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Dedication

It’s not often you meet a reader at a book signing event who then becomes an important part of your writing journey. 

I met Jeannie Jones Tatro at an event in 2022 and immediately felt as if we’d been friends for a lifetime.

Jeannie – thank you so much for all the love, support, and willingness to read my words.

I truly feel you are a sister from another mister.

~ PJ











Chapter 1

Mackenzie





“Lift the bottle a hair, Mac.” 

“Come on, Dillon. My arm is starting to spasm.” 

Yeah, I was whining like a two-year-old, but I didn’t care. We’d been at this for an hour and I was starting to seriously wilt in the midday summer sun. “Just take the shot. I’m sure it’s perfect as is.”

My photographer grinned.  A second later she dropped her camera. “Got it. We’re good.” 

“Thank the gods and all their minions,” I mumbled, finally able to lower my arm. “That bottle is freakin’ heavy.” I shook my hand out to get some blood back to my fingers. “You wouldn’t think a shampoo bottle would weigh a ton. Okay, what’s next?” I asked Trinny, my assistant.

“A quick change and one more shot for the Cander’s account and you’re good to go.”

“At least I don’t have to hoist a bottle over my head anymore.”

Trinny and I walked back to the trailer we used when we were working. We’d gotten permission from City Hall to park it at the southwest corner entrance of Central Park at the intersections of Eighth Avenue and Broadway, allowing us to shoot without having to schlep back and forth a half mile into the park, each way. 

The late afternoon traffic around Columbus Circle was its usual frantic self as I stepped into the trailer and immediately breathed a huge sigh of relief when the air conditioning hit me in the face. 

Nirvana.

“I pulled a Dayton dress and the spring collection Paredo shoes for you,” Trinny said, as she handed me a huge bottle of ice-cold designer labeled water from the mini-fridge. “I figured Dillon could shoot a few content pictures of those products for later on.”

“I adore you,” I told her, meaning it. While I took a huge chug, Dillon, who’d followed us into the trailer, snapped a few rounds of me drinking.

“Seriously?” I shot her a look my mother called my take no prisoners glare.

Her grin was pure Dillon: all play. “Hey, you’re the one the company’s paying five million a year to promote their fru-fru water. The more you’re photographed with their merch, the more coin they make. I’m merely trying to keep the money train speeding along.”

She speaks the truth. 

Kett Water, logo Get wet with Kett, is one of my biggest clients. Last month I Instagrammed a picture while drinking from a bottle at an outdoor concert and the CEO called me two days later to tell me they’d had their highest one-day sale in history. He sent me five-dozen red roses and a case of ridiculously expensive and rare champagne as a bonus.

I gave the roses to my mother – she loves red, I prefer white – and handed out the bottles to my team. 

I don’t drink alcohol. Haven’t for twelve years and don’t plan to ever again.

“At least get a flattering shot,” I said.

Dillon rolled her eyes. “Babe, every shot of you is flattering. Don’t worry. I’d never let you post anything you didn’t look great in.”

This I know for the truth. Dillon has been one of my closest friends since way before I started this whole branding lifestyle business four years ago.

That’s what I am – a brand ambassador. Well, at least that’s the official title. The more accurate term is social media influencer.

And that’s what I do: I influence. 

Who? Anyone who sees my posts and pictures. What do I influence? Products I get paid to use and promote on all my social media sites. Trinny keeps track of it, but to date, I’ve got tens of millions of followers.

It’s a little weird so many people know me and care what shampoo I use; what I’m wearing; who I’m wearing.

Weird, but lucrative.

I came to the job quite by accident.

Four and a half years ago, when I decided to come out of the shadows again after an eight-year self-imposed exile, I was walking along a beach in Hawaii, drinking a bottle of Kett water when a group of touristy guys much younger than me – I was 34 at the time, they couldn’t have been more than 17, 18 each – came up to me and asked if I was a model.

To quote Cher Horowitz: as if.

When I replied I wasn’t, one of them said I should be. Flattering? Kinda.

I took a sip from my bottle, and I didn’t catch it at the time, but one of them snapped my picture. Now, I was bikini-clad since it was, after all, Hawaii (!) and the sun was just about to set. He posted the picture of me in silhouette, the bottle hoisted to my mouth, on his Instagram page.

He asked me for my name to tag me, but I didn’t give it. Back then my given name still attracted attention I didn’t want.

The next day I got a text from Dillon, who was on assignment for a magazine in California. She’d attached the photo with the question, “Is this you?”

I have to admit the picture was pretty perfect for a random cell phone snap. My hair flowed down my back, a riot of curls from the tropical humidity and gave me a wild and untamed beachy aura; my body looked banging – thank you kickboxing and clean eating – and the logo on the bottle stood bright and center for all to read.

“It’s you, right?” Dillon asked, calling me a second later.

“Where did you find this?” 

“I knew it.” She whooped with glee. “Babe, you’re blowing up the Internet. It’s everywhere, with the hashtag mystery babe on a beach. You’re famous.”

“Oh, sweet baby Jesus. Kill me now.” Once upon a time I’d been a darling Page 6 girl but those days were long gone, dead and buried. I was older, wiser, and didn’t court the press for attention any longer.

“Think anyone besides you recognizes it’s me?” I asked.

“No way to tell. I followed the tag back to the kid who posted it. Get this: someone from Kett commented if the kid knew who #mysterybabeonabeach was because they want to use her in an ad campaign.”

“Get out!”

“No lie,” she said. “I’m texting you the guy’s link. Do with it what you want, but I say, go for it.”

And so I did.

That’s, as they say, how it all began.

