doesn’t stay a complaint on this kid’s lips. I just adore her.

      I lower my head to hers. “Next time, don’t stand in line. I’ll give you my cell phone number and when you come visit, I’ll text you when my break is and we can have a soda together in the break room trailer.”

      Her eyes light up like I’ve just handed her the world. “Really?” she asks.

      “Really. No one ever goes in there except me.” I skip telling her that the reason I’m the only one who goes in the character break room trailer is because Buckeye Land had to lay off the prince, the dragon, and the evil witch at the end of last summer due to cut-backs. I’m the only character left at this amusement park as it teeters on the edge of bankruptcy.

      “Cool,” she says, her eyes lit with wonder.

      “I’ll even let you try on my crown,” I add under my breath before turning toward the camera and flashing a smile.

      Dylan’s blue eyes are locked on mine.

      “I think she’ll take you up on that offer.” He pulls out his phone. “What’s your number and I’ll hand it over to Ryan?”

      He punches my number into his phone, even though I’m sure Ryan could get it through Kim anytime he wanted it.

      Hannah claps her hands in delight. “Thanks! I’m coming back next week with Grandma. We bought season passes this year.” She bubbles over with joy and gives me a hug before they leave.

      I can’t resist watching him as he exits, those corded muscles in his back betraying him through the thin cotton of his shirt. I wonder if he even has any idea we’ve met before.

      Probably not. All us dumb models look alike.
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      I toss my key card onto the desk, plug in my phone, and turn on the TV. The hotel where I’m staying is the best in the area. But that’s not saying much for the general vicinity of Newton’s Creek.

      Bergin’s Hotel and Conference Center isn’t really comparable to the kind of places I’m used to when I travel, and I’ve certainly put on some miles. But the suite is kept spotlessly clean and the people here bend over backwards for me, so I’m perfectly fine spending some time here. Growing up in my family, my mother made sure we never lost our heads to the influx of money in our household as my dad grew my grandfather’s construction business into one of the largest housing development companies in America.

      So Bergin’s version of a Presidential Suite suits me just fine, even though there’s nothing presidential about the tired sofa or the slightly frayed bedspread. All I need is a mattress and a shower, and maybe a bit of floor space so that I can do some push-ups in the morning since the workout room they have here is pretty scant.

      I pick up the phone to make my usual room service order of steak and potatoes. I’ve been staying here often enough that I know the menu by heart. When my dad got diagnosed with vascular dementia a while back, I decided to explore the option of opening a gym in the area, eventually settling on a lot just outside of Cincinnati. It seemed a reasonable enough excuse to check in on my family more regularly than I have in the past.

      It’s been high drama for my clan since Dad’s diagnosis, with him stepping down as CEO of JLS Heartland, and my brother Ryan taking over. Then my other brother, Logan, quit the SEALs and left the Navy, and now is working at JLS with Ryan.

      To add to the mix, Ryan was handed full custody of his daughter last summer and ended up falling for the love of his life who comes with a son of her own. In two weeks, they’ll be getting married.

      With all the turmoil, I thought my family would need me around for a while. Or maybe one of my brothers might ask me to pick up some of the load at JLS.

      Of course they didn’t. They’re all thriving, as is JLS Heartland.

      I hang up after ordering, trying to look forward to the same cut of steak I’ve had three times this week. If I stayed at my parents’ house like my mom wants me to, I’d be eating a home-cooked meal right now. But I need a little privacy. Unlike my brothers, I’m a consummate bachelor. And there may not be many unmarried women in the vicinity of Newton’s Creek, but I’m certain there are at least a few left who aren’t wearing a ring on their left hand.

      And one of them wears a princess dress.

      Cass. At least I think that’s what she said her name was before she introduced herself as Princess Buckeye. I crack a smile, remembering how nicely she filled out the bodice of her dress.

      A woman who looks like that—with some small town sensibilities—would be the makings of my fantasy woman.

      I stare at the cell phone that’s charging on my desk, thinking about the newly entered phone number I now have in my contacts. She could be married for all I know. It’s not like she’d wear her wedding ring with that costume.

