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CHAPTER


1


Cat stabbed the Answer button on her phone’s screen while the makeup artist filled in her right eyebrow. “Hey, Laur. Tell me we’re a go for shooting,” Cat demanded.


“Put your eyebrow down, or I’m going to make you look like you have caterpillars crawling across your forehead,” Archie warned her.


Cat wrinkled her nose at the makeup artist and smoothed the muscles of her forehead.


“Yeah, about that,” Lauren began. “I don’t think you’re going to like this.”


“They said no? Who in their right minds would say no to having their destroyed town rebuilt in time for Christmas for a network special?”


“I know,” Lauren replied.


But Cat was on a righteous roll. “They don’t have to wait for FEMA money, and we can guaran-­damn-­tee that their Christmas Festival will happen and be bigger than ever. That’s even more revenue for the town.” Cat’s voice echoed around the white walls of the hair and makeup room.


“I know. I know. Preaching to the choir, my friend,” Lauren said.


“I shouldn’t have gone straight to the network with this one. But who knew the town was run by a dumbass?” Cat lamented without moving her lips as Archie slathered gloss over them.


“Well, you see, Cat. I think it’s a dumbass with a grudge. Apparently when you were in Merry for that episode of Kings of Construction, you ruffled some feathers.”


“What exactly does that mean?” Cat demanded, drumming her freshly painted nails on the arm of the makeup chair.


“The city manager felt that the show turned his town into a circus.”


Cat snorted. “We renovated the home of one of the town’s most beloved families after they were hit by a drunk driver and nearly lost everything. That same house has two feet of standing water in it! I’m not going to just stand by and do nothing!”


“You sound mad.”


“We saw the town. We were there. Half of Merry, Connecticut, was underwater two days ago,” Cat argued.


“I know. I know. I was right there.”


“Why in the hell would some city suit decide they don’t need this?”


“Well, among a few other comments, the city manager’s main refrain was he didn’t want some network profiting off the trauma of his neighbors.”


“As if I would let that happen!”


Archie poked Cat in the forehead with a makeup brush. “Stop it with the expressions until I get this shit on your face.”


Cat stuck her tongue out at him but continued more calmly. “I want his phone number,” she told Lauren.


“Are you sure that’s a good idea? I mean, the guy still seems pissed about you and that bar fight when you were in town.”


“Bar fight?” Cat’s voice hit a high note that had Archie bobbling his makeup palette. “He’s going to hold that against me? Obviously, he’s never seen a bar fight before, or he doesn’t believe a woman has the right to defend herself. Either way, I’m going to have to educate him.”


“I don’t know, Cat. He seems to think you’re basically an Antichrist TV star who wants to swoop in and exploit his town’s disaster for ratings.”


“I hope you’re paraphrasing.”


Lauren laughed nervously. “To be fair, I think the guy is stressed to the breaking point. I mean, you saw how bad the damage was.”


“Your pregnancy hormones are making you soft,” Cat sighed. “Text me his number.”


“Okay, but—­”


“I’ll handle this with tact,” Cat promised. “I’m getting all the ‘you’re a big, stupid idiot’ insults out now. Just don’t say anything to the network yet about this city manager guy’s refusal. We’re doing a Christmas special, and it’s going to be in Merry.”


“Good luck. Please don’t make him cry.”


Cat disconnected and leaned back in her chair.


“You shouldn’t yell at pregnant ladies,” Archie commented, holding Cat’s jaw in his hand as he swooped in with fake lashes. “Do not move a muscle.”


“I wasn’t yelling at Lauren. She allows me to freely express my displeasure at things that are stupid, like a city manager refusing what could be a golden ticket to saving his town’s entire tourism income for the year.”


“Uh-­huh.” His fingers deftly pressed the lashes in place.


“The town is devastated. Their huge moneymaker is the Christmas Festival every year, and government money isn’t going to get them back on their feet by December.”


“Mmm,” Archie said, sweeping a bronzer into the hollows of her cheeks.


Cat’s phone buzzed in her lap with a text from Lauren.


Lauren: “Here’s his number. Noah Yates. Be nice!”


“Be nice,” Cat mumbled.


“Stop pouting,” Archie insisted. He swept the cape off her and angled her toward the mirror. “You’re too gorgeous to be grumpy.”


She eyed his handiwork in the mirror. She’d trudged into the studio still half-­asleep with yesterday’s hair spray wreaking havoc on her hastily tied ponytail, and now she looked like a cover-­worthy model. Or at least a promo-­worthy TV star.


“You’re a freaking genius, Archie. You and your godlike hands and your magical potions.”


“Nothing a gay man and his abiding love of Sephora can’t fix.” Archie checked his watch. “You’ve got five before they come pounding on the door demanding your hotness in front of the camera. Go make your call and eviscerate your city manager.”


Cat blew him a kiss, careful not to smudge the violet lip gloss he’d so expertly applied to her mouth. “Will do.”