The guy from Kett, who happened to be their CEO of marketing, responded to an email I sent him indicating I was #mysterybabeonabeach. He sent me his private cell number and asked me to call. After hemming and hawing for a day, I did. He begged – and I’m not exaggerating – begged me to meet in person because he wanted to discuss me representing their brand.

I called my mother and father, told them what had transpired because, 1. they’re both great sounding boards, and 2. they knew about a long-term plan I had in the works I needed an influx of cash to pull off.

They told me to consider the offer but to know the ramifications of coming out into the public eye again and all it would mean.

That stopped me cold for a few days. I’d been hidden away, sequestered for eight years with barely a mention of my name in any newspaper. I’d grown quite fond of my anonymity. Did I really want to give it up?

I called Dillon and confabbed with her about my reservations and it was her idea to change my “public” name for branding purposes. There was no reason I had to use my given name. Yeah, anyone could look it up if they were so inclined, but most normal everyday people weren’t.

Genius.

So, exceptionally long story short, I met the Kett guy, told him my “new” name and the next day I got on a plane to California. With Dillon at my side – I insisted she be the photographer – they set up some test shots with me holding a bottle in all sorts of poses and places, then blasted them on their social sites.

It’s amazing the power the Internet wields. 

Once it became known #mysterybabeonabeach was the new face of Kett Water, their stock and sales rose, exponentially.  

As did my paycheck and social media visibility. After shunning the limelight for almost a decade, to be thrust back into it was jarring.

My mother came up with the idea to see if I could make bank on this new role of brand ambassador. With Dillon’s help I branched out, made new connections and Lizzy Cray, Influencer took off.

Four years later and I’ve got a staff who fields the reams of offers I get monthly to showcase a product.

I’m exceptionally particular, though. I only take on clients for products I’d use anyway – like the Kett water. Just because I’m hawking something, I won’t sell my soul to any ol’ company. In truth, I say no to ten times the amount of companies I say yes to.

I have a staff of ten – all women, all social media savvy to the extreme; work when I want and refuse all interviews.

The last part is so I can keep a lid on anything written about me. Just because I’m back in the public’s eye – albeit with a different name – it doesn’t mean I want to be the subject of every gossip article written. Once, I did…and was. I responded to every question thrown at me without a thought as to how I’d be perceived. I didn’t care if people judged me as vapid or a trust-fund brat or even a silly bubblehead.

I was young, in love, and living life to the fullest. I had more money than I knew what to do with and never worried a whit about anything but where the next fun time was going to be.

That all changed one dark night on a long strip of unlit roadway and the ramifications still haunted and followed me to this day.

Now, I control my narrative, not reporters, so called journalists, or gossip rag editors.

And I control my business, which is why I was changing from one designer dress into another to showcase a pen I use to sign documents and autographs with.

I pulled my long hair back into a messy ponytail and switched up my makeup a little to give me a more sophisticated look. 

Two hours later Dillon finally claimed she got the shot. After we both swiped through the pictures she’d taken, I decided on three for the Canders pen people, approved them, then had her send them to my phone account so I could post them when I wanted. Same for the dress and shoes. 

Multitasking has become my life.

Like I said: I control the narrative, which includes the pictures that go live.

“We’re done for the day,” Trinny said as she handed me another bottle of water. 

Back in the trailer, I slipped into the bathroom to change out of Lizzy Cray, Influencer, and back into Mackenzie Craymore, Socialite. 

“Anything I need to know before we break?” I asked Trinny while I slid into a pair of soft-as-a-cloud running shorts and a crop top, both from a brand I promoted.

“That reporter, Templeton, called again. Twice today.”

“He’s still trying to get an interview? You’d think after two months of saying no he’d get the idea to stop asking.”

“He’s persistent, that’s for sure. He asked me at least three times during the first call to make sure I gave you his number. When he called again he asked me to repeat the number to make sure I took it down correctly.”

Shaking my head I said, “Rude. What did you do with it?”

She shrugged. “Same thing I do with all the others. Tossed it in the garbage.”

“Good girl.” I readjusted my ponytail a little tighter. “Some men simply can’t take no for an answer. Okay. I’m set.”

“You want me to drop you off before I bring the trailer to the studio?”

“Nope. Dillon and I are going to run a loop inside the park, then I’ll run home to change. I should have enough time for a long shower before tonight’s event.”

With a nod she said, “I’ll see you at The Stella, then, at seven.”

“Dress pretty,” I told her.

She grinned. “I’ll leave that for you.”

I blew her a kiss, then found Dillon, who’d changed into her own running outfit simply by pulling off her leggings and shedding her t-shirt, then tossing the clothes into her car.

“You ready?” I asked.

She held up her phone and pointed it at me. When I heard the clicker snap I shook my head at her. “You should have been a girl scout,” I said as we started a slow jog. 

“Why?”

“Because you’re always prepared.”

“I think that’s the Boy Scouts’ motto.”

“Regardless. You’ve always got a camera with you, whether it’s a fully loaded Canon, or a Samsung cell.”

“Babe, when you do what we do, you especially, a camera is like your heart –a vital organ you can’t survive without.”

I don’t think I’d ever heard a weirder analogy, but she’s not wrong. When you’re the face of multiple companies who depend on you wearing, using, and being seen with their products and brands, a camera is an appendage you can’t live without.

I shook my head and sped up a bit as we weaved and dodged into the park foot traffic.

Ninety minutes later I blew through the front door of the townhouse I’d grown up in, sweaty, energized, and thirsty.

“I’m home,” I called out, my voice echoing up the three-story staircase.