      Stepping into the bathroom, I see fresh towels neatly hanging on the towel bars, and the sink completely free of even the tiniest speck of facial hair from my morning shave. Unconsciously, I nod in appreciation for Greta’s work, noticing the ample tip I leave housekeeping every day is definitely paying off. I’ve never seen her, and only know her name from the tiny card she left on the nightstand introducing herself as my housekeeper. She might be built like a linebacker or older than my mom, but I’m in love with Greta.

      Shutting my eyes, I step under the rainshower-style stream of water and let the sweat and dirt from five hours in Buckeye Land disappear down the drain. The way the water pours over me reminds me of my shower back in my condo in Chicago, and if I keep my eyes shut a while, I might be able to imagine I’m back there.

      Wrapping a towel around my waist, I step out of the bathroom.

      “Holy shit.” I jump when I see someone sitting on my couch, slicing into my steak. I narrow my eyes on my brother. “How the hell did you get in here?”

      Logan holds up a single finger as he chews for a moment. “Room service let me in,” he finally says, his mouth half full.

      I narrow my eyes. Great security here at Bergin’s Hotel and Conference Center, I see. “Step away from the prime rib and nobody gets hurt,” I threaten.

      “Hey, I’m hungry. And you didn’t order me anything.”

      “I didn’t exactly know you were coming.”

      “Well, I’m here now, and this is delicious.”

      I step toward him, and pull the plate out from underneath his gaze, letting it rest on the desk. Glancing at the overdone steak, I frown. Bergin’s is definitely not known for their fine cuts of beef, so Logan probably is starved if he’s raving about that hunk of meat.

      Shrugging, I hand it back to him. “Okay, so I’ve already spent five hours in Buckeye Land. How are you planning on prolonging my torture today?”

      Logan laughs. “Hannah cornered you, did she?”

      I nod. “Better watch out or you’ll be next. Ryan never should have bought her those season passes.” I sit in the chair opposite him. “So, what brings you here on a Friday night?”

      “This.” He reaches to the side of him where the plans for my latest gym are rolled up and leaning against the wall.

      I had dropped them off for him this morning, but didn’t exactly expect he’d have a chance to look at them—not with his wife Allie’s animal shelter opening up this weekend.

      I catch myself biting my lip as I try to get a read on his face. I don’t ordinarily involve either of my brothers in my business, because God knows they steer clear of me when it comes to JLS Heartland. But the plans for this gym are special. And I need my brother’s input—his approval—even though I’ll never admit it out loud.

      “You looked at them?” I ask tentatively.

      “I did.” He pulls them out of the tube.

      “And?” I feel myself holding my breath for his reply, and it annoys me. It shouldn’t matter what he thinks of the idea.

      “It’s brilliant, Dylan.”

      My eyes widen. “You’re not just saying that?”

      “Hell no. Do you have any idea how well this’ll be received by the military community?”

      “I’ve got some idea.”

      I got the idea from one of the SEALs I met at Logan’s wedding, Mick Riley. He’d been treated recently for Traumatic Brain Injury at Walter Reed National Military Medical Center and told me about some of the guys who’d come through there in even worse shape than he’d been in.

      Mick told me how hard it is for service members who’ve faced catastrophic injuries to find a good gym. Even though health clubs are supposed to be ADA-compliant, that doesn’t actually mean that they’ll have the kind of equipment, trainers, and services that people facing life-changing injuries need and deserve.

      Sheridan Gyms have always had a pretty heavy military following, just because we offer them a hell of a discount, and free membership to anyone who is medically retired. So I got the idea of building a new gym—something bigger than I’ve done before—right outside of Washington, DC, near Walter Reed. This one would serve as Sheridan Gyms’ flagship, a state-of-the-art fitness center that’s able to rise up to the challenge of serving anyone who comes through our doors.

      If it goes well, I plan on modifying my other gyms to follow suit.

      “Did Mick help you with this?” He flattens the plans out on the desk.