She ducked out of the room into the hallway. They were shooting promos for her solo show’s second season to run in magazines. Apparently, hosting a home renovation show when you were a woman called for her to be decked out in four-­inch Jimmy Choos and a gorgeous, fitted dress the color of cranberries. She didn’t mind it. If some designer duds—­that she was totally keeping after the shoot—­caught the eye of an audience and made even one little girl think that maybe she could wield a sledgehammer or a circular saw, then Cat considered her work done.


If people wanted to keep putting her in the pretty Barbie box, she was just going to keep cutting and smashing her way out over and over again until they learned their lesson. She may be pretty, but that didn’t mean she was stupid or incapable or the slightest bit dependent on anyone. Catalina King had clawed her way up the ranks of reality TV to not just star in her own show but produce it as well.


And there was nothing she loved more than a chance to use her face to make a difference. Sure, it opened her up to public scrutiny. Two weeks ago, on a whim, she’d dyed her platinum locks a sexy caramel color with highlights. Twitter had lost its damn mind. People were still debating whether blond was better.


Cat took the attention in stride. Her life was perfect. A challenging job, a jet-­setting lifestyle, a never-­ending parade of new, interesting men available for casual consumption, and a project in the new year that would take her beyond TV stardom into something that really mattered.


But between now and then stood Merry.


She dialed Yates and tapped out an impatient beat with the toe of her shoe as the phone rang. After a handful of rings, it went to voicemail. She disconnected and called back.


“This is Noah,” the man on the other end barked.


“Mr. Yates,” Cat began. “This is Catalina King.”


She heard an honest-­to-­God growl from the other end of the call. “I don’t have time for this,” he snapped.


“Frankly, Mr. Yates, your town doesn’t have time.”


Cat heard conversation happening in the background.


“Listen, whoever the hell you are,” Noah snapped. “I’m trying to dry out an entire town here and figure out exactly how extensive the damage is. I’ve got people who might not be able to return to their homes for months and a town that is losing hope. We don’t need some TV show coming in and churning out some sob story for ratings and advertising.”


“What do you need?” Cat asked coolly.


“I need you to take no for an answer so I can get back to work. You’re taking up time that I need to dedicate to more important things.”


“Then maybe next time, don’t answer the phone,” she suggested sarcastically.


“Great idea,” he snapped back.


“Before you continue your tirade, think about what you’re turning down here. We’re offering you a chance to rebuild quickly. The chance to get Merry back on its feet in time for Christmas. I know how much money comes into your town between Thanksgiving and New Year’s Eve. We can help make sure that the park is up and running—­”


“We don’t need your bullshit pity, and I sure as hell don’t need some reality TV star prancing around breaking her nails and punching my residents in the face while turning my town into some sideshow. We’re good. We don’t need you.” And with, that he disconnected the call.


Cat took a deep breath and glared down at her phone. Noah Yates had no idea who he just pissed off. But he sure as hell was going to find out. She was going to save Merry’s Christmas whether Noah wanted her to or not.


“Cat?” A production assistant poked her head out of a doorway. “The photographer’s ready for you.”


The real question was: Was Noah Yates ready for her?




CHAPTER


2


Four days earlier


The clouds, a dull gray swirl, twisted and roiled over Cat’s head as she marched down Broadway. Both the hurricane above and the woman below moved with purpose. The heels of her fawn-­colored boots clicked out a staccato rhythm on the cement as leaves and the occasional Manhattan debris darted in front of her on the wind.


“I’m not going to be late,” she sighed into her phone and quickened her pace.


“You already are,” her assistant, the very adorable and very British Henry, answered in his clipped accent.


“Five minutes,” she scoffed, rolling her eyes behind her oversize sunglasses. “That’s on time for me.” She was perpetually ten minutes late to everything. It wasn’t because she enjoyed making people wait or even that she liked to make an entrance—­though she did. It was that a bit of fame overcomplicated everything. Leaving events and appointments was never as quick as it used to be. TV stars couldn’t just wave goodbye and duck into a car. There was small talk and photos and the occasional autograph.


She was still getting used to it, though she was certainly better suited to it than her twin brother. Gannon couldn’t stand the fuss and hadn’t looked back after leaving the “biz” a year ago. But Cat loved it, thrived on it.


She was officially the highest paid star on the Reno and Realty Network, counting both those with vaginas and penises. Her new show was the network’s version of a blockbuster. The second season was in postproduction, and she had her fingers in a few side projects and endorsement deals to keep her busy between filming. Life was pretty freaking perfect.


“How did the branding meeting go?” Henry asked, all efficiency. She could practically hear his fingers hovering over his ever-­present iPad keyboard.


“Duluth wants to expand the line. We’re looking at bringing in a few more feminine colors, and they’re considering my idea to rework a few of the favorite men’s pieces with more female-­friendly tailoring.”