“Don’t holler, Mackenzie,” my mother said as she came out of the library. “You weren’t raised in a barn.”

“Just a museum.” I repeated the line I’d been using since childhood, referring to what my parents call their little corner of heaven.

It really did look like a museum to a five-year-old. Not a speck of dust would venture to show itself anywhere; priceless or near priceless works of art haphazardly strewn about the rooms; paintings worth tens of millions covering the walls including one original Picasso charcoal. The floors were polished marble, the furnishings all from antique houses in Europe.

I’m not gonna lie and say it was a comfy house, but it was ours, so the saying you make a house your home is true.

I kissed Mom’s cheek, gingerly avoiding getting any of my running sweat on her perfectly pristine countenance. I knew she had no engagements today and yet she was dressed in a pale salmon-colored silk blouse matched with fitted palazzo pants and a tasteful kitten heel sandal. Her shoulder length honey blonde hair – color and style courtesy of Rudolfo on Madison Avenue – was perfectly in place. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a hair out of place in my thirty-eight years.

“The benefit is in two hours,” she declared, a book in her hand, one finger tucked between the pages to keep her place. “Will you be ready?”

“With time to spare,” I said, already halfway up the stairs to my room.

Yeah, I know. You’re thinking, she’s thirty-eight years old and lives with her parents.

But I really don’t. Live with them, that is.  Not all the time, anyway.

I have my own place, but I use their brownstone as a base of operations when I’m in the city and Lizzy Cray business coincides with Mackenzie Craymore stuff. Like tonight’s fundraiser for a clinic sponsored and run by one of my parent’s oldest friends, Dr. Gideon Dustin. A huge gala being held at The Stella Hotel in midtown, the guest list including the governor and the mayor.

Tables of ten had gone for twenty-five thousand apiece – my parents had bought one as had I. Well, Lizzy Cray did, because I was sponsoring a few of my clients to attend. I had no qualms about inviting people with deep pockets. Since a silent auction was attached to the night, I’d filled my table with some of my most successful brands. That quid pro quo you hear about in financial circles is a real thing. My clients wanted to keep me as their brand ambassador and if it meant they shelled out a few thousand to purchase something at an auction, they were willing to do it.

Money talks. Never truer than at a society fundraiser.

One hour and fifty-five minutes later I came back down the stairs swathed in a black silk halter dress from the spring collection of a designer I promoted that flirted with my knees, and a pair of Paredo heels, to find my mother and father in the study, each enjoying a glass of before-leaving sherry.

My parents are, simply, effortlessly elegant. I don’t have a memory in my brain of them not looking completely put together, whether they’re wearing formal evening clothes, like they were right now, or traipsing about in everyday wear as they amble together down Fifth Avenue.

“You two look great,” I said, entering the room and first planting a kiss on my mother’s cheek then my father’s.

“You don’t look too bad yourself, Mac.” My father grinned at me over the rim of his glass. He’d never gotten out of the habit of calling me by my childhood nickname. Probably because he’d wanted a boy. Even though he loves me to the moon and back – of that there is no doubt – a boy would have carried on the family moniker for future generations. Now, it would die with me. Calling me Mac was his nod to a son-less state.

Plus, he knew it irritated the living hell out of my mother.

Don’t get me wrong: these two are as in love as they were forty years ago when they tied the knot in St. Patrick’s Cathedral on - of all days - St. Patrick’s Day. But my mom can be a bit of tight-ass about some things and dad loves to rib her and call her out on them.

Referring to me as Mac in her company always put her back up a bit. 

My mother, true to form, gave me a once-over from my sleek, pulled-back chignon to the tips of my Paredos. With a nod, I knew I passed muster.

“The car is here, Sir,” Jack, my parent’s butler said from the doorway. Old as sin and the most proper Englishman you’d ever meet, Jack had been by my father’s side since dad was an obnoxious eighteen-year-old taking a gap year and traveling the world.

Dad downed his sherry as Mom delicately finished hers. He offered her his hand, which she took, and then I followed them out.

“You look lovely, Miss,” Jack said as I passed him.

With a wink, I kissed his cheek then grinned when his face went cherry-bomb red.

The elite Stella Hotel was owned by another family friend, an old school chum of Dad’s, Jerry Thakston. In an era where glitz, bling, and over-the-top decor prevailed, The Stella possessed an old-world charm and ambiance not found in too many other hotels still up and running in the city. 

The ballroom was filled by the time we arrived even though we were right on time.

My parents split from me when they spotted some of their friends and I made my way over to my table to see if any of my clients had arrived. Since I was, effectively, the hostess for the group, I didn’t want people waiting for me. My mother would have called me out on bad manners if I let that happen.

Luckily, the only people seated were Dillon and Tinny, both looking gorgeous.

“Hey, team.” I hugged and air kissed them like I hadn’t seen them in ten years instead of two hours.

“That Devy dress is a dream on you, babe,” Dillon said, lifting her phone.

Automatically I stood straighter and shifted so my side view faced her, always a better shot to showcase what you’re wearing.

“Don’t forget to get the Paredos,” Trinny said, glancing down. “You should have enough content for the next two weeks at least with everything we did today and tonight.”

I nodded and let my attention drift around the room. So many faces were ones I’d grown up with, gone to school with, or had with their kids. Trust fund babies, people who’d had robber barons for grandfathers and were now living a life they hadn’t worked for but been born into; even a few nouveau riche dot com execs lined the room, mixing and mingling with the old-money and established families of New York society.