      “Yeah. He hooked me up with some therapists at Walter Reed. I couldn’t have done it without him. He hasn’t seen the final plans yet, though. I’m flying out there this week for a final meeting with a few people at Walter Reed and to sign some paperwork. I’ll tell him then. I kind of owe him a favor, anyway.”

      “What favor?”

      I shrug. “I told him I’d grapple with his guys on the mats for a while. Show them a few moves. You know how he likes mixed martial arts.”

      “Is he still at the Pentagon?”

      I shake my head. “He just started some kind of job at the Asymmetric Warfare Group at Fort Meade.”

      “AWG? That’s Army. Not Navy. Last I heard, anyway.”

      “It’s some liaison job between them and the Pentagon.”

      “Huh.” He’s got that faraway look now, the one he always gets when he is forced to acknowledge that the military has marched on without him. It’s been hard on him since he left. “That’ll be a good morale boost for his Group,” he finally adds. “Not often they get to take down an Olympian.”

      “What do you mean, take down?” I say, giving him a brotherly shove. But inwardly, I shrug. If it weren’t for social media and a few tabloids that seem to think I sell magazines, I really think the world would have forgotten that I ever took a lousy silver at the Olympics, or fought in a handful of MMA cages afterward just to keep my face in the press.

      I can’t complain. Any publicity keeps my business thriving.

      I snatch a spoonful of mashed potatoes off my plate. “He got another Navy Cross, you know. For whatever he was doing when he got banged up so bad last time he was in the fight,” I add with a shrug.

      Logan leans back. “You’re kidding me. Why didn’t I know that? I would have gone for the ceremony.”

      I shrug. Mick and my brother’s time on the Teams didn’t actually overlap, Mick once told me. They had only recently become friends after attending the wedding of a shared acquaintance. “You know Mick. He probably kept it pretty low-key. I only found out because it came up in conversation.” Since Logan seems to have lost interest in my dinner, I grab the fork and knife and slice into the tough steak.

      “Another Navy Cross. He deserves it,” Logan says quietly with a hint of longing. I know my brother, and right now, he’s wondering where he’d be if he hadn’t left the Navy. I know he doesn’t regret his choice, but I think not wearing the Trident every day still makes him feel like there’s a piece of him missing.

      His eyes look distant right now, but I know the way to bring him back to the present.

      “Is Allie excited about tomorrow?” I ask.

      Just like that, his expression changes, placing him back in a very civilian here-and-now. A smile touches his eyes. “She hasn’t slept for the past two days, I think. Today they’re transporting the animals from the county pound to the new shelter.”

      Allie founded a dog rescue organization and my family’s company decided to open up a shelter for her so that she could save more dogs. It’s kind of JLS Heartland’s way of giving back to our community, I guess.

      Tomorrow night is Allie’s big night—the grand opening gala and ribbon-cutting ceremony with entertainment, a silent auction, and the whole enchilada right at the new shelter. With JLS’s public relations department working on the event, there will be more press there than this town has seen in its 120-year history.

      “She’s so torqued up,” he continues, stealing a swig of soda. “Cass is stopping in early tomorrow to take some pictures of the dogs for the new website.”

      “Cass.” The name rings a bell from earlier today. “The Buckeye Princess, right?”

      He gives a quick nod. “She’s got a knack with the camera. She’s a model, you know. When she’s not playing princess, that is.”

      A model. I frown inwardly. I don’t have a good track record with models.

      “Must have picked up some tricks from those New York photographers because she can make the most unapproachable-looking dog look adorable.”

      My eyes widen. “Adorable, huh?” I repeat, wondering when the hell my testosterone-laden brother started talking like a chick. I think he needs a little time on the mats to counteract all the girl talk with Allie.

      “Yeah. Damn cute,” he finishes with a grunt, as though he just realized he was starting to sound like his wife.

      “Is she single?”

      “Who?”

      “The princess girl.”

      “Cass.” Logan laughs again. “She was in my wedding, you know. Didn’t you meet her then?”

      “I think I would have remembered meeting a woman who looks like that.”

      A smug smile stretching across his face, Logan leans back in his chair. “Never took you for a guy who goes for royalty.”

      “Shut up, man. Is she single or not?”