“They’re happy with the sales?”


Cat could hear the smirk in Henry’s voice.


“Yes, they seemed rather pleased with selling out of product in less than two weeks.”


“Are they planning to restock before Christmas?”


“Already done,” Cat laughed. “The new catalog goes out in a week.”


“Good. Text me the drafts of the adverts you’re supposed to be reviewing, and I’ll make sure nothing is grossly misspelled and that you don’t look like a grinning idiot in them.”


“You’re a good man, Henry.” He knew her so well.


“I’d be a better one if I could get you to your appointments on time,” he grumbled.


“I can literally see the restaurant from here,” she lied, hustling around a dog walker. The man’s jaw dropped open with recognition, and he nearly stepped on a Pomeranian.


Cat wiggled her fingers in his direction and hurried on.


“I realize this is just lunch with your agent, but I’m trying to train you to have better habits.”


Cat snorted. “Good luck with that. Now, go fuss over someone else.”


“Don’t forget you’ve got a phone interview at two and a mani at four.”


Cat’s nails were usually destroyed during filming. Home renovation, even for the cameras, was a dirty business. In the off-­season, she treated herself to shiny, pretty nails.


“Then you’ve got that cocktail thing—­”


“I already know you programmed each and every one of those things into my calendar.”


“It never hurts to remind you. And I can hear you making that face at me right now,” Henry told her.


“Smart-­ass,” Cat said, unscrewing her face. “Thank you for your obsessive attention to detail. Now, I need you to stop talking my ear off so I can get to my lunch before this hurricane opens up on us and wrecks my hair.”


“By the time you get there, it will be high tea, and we’re only supposed to see about three inches of rain. Farther north is going to take the brunt.” Henry was a fount of knowledge. “I hope you remembered your umbrella.”


“Bye, Henry,” Cat sang. She disconnected from her snarky assistant and stowed her phone in her bag. She pursed her lips, ran a hand down her artful over-­the-­shoulder braid, and smoothed her features into an impassive mask.


A handful of photographers milled about, huddling deeper into their jackets and staring at their phones, in front of the very bohemian, very popular Courtyard Restaurant and Lounge. They were always here, capturing the occasional celebrity on their way to a posh lunch or for pricey cocktails on the sunken patio. It would be the former for Cat today as the outer edge of Hurricane Veronica lumbered its way up the coast.


“Cat! Cat!”


Cat’s lips curved in the slightest hint of a smile. It wasn’t that long ago that they had no idea who she was. Sure, they’d snapped a few pictures on her way in because she dressed nicely enough to be “someone.” But now they knew her name. It was a reminder of how far she’d come in the last few years. It was this side of five years ago that she and her brother had been desperate to save the family business, and now strangers with cameras clamored for her picture.


“Who are you meeting, Cat?”


“Where’d you get the boots, gorgeous?”


“Smile pretty for me, baby.”


“Sorry, gentlemen,” she said with an apologetic grin. “Running late!”


Their comments followed her inside as the hostess stood stalwart guardian between the restaurant’s diners and those outside wanting a piece of them.


“Catalina, lovely to have you with us again.” The hostess offered the perfunctory celebrity greeting.


“Thank you. I’ve been dreaming about your kale salad all day.” It was a lie. Cat had been fantasizing about Courtyard’s very thick, very juicy bacon cheeseburger. But there was a price to pay to look the way she looked on camera. The days of eating whatever she wanted and drinking as much as she could were tapering off. Thirty-­two meant making more good choices than bad, a sacrifice that she was constantly reminding herself was worth it in the long run.


Her heels clicked on the tile floor as the hostess led her back into the restaurant and heads turned in her direction. She was used to it by now…mostly. Dark bamboo lined the walls and kitschy chandeliers threw off dim pools of light. High-­backed tufted leather booths offered diners a modicum of privacy. For those who preferred to be seen, there was a selection of high-­top tables clustered around the sleek bar.


The hostess led her to a booth under a folksy painting of a rooster.


“Catalina King, you always know how to make an entrance,” her agent, Marta, sighed. She rose and gave Cat a kiss on each cheek.


“You should talk,” Cat teased, taking in Marta’s curve-­hugging white dress and glossy black hair. The former Mexican soap star turned producer’s ex-­wife had carved out a very profitable niche as a fierce agent to Broadway stars and TV talent. Her cavernous three-­bedroom Upper West Side apartment and Bentley were proof of a never-­quit work ethic.


They slid into the booth, and Cat ordered a flat water.


“First thing first,” Marta said, her accent lightly tinging her words. “How’s it working out with Henry?”


Cat leaned back against the booth. “He’s perfect, and you’re a diabolical genius for suggesting I steal him from that bitchsicle.” Meeghan Traxx was an asshole of epic proportions. The woman was a fellow Reno and Realty star but had the personality of a cactus and the soul of a dementor. The woman had trolled Cat’s brother and his wife every chance she got. And Cat took great pleasure in stealing the woman’s abused assistant from her.