My parents were among the defined class of old-moneyed generational wealth, both of them children of the wealthiest of the wealthy. The one saving grace for me as a child and now as an adult was my father actually worked. He’d gone to school for economics and ran the family business and trust in his spare time, devoting his working life to providing loans to up-and-coming entrepreneurs who were bettering the planet with their ideas and inventions.

Was I proud of him? You bet. I could count on the fingers of one hand and have some digits left over of the number of people in my age group whose fathers were making a difference in the world.

As Dillon snapped a few pics of my shoes, my gaze drifted toward the crowded bar. I spotted a lone guy in tux at one end, leaning an elbow on the counter and facing the room, a tumbler in his hand. I couldn’t make out his face clearly from this distance but he was tall, trim, had a mass of wavy dark hair and a neatly trimmed goatee.

And he was staring straight at me while he lifted his glass to his lips and drank.

His attention never wavered from me while he sipped. There was something so…erotic about that. For a moment I didn’t think he was looking at me, but maybe lost in thought, you know? Looking toward me but not really seeing me? When his lids dropped down to half-mast and he stopped sipping, he held the glass up in a subtle salute aimed right at me, and one side of his mouth lifted.

Every nerve ending in my spine fired and I shuddered like I’d stepped into an ice-cold bath.

But I wasn’t. Cold, that is. Nope, I was about as far from cold as a person could get on a temperature scale.

Hot didn’t even come close to what my insides were experiencing. If you had happened to step into a roaring volcano and came in contact with all that molten lava spewing from it, then maybe – maybe – you’d know how I felt with this guy’s piercing gaze glued to mine.

Mesmerized, I couldn’t pull away from it. You ever have the notion your life is about to change, something big is about to happen, and you can’t figure out what it is but you’re powerless to alter the course? That’s what it felt like with this guy’s focus zeroed in on me.

Excited anticipation zipped through me.

“Earth to Mac. Hey. What’s up, babe?”

Blinking like I had cinders in my eyes, I managed to drag my attention from the guy and found Dillon squinting at me, her mouth worked into a worry pout.

“You slid out for a moment,” she said.

Shaking my head, I replied, “Sorry. Long day, as you know, and a lot going on up here.” I tapped my head. “You get some good shots of the shoes?”

She studied me for a few moments. I’ve known Dillon a long time and can read her like a much loved and favored book. She’s got one of those faces that telegraph her every thought and right now she was wondering why I’d just fibbed. No matter how long the day had been, or how much stress we were all under, the one thing my mind never did was drift. 

Ever.

She knew that. 

I braced for a series of questions, but they never came because my parents sauntered up to the table, two couples with them.

“Mackenzie, dear,” my mother said, smiling, “You remember Darinda McNab.”

I smiled and held out my hand to one of my mother’s society friends. Darinda McNab’s first husband had been one of the crookedest crooks in the financial world,  Dennison Newberry. When he’d been arrested and incarcerated in federal prison, she’d had a complete mental breakdown. After years of therapy she’d come back into the world, helped and healed by the man at her side, her second husband who’d also been her psychiatrist.

“And this is her husband, Dr. William McNab.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” I said, taking in the good-looking man. They were perfect together. She, tiny statured and slim, he tall and robust looking. I could only imagine the kind of love required to bring someone back from the emotional brink. The way he stared down at his wife, giving her a smile that told her and everyone else she was the only woman on the planet, proved how strong that love was.

“Hey, Nell,” I said to the woman smiling at me from next to her mother. “Long time since Miss Fantosfky’s lit class.” I hugged my old schoolmate. “I hear business is booming.”

“Your mouth to God’s ears,” she quipped.

Nell owned a niche company called Helpful Hunks, where you could rent a big, brawny and beefy guy for any kind of physical labor you needed. A couch moved, a lawn mowed, even simple things like hanging pictures. If you were a single girl in the city and needed a man’s…muscles, Nell had a guy for you.

I’d been a witness to the gods of gorgeousness she had on the payroll, many of them out-of-work actors and models, and knew why business was brisk.

She introduced me to her husband, Charlie Churchill, an economics professor she’d met when she’d taught a course on women in business at Columbia.  And like her mother and her new husband, these two were adorable together.

“And this is my brother,” Charlie said, indicating the man next to him, “Nicky.”

I started to put my hand out to shake his and stopped cold.

Nicky, a six-foot-two long drink of water in a five thousand dollar tux, was the man from the bar. The one with the piercing, hypnotic stare I hadn’t been able to look away from.

From across the room I wasn’t able to make out his features clearly.  But up close? Up close he was simply heart-stopping.

And I’m not kidding. My heart literally stopped for a few important beats when he leaned in toward me, a crooked smile crossing the most kissable looking pair of lips I’d ever seen, his hand extended.

He slid it into my outstretched, frozen one and pressed it, solidly, then covered both our hands with his free one, cocooning mine between his.

“He calls me Nicky to keep me in my younger brother place,” he said. “But it’s Nick to my friends.”

“You have friends?” Charlie quipped. “Wonders will never cease.”

“Ignore him,” Nick said to me. “We all do.”

“Not all of us,” Nell said, kissing her husband’s cheek.

“Well, we’re going to find our table and make sure everyone’s comfortable,” my mother said. 

“I’ll see you on the dance floor, Mac,” my dad said. “Save a rumba for me.”

I nodded, my attention still centered on the man holding my hand – he’d yet to let it loose.

“We should find our table, too,” Nell said. “Mac, we’ll catch up later, okay? I want to hear all about your business, maybe get some tips for branding.”

Another nod. 

Nick smiled and cocked his head to one side when they left us. “I guess I’d better go with them to find my seat.  There’s dancing later on?”