      “Single. Definitely single. Don’t get attached, though. She’s not sticking around Newton’s Creek.”

      “I’m not exactly sticking around either, bro.”

      “And don’t break her heart. Allie will have your head on a platter if you do. So will Kim, for that matter. They’re pretty tight, those three.”

      “I don’t break hearts, Logan.”

      “Not according to what I read in the checkout line at Carter’s last week,” he says with a mocking smile.

      “You know all that’s B.S.,” I comment, watching my brother’s attention move back to my gym plans.

      His finger traces along the wide halls leading to spacious workout areas. “This is about fifty percent bigger than your other gyms. Did you buy the space for this yet?”

      “I’m in negotiations. Hopefully I’ll be signing the papers this week when I’m in DC.”

      “If you need more money, JLS will chip in whatever you need through the Foundation.”

      I bristle. I can’t help it. I’ve made it a point to not turn to my family for money while I built these gyms, and I’ve succeeded. Every one of them is turning a substantial profit.

      “I don’t need money,” I assure him. If either of my brothers ever bothered to look at Sheridan Gyms’ financials, they’d know that. “That’s not why I showed you the plans.”

      He holds his hands up. “I know, I know. I’m just saying that this would be something we’d love to back up. Hell, it would make JLS look good.”

      “I’m not doing it for publicity.” I get so tired of organizations scaring up publicity for themselves by playing the pro-military card.

      He cocks his head. “Since when are you doing something without publicity?”

      I give a half shrug. “This is an exception. The people who go to this gym will be there for a good workout. They don’t want a bunch of cameras in their faces.”

      “So, do some interviews before it opens. Drum up your opening a bit. Come on—you’re the PR monger in the family.” He snaps his fingers. “Hey, you should talk to Mick’s sister-in-law while you’re out there. She does on-air work sometimes at CNN out of their DC Bureau, last I heard.”

      “I don’t need some reporter turning my gym into a circus act.”

      “She won’t do that. She’s a straight shooter, Dylan—married to a SEAL like her sister. She’ll do right by you.” He rolls up my plans and carefully puts them back in the cardboard tube. “And I meant what I said about JLS. We’d give you the money quietly. No PR. Hell, the PR team is going to need a month’s vacation, anyway, after Allie’s shelter opens tomorrow. They’ve been working ’round the clock.”

      “Thanks. But I definitely don’t need the money. In fact, the way things are going, JLS Heartland might be coming to me for a loan down the road.”

      He grins. “How’s the Cincy gym coming along?”

      “Great. You should stop by sometime. Love your input.”

      “I will. As soon as you get the mats down, we’ll do a little sparring. ’Bout time someone schooled you on the mats.”

      “Ha. You can try.” I’m a damn good fighter, but if anyone could beat me, it would be Logan. But only if he’s having a good day.
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      The hot August air feels decadent on my legs, now that I’m in my shorts and free of that hefty dress. I’ve washed myself clean from my cake makeup and watched the sparkles from it disappear down my drain.

      Now, feeling fresh-faced and slightly more courageous, I sit in front of my laptop. My heart races as I click the keyboard, bringing it to life.

      I know I shouldn’t do this. I know what I’ll see. But I do it anyway.

      “Cassidy Parker,” I type into the search line.

      And there it is, my photograph with Brenna’s little kid on Facebook, on Twitter, and even making today’s post on one of my former classmate’s blog.

      It doesn’t take long for news to spread in this day and age.

      Biting my lip, I click on the Facebook link first. My photo isn’t tagged because I don’t have an account. Yes, I realize I’m only one of about twenty-five people on the planet who isn’t updating my life on Facebook. Really, why would I? I had enjoyed the idea of people thinking I might be doing something a bit better than playing princess as a seasonal worker at Buckeye Land when I’d had such vocal expectations of fame and fortune when I left my hometown.

      But my name is plastered all over the comments section on Brenna’s Facebook page today.

      - Isn’t that Cassidy Parker? I thought she was living in New York!