“You were a year late on the assistant front,” Marta pointed out. “You keep trying to do it all yourself, and you’ll end up combusting.”


“I should have listened to you a long time ago,” Cat admitted. She was a control freak. But she liked it that way. No one was going to be as invested in her career, in her brand, in her plans as she was—­no matter how much she paid them. Though now that she had Henry handling more mundane matters, she’d really begun to make progress on her pet project.


The server returned with Cat’s drink, and they placed their orders. Cat sighed internally when she ordered the kale salad.


“So what do you have for me?” Cat asked. Marta and Cat both shared an appreciation for business first, another reason they got along so well.


“Yet another magazine cover offer,” Marta said, booting up her tablet and taking out her stylish reading glasses.


“Topless?”


“Of course.”


“Pass,” Cat said, sipping her water.


“They promised it would be—­and I quote—­‘most tasteful,’” Marta added.


“These girls are worth more than a magazine cover,” Cat said, pointing at her chest with both index fingers.


“It would be great exposure—­no pun intended—­leading up to your second season.”


Cat shook her head. “Not happening. I’m not hitting any long-­term goals by flashing my tits to twentysomethings.”


Marta moved on without breaking her stride. “The network wants to offer you a Christmas special.”


“Isn’t it a little late in the game for a Christmas special?” Cat glanced out the window at the worsening October weather. “The other networks probably filmed theirs months ago.”


“They found more money in the budget and want to add a special starring you and Drake Mackenrowe.”


“Drake? Interesting.”


They paused their conversation long enough to thank the waitress for their figure-­friendly salads.


“Things ended well with you two, didn’t they?” Marta asked, stabbing her fork into a piece of broiled chicken.


Cat and Drake had shared a very pleasant month-­long relationship two years ago. Technically, “relationship” made it sound more serious than it had been. They were never in the same place long enough for more than a series of one-­night stands and had parted as friends. They’d managed to stir the pot by showing up to a red-­carpet function together, but—­try as the suits had—­the relationship hadn’t stuck.


It had been a temporary good time, one Cat had no regrets about. She’d never worked with Drake before but couldn’t see a reason why it would be a problem now. He was a nice guy and would have no problems with her calling the shots.


“It ended well,” Cat said, spearing an unsatisfying leaf of kale. As soon as the show’s promo shoot was done this week, she was treating herself to a pizza. A whole one. And an entire bottle of wine. She’d invite Paige, her sister-­in-­law, and they could get sloppy drunk together. “What kind of special?”


“They’re thinking a neighbor-­versus-­neighbor decorating contest,” Marta told her.


Cat wrinkled her nose. “Ugh. Not interested.”


“Their offer is reasonably generous,” Marta said, naming a figure that stilled Cat’s fingers on her fork. But her time was valuable, and if she was going to shift focus from the balls she was currently juggling, it needed to interest her.


“Don’t they get that viewers are tired of competition? What about something with actual feelings and Christmas spirit?”


“I don’t think you’re going to get something with generosity and human kindness out of network television,” Marta quipped.


“My plate is full enough already. I’m not interested in adding another project unless they’re open to a show that would actually benefit something besides their bank accounts. It’s the holidays, for Christ’s sake.”


“And that’s exactly what I told them,” Marta announced smugly.


Cat smiled. “You know me so well.”


“That’s what you pay me quite well for.”


Cat contemplated her salad for a quiet moment. “Isn’t Christmas supposed to be about more than advertising and competition?”


“Not in show business.”
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Dad!”


Noah winced at his daughter’s near shriek. “Hang on a sec, Dave,” he said, covering the mouthpiece of his office phone as Sara burst into his office with all the overwhelming energy of a twelve-­year-­old. “I’m on the phone, Sar.”


She rolled her dark eyes at him and flopped down in his visitor’s chair, slouching until her chin touched her chest. She was wearing the yellow sweater she’d lobbied her mother for and a chunky turquoise necklace.


“Let’s keep the old high school as a plan A for the shelter. It’s already got the empty space, and we won’t have to waste time and energy clearing it out. Check with the fire station and see how many cots and blankets they have, and we’ll figure out where we can get more.” He hung up and gave his daughter his full attention. “Why aren’t you in school, young lady?”


“Daaaad! The hurricane?” Sara pointed out the third-­floor window where rain was already falling. “They let us out early so we could get home safely and help bat on the hatches.” She kicked her pink-­and-­yellow rain boots out and crossed them at the ankle.


“Batten down the hatches,” Noah corrected automatically, shuffling papers of town business that he could afford to set aside while dealing with what looked as though it would be a direct hit from a Category 2 hurricane. And with the Connecticut River in their backyard, they were facing some serious flooding.


“Whatever. If you give me money, I’ll grab some stuff at the market.”