My head was getting a workout tonight.

He leaned in closer and said in a voice so seductive my knees knocked together, “Save a space for me on your dance card…Mackenzie.”

My name was a whisper of longing in the air between us.

I swallowed. “Will do,” I managed to get out. He pressed my hand again, then when he let it go trailed his index finger along the fleshy part of my palm, turned, and followed his party.

My gorgeous Paredo’s were glued to the floor as I tracked him walk away from me.

The back of him was as impressive as the front.

“Holy shit, Batgirl,” Dillon said from behind me. 

I shook my head a few times, got momentarily dizzy, then stopped and turned around to her.

“Who was that?” she asked.

“Brother-in-law of someone I went to school with.” Good God.  My voice sounded like a cross between Marilyn Monroe and a cigarette-addicted truck driver.

“Name?”

“Nick…something. Churchill,” I said, remembering Nell’s married surname.

“Nick Churchill.” Dillon nodded. “Sounds like a soap-star name. He an actor?”

“I…don’t know.” I shook my head again in a vain attempt to clear it of the sexual haze he’d whirled me up in.

“You gonna find out?” She glared at me, her head tilted to one side, her hands on her hips.

“He asked me to save a dance. For later. Later on. For a  dance.”

Goodness, I was babbling now. I don’t babble. Never.

Ever.

“What’s wrong?” Trinny said, sidling up to the table, a filled champagne glass in each hand. She handed one to Dillon. “She looks like she’s seen a ghost.” She tipped her head in my direction.

“Not a ghost.” Dillon took a long, deep sip and sighed. “But a man too perfect to be mortal.”

“What?” Trinny’s head ping-ponged from Dillon to me and back to Dillon again.

“Let’s sit down,” Dillon said. “I see a couple of our clients coming to take their seats. I’ll tell you about it later. Mac?”

I blinked again. My mascara was certainly getting a workout tonight. “Yeah. Let’s sit. I need to…sit.  Act…normal.”

“We’re not the ones acting abnormal,” Trinny stage whispered then put on a huge smile as one of my clients found their way to the table. I took my cue from her and plastered the famous Lizzy Craymore grin across my face.








Chapter 2

Nick





“You look thoughtful,” Nell leaned over and said while I finished my dinner. “About anything or anyone in particular?” She stressed the  anyone, a tiny smirk on her face.

“You’re a brat, you know that?”  I told her, slipping her a side-eye. “Why my brother ever married you is beyond me.”

Her smirk turned to a full-faced grin. “You just hate that I can read you.”

I turned to face her fully. “Oh you can, can you?”

She nodded and lowered her voice as she leaned in even closer so the rest of our nosy table wouldn’t hear. “You think you’re a closed book, but you’re not. You’re interested in Mac Craymore.” She wiggled her sculpted brows suggestively.

The truth? I was. But not for the reason Nell assumed.

“Don’t try to deny it,” she said.

“I wasn’t going to. She’s an interesting woman.”

“More than you know, I think.” She proceeded to tell me an abbreviated version of Mackenzie’s story, not having any knowledge I already knew most of it. The public stuff, anyway. What I wanted to know, had been trying to find out, was the private stuff.

Why, for instance, had the darling of the gossip rags, a verified trust fund wild child, disappeared from public view after the tragic death of her fiancé? Was she so consumed with grief she couldn’t go on? Or was there something else, something the news pundits didn’t know? 

Mackenzie Craymore and Lucky Blumenthal had lit up the newspapers for a solid year while dating, then another one while engaged. Their pictures appeared almost daily in the Post, weekly in People. His death in a car crash, fueled by drugs and alcohol, devastated her. She’d disappeared from public view and made no statements to the press, nor even appointed a media spokesperson to do so.

She’d simply…vanished. 

After that, the Blumenthal empire, to which Lucky was the sole heir, dissolved from what it had been during its heyday to a poor facsimile of a real estate business.

Another question plaguing me was why, when she’d decided to join society again almost a decade after his death, she’d produced an alter ego in the form of a social media influencer? Certainly not for an income. The Craymore’s were loaded. Stock Exchange members-loaded. Mackenzie never had to do an honest day’s work in her life – not now, nor in the future – and she still would have been able to live an exceptionally fulfilled existence without ever worrying about paying a bill.

The more I dug for answers, the more frustrated I’d become, hence, the numerous calls to interview her for a story my editor wanted done, a.s.a.p.

Every one of those requests was denied, prompting me to make the unusual request of attending tonight’s event with my brother and his wife, the type of occasion I usually shun.

“When her fiancé died,” Nell said, “Her world just stopped.”

I nodded.

“It takes a special person to be able to pull back up and get on with life as best as you can after something like that,” she added.

Charlie, who’d been eavesdropping, leaned over his wife, and taking her hand, said, “You would know.”

Nell blushed then dropped a kiss on his cheek.

He wasn’t wrong. Prior to marrying Charlie, Nell, then Newberry, had to live with the social and financial disgrace of a father who’d pulled off a Madoff-sized Ponzi scheme, bilking most of their friends and a large collection of investors of everything. In order to pay back whatever they could, the courts had seized all the Newberry’s assets, leaving Nell penniless as she was about to enter college, while her mother suffered a complete break from reality. She’d been institutionalized, with Nell responsible financially for her continued care.

My sister-in-law had pulled herself up by those proverbial designer bootstraps, finished college on a scholarship and then started her own thriving business.

The beginning of our relationship had been a rocky one since I’d wanted to interview her about her father, not knowing at the time she’d begun dating my older brother. When she found out, it almost destroyed their relationship.