      - Yep, that’s her. She’s the Buckeye Princess. ;)

      - Love the gown. LOL

      - She fills it out well, which is surprising since I doubt she makes more than minimum wage.

      I narrow my eyes. I make a lot more than minimum wage, which is the only reason I’d agreed to come back for a second summer. My fingers itch to respond, but I know it would make me look even more pathetic.

      - I thought Cassidy wanted to be a model.

      - What’s she doing there? She said she hated small town life! Poor Cassidy.

      - I’ll rescue you, Princess! But first let me check out what’s under those skirts.

      Very mature group, our high school class.

      And then, the pièce de résistance, from Brenna herself, just to make her look like a nice person:

      - Now guys, I didn’t put this up here for you to insult Cassidy. I just wanted you to see the picture of my beautiful daughter. Isn’t she precious?

      Bitch.

      I switch to Twitter, and the dialogue is pretty much the same.

      My shoulders sag as I push myself back from the desk, patting my lap. My foster dog, Rascal, pounces up onto me, and I don’t even mind that his paws scratch my legs.

      “Humans suck, Rascal,” I tell him, stroking his fur. His sympathetic eyes meet mine, and I’m betting he agrees, seeing as he’s pretty much been failed by humans till Allie’s rescue organization saved him from the “kill list” at our county pound.

      He lifts himself up, resting his two front paws on my shoulders, and licks my face. I can’t help smiling.

      God, I love this dog. I love them all, though. And I’ll miss not being needed as a foster now that Allie’s shelter is officially opening tomorrow.

      Sighing, I pull him off my shoulders and wipe my face on my sleeve. Picking up the phone, my fingers hover to call one of my friends and pour my heart out. My friend Allie is probably enjoying a Friday night barbeque with her husband in their new home about five miles from here. No need to drag down her day.

      I consider calling Kim instead. Kim may be engaged to the hottest billionaire on the planet right now, and her wedding in two weeks has somehow morphed into a celebration for the entire town, complete with pony rides for the kids and fireworks after the reception. But as a single mom, she’s known her share of hardship.

      She’s also my housemate this summer, renting me one of the spare rooms in her and her five-year-old son Connor’s townhome. They’ll be moving out in two weeks after Kim gets married to Ryan, and into his 6,000-square-foot home in an elegant part of town. So, for my final month here in Newton’s Creek before I head back to New York, I’ll have the whole townhome to myself while Kim lists it for sale.

      Narrowing my eyes thoughtfully, I picture her schedule in my head. I think she’s at a peewee soccer match today, and I’m not sure if I should bug her. But I bring up her name in my contacts and hit the talk button anyway, consoling myself that she can ignore the call if they’re in the middle of a heated match.

      “Hi, Cass,” she answers. “Thought you’d still be at work.”

      “Got off at four. How’s the soccer game?”

      “We’re losing. But Connor’s made the only two goals, so he’s on happy. What’s going on there?”

      I preface my reply with an annoyed grunt. “Oh, just bumped into someone from high school at Buckeye Land, and within minutes she posted pictures of me in my princess get-up online. So humiliating.”

      “Well, don’t they say any publicity is good publicity?”

      “I think that only works when you’re famous. Not a nobody like me.”

      “Quit talking like that. You’re a successful New York model.”

      “Kim, I did catalogs.”

      “And TV commercials.”

      “Just a couple local ones.”

      “Sure, local. But the New York metropolitan area is huge.”

      I frown, remembering the moment when I stood in front of a green screen knowing that a giant deer with antlers would be standing beside me. “Come to Halton’s to buy your next used car. We’ll save you BIG BUCKS,” I had to say, thrusting a handful of fake bills in front of me.

      No, that’s not really something to brag about. And it certainly pales in comparison to the grandiose plan I once had in my life.

      A tone beeps in my ear and I glance at the number on the phone. I don’t recognize it. “Hold on, Kim. I have another call.” I switch over. “Hello?”

      “Cass?”

      My heart rate kicks up a notch at the sound of the voice on the other end. “Yes?”

      “Hey, it’s Dylan Sheridan. I met you today with my niece.”