Noah rose, automatically reaching for his wallet. “Can you let me know what the bread and water aisles look like?” He’d already put out an informational sheet on provisions and emergency procedures to the town. But Merry, Connecticut, was traditionally overly optimistic when it came to nearly everything. Being city manager here was both a constant joy and battle trying to get residents to understand the less-­than-­positive consequences of their choices.


“I’ll text you,” Sara said, hopping to her feet and snatching the cash out of his hand.


“I have to finish up a few things here. Meet me at home in an hour?”


Sara was too busy texting to respond.


Noah covered the phone screen with his palm. “Excuse me, daughter.”


With a dramatic sigh, she tucked her phone back into her backpack. “Bread and water aisle. Be home in an hour. I got it, Dad. You’re the one who’s always late.”


She spoke the truth. It seemed that his job was never done.


“Watch the bucket,” he warned, sidestepping a snowman tin one of the residents had donated to help catch the leaks that had begun plaguing the ceiling of his shabby office last spring. Town hall was in dire need of a facelift. “Is your mom ready for the storm?” he asked her as he walked her to the door, skimming a hand over her ponytail. “Is she okay with you staying with me?”


She swung the doeskin tail out of his grasp and shrugged. “I guess.”


He added it to the long list of rejections a father of a twelve-­year-­old suffered.


“Did she get my memo?”


Sara rolled her eyes. “Dad, why don’t you ask her? You have her number. I gotta go.”


“Be safe,” he called after her.


“I’m getting donuts,” she yelled from the stairs.


Noah ran his hand through his curling hair and watched her skip down the stairs. Sometimes it baffled him that he’d known his daughter for all of her twelve years yet at times they were complete strangers. He was officially one of those dads who didn’t “get it.” Sara had gone from his adorable princess who raced down the stairs to greet him every day to the fiercely independent near teen who now seemed to care more about magazines and reality TV than being a well-­rounded human.


He still caught glimpses of the little girl who captured his heart about two seconds after she was born. But most hours of the day were now spent in a constant battle of homework and parental nudging to make good life choices. He loved her more than anything in the world. He’d do whatever it took to protect Sara from bad decisions and frivolous diversions. Even if it meant she was constantly annoyed with him.


Noah’s desk phone rang again, and a second later, his cell phone echoed it. He sighed. He had less than twelve hours to make sure every one of Merry’s citizens was safe before Hurricane Veronica made landfall. He rubbed his tired eyes under his glasses. It was going to be a long night.


[image: Images]


Sara’s gaze wandered to the living room windows where the incessant rain pelted. The roar of the storm surrounded them, and Noah wished he would have gotten the roof redone like he’d planned this summer. The three-­story Victorian monstrosity on the hill was too big for just the two of them. Six bedrooms, five bathrooms in dire need of updating, and two freaking formal parlors. Purchasing it had been a whim, despite the fact that Noah never had whims. But in the midst of a polite divorce, he and Sara had spotted the for-­sale sign one day. She’d fallen in love with the fanciful mess in a way that only an imaginative six-­year-­old could.


Noah blamed Sara’s princess phase and his desire to ease the transition to two separate families for the choice of real estate. Not that he minded the house. Its creaky, crooked doors, cozy nooks, and football field–­sized kitchen had a certain charm, a character that made it impossible not to like.


However, the projects that he’d promised himself he’d tackle had taken a back seat to raising his daughter and keeping his town under control.


A town now under siege by a hurricane that seemed hell-­bent on swamping them.


“House wins,” Noah said, drawing Sara’s attention back to their game.


She glared at his cards, adding them up in her head. “Cheater! You busted. I win!”


Noah grinned and ruffled her hair. He’d taught her blackjack back in the day to help sharpen her math skills, and she’d become quite quick with the cards. He hoped it wouldn’t someday come back to bite him in the ass.


“Dad, I’m quitting college to become a blackjack dealer on a cruise ship.”


“So how’s school going? Are you still having trouble with fractions?”


Sara flopped over backward to sprawl across the rug. “Dad, can we please talk about normal stuff for once?”


Noah frowned. “School’s normal. Isn’t it?”


Sara’s sigh of frustration was Emmy-­worthy. “Dad, you treat every conversation like some chance for a life lesson. Can’t you just be human every once in a while?”


“I’m your father,” he reminded her. “It’s my job to make sure—­”


“Yeah, yeah. That I don’t destroy my future by making bad decisions now.” She parroted his own words back at him with more than a hint of sass. “I get it, but why can’t we talk about other things too?”


“Like what?”


“Like how about this giant hurricane that’s drowning Merry? How are we going to help people and fix stuff? What’s going to happen to the Christmas Festival? Or why haven’t you dated anyone in forever?”


“Geez, kid. I thought we’d wade into real stuff with a talk about favorite cheeses or something.”