True love, I guess, does prevail, because here they were, almost two years married now, and they still looked at one another with every emotion within them floating in their eyes.

“Anyway,” Nell said after a moment spent staring at my brother with the kind of adoration I’d never been given by a woman. She turned back to me. “I haven’t heard she’s involved with anyone. She’s been working on her new career and making a killing at it.”

Another nod from me.

Nell’s brows tugged together. “Why are you so uncharacteristically quiet?”

“Just taking everything you’ve said in,” I fibbed. None of what she’d told me was news.

“Are you interested in her?“ Nell asked. “You never answered me and I figured you were since you went out of your way to ask to come with us tonight when you usually shun these kinds of things like they’re a new fast-moving Covid variant.”

The truth is usually best when dealing with certain people, Nell among the list.

“I am.”

She blinked a few times, probably surprised at my blatant honesty, then she nodded, glanced over her shoulder, and said, “The band is starting up. Why don’t you go put those lessons your mom made you take to good use and ask Mac to dance?”

“Excellent idea.” I rose. While I buttoned my tux jacket, I spied the woman in question being led to the floor by her father. “Looks like I’ll have to wait a bit, though.”

There was a great deal of love between the two of them – a visually impaired person would be able to detect it. Mackenzie resembled her mother in looks, but her father in stature, and she had a combination of both their smiles, something I found intriguing.

As Sterling Craymore spun his daughter out to the right, then reeled her back in, they both laughed out loud, clearly enjoying themselves. I moved from the table, after first excusing myself to everyone, to stand at the edge of the dance floor. From my vantage point, I could see all the dancers, but I had a clear view of the Craymores.

Father and daughter moved perfectly in sync as if they’d done this particular dance thousands of times. They probably had. The Craymores were old school money; trust funds set up by industrialist great-grandfathers; the best schools; deportment lessons; cotillion dancing instructions. 

I’d had those lessons too, once upon a privileged childhood. I’d balked at all the pretense as a teenager and struck out on my own after college, eschewing the family business whose one goal was to make more money. The death of Charlie’s father instilled in him the need to be the perfect son for our mother. She’d never asked it of him and I knew she’d never even thought to. He’d assumed his role was supposed to be the son a mother could depend on.

As the second son, I’d never had that burden. Not from Mom, anyway. Dad? Another story, and best left buried and forgotten.

The song ended, then when the next one started up, Mackenzie’s father began to escort her back to her table. I prevented that by sidling up to them.

“Excuse me, Mr. Craymore,” I said. “I believe I’m next on your daughter’s dance card.” 

Sterling Craymore’s gaze raked me from head to feet, an assessing glare in his eyes and one, if I’m being truthful, meant to assure me he could cut me off at the knees if he wanted to. If I’m ever lucky enough to be a father I’m going to use that withering glare on all my daughter’s boyfriends.

“It’s okay, Daddy,” she said, removing her arm from the crook of his elbow and simultaneously planting a kiss on his cheek.  She whispered something in his ear that had the suspicious look dissolving, to be replaced with one of pure paternal love.

I didn’t want to give her a moment to reconsider, so I stepped forward and extended my hand. “Shall we?”

Effortlessly she slid into my arms. For a brief moment I allowed myself to simply enjoy the feel of her body close to mine. The song was a slow, jazzy ballad perfect for swaying to. Both of us, though, were too practiced as dancers to ever simply sway.

We were silent for a few moments as I glided her across the dance floor, each of us learning and concentrating on the movements of the other.

“You’ve done this before,” Mackenzie said, smiling, as I spun her to the right.

“Never underestimate the benefits of a good dance instructor.”

“Miss Davenport’s?” She asked, naming a school I knew catered to the wealthy.

“No. I took lessons in England as a boy, where I was born.”

“Why don’t you sound like your brother, then? His accent is charming.”

I lifted a brow as I stared down at her. “And mine isn’t?”

The tips of her ears went pink. “I meant,” she said, “When Charlie opens his mouth you know he’s English-born. I don’t hear a hint of anything in your voice.”

“It’s because I grew up in the States. When my parent’s divorced, my father wanted to come back here after being away from the country for almost a decade. He’d been running his business from England, but with the split, decided to return. Charlie got mom and I got dad in the divorce settlement.”

“That’s sad. But you two kept in touch, right?”

“Of course. He’s family. My older brother.” I grinned down at her. “Of course, he does like to laud the older part over me.” I glided her to the left. “We saw one another on most of my school holidays. The bond between us is strong.”

Her sigh drifted over me, the sound like the high register keys on a piano tinkling.

“It must be nice to have a sibling. I always wanted one, but.” She delicately lifted a shoulder.

“A blessing and a curse is what I tell people having a big brother is like.”

Her smile was like a thunderbolt and knocked me back as if I’d been struck by its force.

“So,” she asked, “how do you know Gideon?”

“I don’t. Not personally. I know of him through Nell. He’s friends with her new stepfather.”

“William McNab.”

“Yeah. When Charlie mentioned they were attending this shindig tonight, I wormed an invite.”

“Why?”

To meet you would have been an answer I’d need to explain, so I told her instead, “The cause is a worthy one and my mother raised us to support worthy causes.”

She nodded. “His clinic is wonderful. He takes in anyone, whether they can afford to pay for the top-notch care they receive, or not. One hundred percent of tonight’s proceeds from the silent auction are earmarked for the continuation of that service.”

“Worthy and noble,” I said.

I glided her around a couple who’d stopped to speak to another pair of dancers.