      And at the wedding, I’m tempted to remind him. But I’m starting to think he doesn’t remember our conversation that night.

      I’m almost annoyed at the way my face automatically flushes pink at the sensual timbre of his voice. Even though the guy has the personality of a paving brick, he still sends my hormones into overdrive.

      “Logan and Ryan’s brother. Yes, hi,” I say, trying not to sound like a girl who, during my late teen years, taped photos of him to my bedroom walls like a shrine.

      “Yeah. Logan and Ryan’s brother,” he repeats, sounding a little deflated. “I wanted to see if you were free for dinner sometime while I’m in town.”

      My eyebrows rise. I should absolutely tell this guy to go to hell, seeing as I know I’m just another “dumb model” to him. Yet there’s this part of me that wants to say yes—to take a couple hours to show him I’m more than what he thinks I am—and then wipe the floor with his oversized ego as I march into the sunset.

      That would be bitchy, though, and totally out of character for me.

      I open my mouth to turn him down, but then remember Allie’s gala tomorrow night. My smile hitches upward on one side, my scheme evolving quickly in my supposedly microscopic model-brain. “Actually, I was going to Allie’s shelter opening tomorrow.”

      “Really? I’ll be going too.”

      My eyes flash with delight, picturing all the press that will be there, hopefully taking my picture with a well-heeled Olympian on my arm.

      Tweet that, Brenna Tucker.

      “Care to go together?” I ask.

      “Sure. Pick you up at seven?”

      Smiling, I press my lips together thoughtfully for a moment, imagining him driving me home at the end of the night. If he drinks anywhere as much as he did at the wedding, I’d be smart to keep my own car nearby. “How about I meet you there?” I offer.

      “Works for me.”

      “Great. See you then.” I click back over to Kim and squeal, “I have a date with Dylan Sheridan!” My voice is sing-songy.

      “Um… yes, you do.”

      I freeze in the middle of the happy dance that I’m sharing with Rascal on my bedroom floor. Glancing at the phone, I see it never switched back over to Kim. Infernal technology! “Oh, God.”

      His laugh is a low rumble, as sexy as his body. “Don’t worry about it. I was about to call my brother and scream in his ear that I have a date with Princess Buckeye.”

      I sigh. “Sorry. I was on the other line when you called. Newton’s Creek runs a little thin on the single scene.”

      “I know. I was raised here. Don’t worry about it. I’ll see you at seven.”

      I sink to the floor, unable to even make it to my bed. As Rascal crawls onto my lap, I stare at my phone for a second, tempted to send it careening through the air and let it crack it against the wall. Just like a dumb model, I’m sure he’s thinking. Can’t even manage to work a cell phone.

      Switching the call back to Kim, I’m careful to wait till I see her number appear on the screen before speaking this time. “Kim? You still there?”

      “Yeah, still here.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “What? Was that someone from high school calling to rub salt in your wounds?”

      “No, worse. It was Dylan Sheridan.”

      “Dylan? How can that be bad?”

      I swallow—hard—before I tell her how I just shrieked in his ear like a high school freshman getting asked to senior prom.

      She’s laughing on the other end.

      “It’s not funny, Kim.”

      “It is funny. Seriously funny. He probably thought that was cute. Dylan’s really a nice guy, Cass.”

      No, I want to tell her. Dylan is faking that he’s a nice guy. Alcohol is the great enabler. It shows how people really are. But seeing as the guy is going to become her brother-in-law in two weeks, I feel it’s only right to let her discover that on her own.

      We chat a while longer before I disconnect the call. Curious, I move to my laptop again and punch his name into a search line, hoping—praying—he’s not doing the same for me.

      I scroll through the images of him with countless women on his arms. I weed through the articles about him, scanning his transition from Olympic medalist to MMA fighter to gym entrepreneur. The guy has a website, a Twitter feed, a Facebook page, and even an entry in Wikipedia.

      And he’s got a date with me? Seriously?

      One photo with him and it will be all over the internet, undoing any trace of damage done by Brenna Tucker, and maybe—just maybe—enabling me to go to my ten-year reunion in a few years with my head held high.
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