“Cheddar. Next,” Sara deadpanned from the floor. She was wearing the ridiculous mermaid-­scale pajamas he’d gotten her for Christmas the previous year. Mellody, his ex-­wife, had helpfully sent him the link, suggesting their daughter would love them.


Noah cleared his throat.


In so many ways, Sara was still a little girl. He’d thought he’d been protecting her by keeping her out of storm prep. “Well, there’s going to be flooding. We know that for sure. I’m worried about how much the water will rise overnight. The lower end of town by the park is going to have the most damage, and the fire department contacted everyone there to make sure they know that the old high school will be open as a shelter.”


Sara sat up and slumped against the ottoman.


“Are you worried?” Sara asked, her pretty brown eyes assessing.


He hesitated for a second. “Yeah. Are you?” A gust of wind rattled the front window.


“Yeah.”


“We’re going to be fine—­”


“I’m not worried for us. We might have a leaky roof and stuff, but we’re on a hill. I’m worried about April. She lives across from the park. And what about Mrs. Pringle? She’s all alone in a wheelchair. Remember how bad her basement flooded this spring?”


Noah sighed. He’d stopped by Mrs. Pringle’s house on his way home and begged her for a solid ten minutes to let him take her to the high school. He’d even offered up a guest room in his house. At eighty-­one, the woman was impossibly stubborn. He’d made sure her name was at the top of the fire department’s welfare checklist for the morning.


“If people are in trouble, Sar, we’ll help. That’s the best thing about Merry. We’re all in this together. We’re going to be okay, and that means we can help everyone else who needs it.”


She weighed his words and stared into the flames of the fireplace behind him.


“Okay. Now, why aren’t you dating?”


“Where is this coming from?”


“Mom’s engaged to Ricky.”


Noah rolled his eyes. He was well aware that his ex-­wife was getting remarried. And to be fair, he had no complaints about her choice in husband—­besides a grown man still going by the name “Ricky.” He seemed nice enough and certainly treated both Mellody and Sara well. As long as Sara didn’t suddenly start calling Ricky “Dad,” Noah planned to have a polite relationship with the man.


“What does your mom being engaged have to do with anything?”


Sara gave a one-­shoulder shrug. “I thought maybe you were still, like, pining over her or something.”


“Did you think we were going to get back together?” he asked, a headache forming between his eyes at the thought of his daughter being disappointed.


“Geez. No. I just think that Mom’s happy now. But you’re not. So why don’t you go find someone who makes you happy?”


“People don’t make other people happy,” Noah pointed out.


“Life lesson.” Sara stabbed her pointer finger at him accusingly.


“Sorry.” Noah hid his smile.


“You never have fun, Dad. I worry about you.”


“I have plenty of fun,” he argued.


“No. You don’t. You work, and you lecture me, and you worry about stuff. Zero. Fun. Ever. I kinda wonder if maybe you don’t know how to have fun.”


Noah did the only thing a father could do when faced with such an accusation. He hit his daughter in the face with a pillow.
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Cat finished up the email and pushed away from the workstation in her apartment. Rain, a deluge of it, made it impossible to see through her fourth-­floor windows. The edges of Hurricane Veronica were doing their best to remind New York City that no one messed with Mother Nature. She couldn’t imagine what a direct hit would look like.


The TV screen mounted on the wall flickered, catching her attention. She picked up the remote and turned the volume up.


“Hurricane Veronica has made landfall over Long Island and continues to head for the Connecticut coast.”


Cat squinted at the screen, stepped closer. “Crap,” she muttered. Right between New Haven and New London, directly in the path of the tropical bitch, was Merry.


She grabbed her phone and scrolled through her contacts until she found Kathy Hai.


“Kathy?” Cat said as soon as she heard the woman’s voice.


“Cat? I can’t hear you very well. Reception’s spotty.”


“Are you guys okay? I just saw on the news that you’re in for some rain.”


Kathy’s laugh was forced. “Oh, just a little sprinkle. Nothing to worry about.” Cat heard static, and then Kathy’s voice came through clearer. “Sorry. I had to come upstairs. I didn’t want April to hear me freak out over the phone.”


“Oh geez. Are you guys okay?”


“Jasper and I are debating whether we should go to the shelter.”


“Kathy, you live eye level to a river that’s about to be raging. Get the hell out of there.”


“I know, but I’ll be worried about the house the whole time.”


“You can rebuild a house,” Cat reminded her.


“Yeah, but not as nice as you can.” Kathy gave a sad laugh. “This place is our home, and you made it that way for us.”


“I’ll be up with my tools and my brother if need be,” Cat promised.


“You’re a good person, Cat King,” Kathy told her.


“Yeah, well, let’s just make sure you’re a safe, dry person. I’ll call you guys tomorrow and make sure you weren’t total idiots who decided to stay home.”


Kathy’s reply was cut off by static, and the line went dead.