“So, is this how you spend your free time, Mackenzie Craymore? Attend charity auctions? Hobnob with society movers and shakers? Have lunch with friends?”

“Dance with strange men?” she said back, making me laugh.

“Touche. I didn’t mean to sound snarky. I’d just like to get to know you better.”

That must have touched a cord. Her expression blanked a bit. “I keep busy,” she responded, noncommittally.

“Which tells me absolutely nothing.” I smiled when I said it.

“A woman likes to be a little mysterious,” she said, her lips twitching. “How about you? What do you do all day when you’re not attending charity fundraisers garbed in a five thousand dollar tuxedo?”

My brows shot up.

“I know the brand.” Her cheeks pinked a bit. Of course she did. As a professional social media influencer, she must. But she didn’t tell me how she knew it.

Interesting. Her new career wasn’t a secret, not to people who knew who she was, anyway. Why hide it from me?

Since I hadn’t answered her question yet, I decided to go with my version of the truth. “I spend my days attempting to write the great American novel.” 

“How’s that going?” 

“Not well, lately. But it looks as if things are starting to look up. Right at this minute they are, at least.”

The implication she was the reason wasn’t lost on her. A rosy flush started at the tips of her ears and drifted down to her cheeks and jawline.

The music pulled to a stop. We didn’t. With the silent band surrounding us, we continued to move as if lazy music pushed us on. If anyone thought it odd, I didn’t care.

“How do you feel about lunch?” I asked.

She blinked a few times. “I eat it two, maybe three times a week.”

Again, I couldn’t help but smile at her dry humor. Was there anything more alluring than a beautiful, sexy woman who could make you laugh?

“Care to make one of those two or three times with me?”

The invitation was a surprise, evidenced by the quizzical look she tossed up at me.

“You’re asking me to have lunch with you?”

“Yes.”

Why did she look so shocked?

“Why?”

Strange question, but I answered it honestly. “Because, as I said, I’d like to get to know you better.”

A mix of confusion, shock, and a bit of worry tripped across her features. 

“You look concerned by me saying that and I have to wonder why.”

“The reason would make your head spin,” she muttered. I was sure she hadn’t meant to say it out loud when her cheeks went the most delicious shade of apple red.

“When?” she asked.

“How’s tomorrow sound?”

“Tom--?” She shook her head. “You move fast.”

“I don’t believe in wasting time.” I had to bite back the rest of the sentence I wanted to say: when I see something I want. Giving that a voice would have her running for the hills, for sure.

With a subtle nod, she said, “I’ve found myself thinking the same thing a lot lately,” she said a little mysteriously.

“Is that a yes?”

It took her a moment to nod. “I believe it is.”

Pleasure flowed through me. I named a place uptown I know and she agreed. Then, we decide on a time.

By now the band had struck up another, more upbeat tune than the one we’d ambled about the dance floor to. I took her hand and escorted her back to her table. I wasn’t going to press my luck by her asking any more questions I’d have to stretch the truth about.

“See you tomorrow, Mackenzie,” I said, once we came to her table. I lifted her hand and kissed it.

Why I did was something I’d give a great deal of consideration to later.

“Why are you leaving already?” Nell asked.

“Big day tomorrow.” I kissed her cheek. “Gotta get my beauty rest.”

Charlie rose and pulled me into a bro-hug. “What are you up to?” he whispered in my ear.

“Nothing bad, I promise. Don’t worry.”

“It’s an ingrained emotion when it comes to you,” he said back.

I put a grin on my face, clapped him on the back and then exited the room.

My hands were shaking a bit, the nerves I’d been trying to conceal finally pushing through. My goal when I’d wrangled the invitation was to move myself into Mackenzie Craymore’s line of sight and have her get to know me not as a journalist, but as a man. I wanted her to be comfortable around me and maybe, if she felt unthreatened, finally grant me an interview.

What I hadn’t planned on was being so damn attracted to her I simply lost track of my original goal. The feel of her in my arms as we danced, the subtle scent of apricots and vanilla flowing around her, even the way she blushed, all had my insides vibrating like they hadn’t in quite some time.

Maybe ever.

Asking her to lunch hadn’t been part of the plan, but once I’d issued the invitation, taking it back wasn’t an option. Not for me, the man, anyway.

The journalist? That one gave me a moment’s pause because once she found out who I was, it might look like I’d made the date to continue getting in her good graces. That just wasn’t so.

I wanted to see more of her. Wanted to spend time getting to know her.

And not simply because I had an assignment to complete.

As I climbed into the waiting limo, I sat back, undid my bowtie and took in a long, long breath. Mackenzie Craymore wasn’t anything like I’d expected her to be. Everything I’d read about her past had shown her to be a spoiled, self-indulgent spoiled brat with a dash of narcissism and a whole pot of entitlement leaching from every pore. Even the pictures I’d gathered through my research hadn’t done justice to her true allure.

Now? Now she was a mature, beautiful woman who made my knees weak. No hint of wildness, spoiled privilege or anything else negative followed her. And when she smiled up at me, freely and with a hint of hidden mirth, she had me forgetting my objective.

This wasn’t good. Not at all.








Chapter 3

Mackenzie





My hands shook as I tried, for the fourth time, to clasp my bracelet around my wrist.  My nerves weren’t a mystery. I’d been in a perpetual state of heightened awareness ever since Nick Churchill had first shaken my hand.  It had been a long time since a man’s mere presence had unnerved me so, tipped my well-honed defenses sideways, and made me feel like a giddy teenager with a crush.  

A long time.

What I was going to do about it was the unknown factor, and I hate unknowns.