Cat looked back at her computer, at the pile of work waiting for her, and then at the TV screen. The Hai family was one of her favorites from the show. A few years back, their car had been hit by a drunk driver. A hit-­and-­run. Between the medical bills and not working, the Hais had come within weeks of losing their home. Kings of Construction had swooped in, not only renovating the home but paying off the mortgage, and the town had chipped in with a generous donation to help with the family’s remaining medical bills. Since then, the Hais were back on their feet, and Cat stayed in touch with the family, even managing to get together once a year or so.


The town of Merry itself was postcard adorable. No box stores graced the town limits. The downtown was all mom-­and-­pop shops, kids walking home from school, and waving neighbors. Merry’s fame came from its Christmas Festival. The entire town decked its halls to the nines and hosted late-­shopper nights. Every year, they transformed the park into a winter wonderland with three acres of Christmas lights viewed from the country club’s borrowed fleet of golf carts. There were hot chocolate and kettle corn stands, handmade crafts, and an entire Santa’s village. On Christmas Eve, the town could rival the North Pole in festivity. If you lived within one hundred miles of Merry, you went there for Christmas Eve. It was part of thousands of families’ Christmas traditions.


Where would they go this year? Cat wondered.


She picked up her phone again, dialed.


“Hey!” Her sister-­in-­law’s cheery greeting was undercut by Gabby’s squeal of delight or frustration. The one-­year-­old certainly had gotten the volume from the King side of the family.


“Hey, Paige. I just talked to Kathy Hai,” Cat said, cutting to the chase.


“Oh! How is she? How’s April?” Paige asked. Cat’s sister-­in-­law had an uncanny memory for the families they’d featured on all four seasons of Kings of Construction.


“It was hard to hear her over the hurricane bearing down on her.”


“Oh no! I haven’t caught up on the news. Are they going to be okay?”


Cat blew out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t know. I mean, it’s a direct hit.”


“And their house is across from the park,” Paige said, getting the gist.


“And the river.”


“If they need anything at all, you know you can count on Gannon and me.”


“Thanks. I think I just want someone else to worry about them with me.”


“Consider me your partner in concern,” Paige promised. “How’s Operation School Days coming?”


Cat flopped down on her overstuffed sofa and turned off the TV. “I’m not on speakerphone, am I?”


“No.”


“Good. Because I’m so fucking pumped about it. I think I just found my ideal facilities manager, and I’ve got a few lines on some other VIP staff. And I’m dying to talk about it. But until I have a location, what am I going to say?”


“That you’re an amazing woman who is going to train other amazing women to work in trades and run their own businesses?” Paige suggested.


“Aww. You’re pretty amazeballs yourself, Paigey. How’s my beautiful niece?”


“Big, bad, and beautiful. Just like her daddy and her aunt.”


“What’s next on your busy filmmaker schedule?” Paige had gotten her start behind the camera in reality television. She’d worked her way up to director and had started her own production studio that developed documentaries. Her first documentary, on women in the television industry, had opened eyes across the country to double standards and inequalities. The Reno and Realty Network—­probably fearful that Paige would take aim at them specifically—­had started a program to advance women behind the camera and put in place an equal pay policy.


Paige filled Cat in on the particulars of her latest project. “But listen, when this school thing pans out, I’d be interested in documenting it.”


“Really?” Cat kicked her legs up over the arm of the couch. “Like a day in the life?”


“I’m thinking following the first class to graduation and then beyond.”


“You must have a lot of faith in me.”


“In the words of Gannon King, ‘I’d be a fucking moron not to.’”


“Yeah, that sounds about right. Is my uglier, older half around?” Gannon and Cat were twins born two minutes apart. Neither of them was hard on the eyes, and their sincere brotherly-­sisterly angst had won the hearts of viewers everywhere. The reality TV world was still mourning the fact that Gannon had gone back to managing their grandfather’s construction business.


“He’s putting Gabby down, but he’ll want to know about the Hais.”


“I’ll call him tomorrow once I know how they fared.”


“Okay. If they need anything at all, let us know. I’m serious. I’ve got some time between now and the end of the year. And I know Gannon will juggle things to make time.”


“Will do, sis. Thanks.”


They ended the call, and Cat listened to the unceasing rain while staring up at her ceiling. She’d been in this space for five years now. Everything in the two-­bedroom Brooklyn apartment was exactly the way she wanted it. The teal textured walls of the master bedroom. The refinished hardwood. The kitchen had taken her eight weeks of her own labor to get just perfect. Everything in it was just perfect, right down to the custom-­sized claw-­foot tub in the bathroom.


It made her antsy.


Cat would never consider herself a settler-­downer. Sure, Gannon made it look appealing with his smart-­ass, beautiful wife and their gush-­worthy baby girl in their gorgeous brownstone six blocks away. But that wasn’t for Cat. The idea of walking in the same door every day to the same man? It gave her the heebie-­jeebies. Life was too big and bright for that. Maybe later. Maybe when she hit her midforties, she’d change her mind. But for now, she loved her life just the way it was. Traveling light and not having to consider anyone else’s feelings or opinions on decisions. She went where she wanted when she wanted, slept with men without strings or guilt, and designed her space to exactly suit her tastes.