As soon as Nick strode away from my table the night before, with Dillon joining me in staring at his well-clad, retreating back, I’d been second-guessing my decision to meet him for lunch.

Dillon’s low whistle, then, “Where can I get me one of those?” question jarred me out of my silent musings.

“Down, girl,” I said. “He’s just a man.”

“Honestly, Mac, he’s no mere man. He’s raw sex in a tux,” she said, fanning herself with an auction brochure. She peered up at me, her usually unlined brow now fanning into slats with a question.  “You’re seeing him tomorrow?”

“He invited me to lunch.”

“Where?” Trinny asked, as she came back to the table and heard me. She immediately pulled out her phone and called up, what I assumed, was my schedule. “When?”

I gave her the particulars.

“We’ve got you down at the Battery at seven a.m. for some posts for Kelleda.”

Kelleda was one of my jewelry brands. A company independently owned and operated by a Nigerian woman I’d met through another charity event for the Downtown Women’s Shelter last year. Her earrings were simply stunning.

“And then we’re supposed to shoot over on Liberty Island.”

“That can wait for another day,” I said, thinking. “I’ll do the Battery shot, then head back uptown.”

Dillon stared at me like I’d sprouted six heads.

“What?” 

“You never reschedule work. Never.”

“Always a first time.”

She ticked her head one way then the other, her penetrating gaze never leaving my face. “You like this guy.”

Since it wasn’t a question I didn’t respond.

Like was a little too tame for what was galloping through me. Dillon resembles a heat-seeking missile honing in on a target when she’s in info-gathering mode. “More than like, I think. You’re…attracted to him,” she declared then wiggled her eyebrows up and down, suggestively. “Like, sleep-with-him-attracted.”

I glanced nervously over my shoulders to see if anyone within hearing distance had caught on to what she’d said, my parents, for instance.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” she demanded, crossing her arms over her chest and zeroing in on my face with her laser beam eyes.

“You’re wrong,” I said, taking the chair next to her to conduct the conversation I knew she was gearing up for in a quieter way. “He’s attractive, yes. No denying it. But you, more than anyone, know I don’t sleep with a man because he is.”

“You don’t sleep with a man for any reason,“ Trinny piped up, her attention still on her phone as her index finger continued to screen-scroll and occasionally tap at a few keys.

Nodding, I said, “For a good reason which you both know. Now, can we forget about him,” I thrust my thumb over my shoulder in the direction Nick had taken, “and concentrate on the silent auction, our clients, and getting some content shots?”

They’d given in because the more shots we took the more we could post and the greater the income would be. Money’s nothing if not the best motivator to hop to it, as my granny preaches.

In all sincerity, though, my mind never drifted far from the image of Nick’s face or the feel of his arms protectively wound around me during our dance. 

And let’s not forget that kiss to my hand. Very old world manners and ridiculously alluring. I’d fallen asleep last night, body tired, but mind energized with the thought of him.

The morning’s early shooting call had been the same. I found concentrating on my body poses to best enhance and promote the jewelry, and where Dillon instructed me to look, difficult at times, imagining instead the planes and angles of Nick’s face as I’d gazed up at him.

At one point, Dillon smiled after snapping away for a few minutes and said, “I don’t know what you were thinking about right then, but keep thinking it, because these are fabulous. Each one is as good as the other.” She held her camera up to me so I could see what she meant.

Now, as I finally got the damn clasp secured, I gave myself a mental pep talk to quiet my nerves.

It’s just lunch. A midday meal between two adults. Nothing more, simple reason said from deep within me.

Simple reason’s sworn enemy - irrational thought processes - yelled out,  yeah, but there’s nothing simple about the guy or the way you responded to him. Face it, Mac.

Unfortunately, ITP was correct.

Bitch.

I’d already called for the car to be waiting for me, so with a last glance in my tri-mirror, I headed down the two flights from my room to the entrance foyer and spotted my mother and father coming out of his study.

“Going out to lunch?” Daddy asked.

I nodded.

“Have fun,” he said, adding, “I might have a little something, myself. Think Nelda has any of her mouth-watering chicken salad left?” he asked my mother as he ambled to the back of the house to the kitchen.

Mom did her version of an eye roll then visually evaluated my outfit.

“I haven’t seen that one before,” she said.

“New client.” The thin-strapped sundress resembled a Jackson Pollack paint splash in bright primary colors, the shoes I’d paired to go with it my favorite Paredo kitten heels.

Just because I wasn’t officially working, I knew I’d take a few selfies to keep the brands front and center.

“It skirts the divide between loud and tasteful,” my mother declared. “The designer is new?”

“Helen Troy,” I told her, then watched her eyes widen as much as her recent botox upkeep would allow. “That’s her given name, too.”

“Easily remembered.” She nodded. “Who are you meeting for lunch?”

“Someone I met last night. Nell Newberry’s brother-in-law, Nick.”

She nodded again. “Darinda introduced us. Is this a business lunch?”

“No.”

She glanced down at her Cartier watch, a wedding present from my father, then back to me, an unasked question hovering on her lips. I knew what she was thinking, what she wanted to know. 

“It’s just lunch, mom. Nothing more. Don’t worry. I’m a big girl.”

“Telling a parent not to worry about a child is ridiculous no matter what age they are.” She sighed, dramatically and long. “I’ve got a hospital meeting at one. I’d better get ready.”

Dressed in a simple Chanel suit that fit her well-kept body to perfection, with her makeup naturally enhancing her features and her hair coiffed in a cloud of platinum around her head, I thought she looked ready for anything. A board meeting; a ladies’ luncheon; first row at a Fashion Week event.