Maybe it was time to move on and find a new real estate project to satisfy her wanderlust?


She thought of the Hais and felt a stab of guilt. Here she was mentally whining to herself about living in the same perfect property for too long, and her friends were in danger of losing their home. It’s not like the network would swoop in a second time to rebuild their home—­


Cat’s feet hit the floor as she propelled herself into a seated position.


Maybe they would…
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Holy. Shit.”


Cat muttered the pronouncement as she sat on the tailgate of a pickup truck and pulled on a pair of her father’s hip waders. The muddy, murky floodwaters lapped at the stack of sandbags some enterprising employee had thought to set up in the grocery store parking lot.


After her epiphany the night before, she hadn’t slept. There was too much planning to do. She’d swung by her parents’ empty house at midnight and raided her father’s fishing gear while talking her favorite location manager into an early-­morning road trip. They’d left Brooklyn in one of the Kings Construction pickups at dawn and headed north in the rain.


The trip had taken hours longer than usual with road closures and Lauren’s frequent pee breaks. The system, now downgraded to an annoying tropical storm, had pushed farther inland, which meant more flooding would be likely for the coastal areas as rivers and creeks pushed their overflow to the ocean.


Cat had parked the pickup in a half-­flooded grocery store parking lot where a dozen other civilian vehicles towing boats and carting kayaks were lining up. They’d heard on the radio that New Haven had gotten quite a bit of water too, and that was where most of the help was focused.


Merry was on its own.


The river had overflowed its banks and taken up residence in the lower end of downtown. But the stalwart New England community was ready to save its own ass.


“You’re not going out there,” Lauren announced, tossing her hair over her shoulder. The woman was seven months pregnant and in no condition to physically stop Cat.


“Lauren, Lauren, Lauren,” Cat tsked. “If I don’t go out there, how will we know how extensive the damage is? This is our chance to put together a real Christmas special here. Something that means something. The network needs to know what a hot mess we’ve got on our hands, or they’ll never agree to it. And Merry will miss out on its biggest source of revenue.”


“Hell to the no.” Lauren shook her head and crossed her arms over her baby bump. “If the insurance company finds out that your fine ass went into waist-­deep floodwaters, you’ll have bigger problems than Christmas decorations.”


They watched as a pickup truck backed a trailer hauling two Jet Skis into the murky water.


Lauren shook her head. “I can’t believe we’re watching someone launch Jet Skis from a ShopRight.”


Cat spotted a flat-­bottomed boat trolling down what yesterday had been a street and used her taxi whistle to catch the man’s attention. She waved and he changed directions.


“You are going to get me fired, and then this baby won’t be able to go to college!” Lauren wailed.


“You’re not getting fired. No one’s going to know. I’m just going to take a little boat tour, and you’re going to document whatever damage you can from safety.”


“I’m going with you,” Lauren said stubbornly.


“You and I both know your wife is one of the scariest women on the planet. If she found out I let your pregnant ass get on a fishing boat and go trolling through floodwaters, she’d murder me. Stay!”


Cat hooked a leg over the bow of the boat and clambered aboard.


[image: Images]


Stuart was a middle-­aged man of few words. He piloted the small boat down flooded town streets with close-­mouthed determination. Just another fishing trip for him, Cat thought. He had no idea who she was, just that she was some crazy woman who showed up to a flood with a small cooler of sandwiches and water and a thermos of coffee. She was just another volunteer to him, and she was happy to keep it that way.


Cat was incognito in her ball cap and layers.


She’d recorded the canoe rescue of a young mother, her little boy, and a bedraggled cat from their flooded home. And Cat had taken dozens of photos of floodwaters and damage. She’d coaxed Stu—­Cat had no idea if he minded her calling him that—­to float them through the park in hopes of getting close to the Hai house. The park itself was completely submerged. The tree… The tree that had been decorated and lit every Christmas season for the past fifty years was broken, listing on its side in the ice-­cold, debris-­filled water.


There’d be no Christmas Festival here. Unless the network put their money where their mouth was. If the suits didn’t jump on this as the most epic Christmas special ever—­well, that wasn’t going to happen. She’d make sure of it.


Mindful of the current, Stu didn’t venture too far into the park. Instead, he motored up Mistletoe Avenue. The Hai house, a cute bungalow that Cat had personally helped renovate from top to bottom, was sitting in three feet of water. The finished basement would be a complete loss, and the first floor would need new drywall, new floors, and new molding, but barring a further freak act of nature, it would be livable again.


They weren’t there. The sign on the front door said so. And Cat wondered who had the forethought to ask residents to post whether their homes were empty, saving rescuers time.


She snapped away pictures, video. Whatever it would take to convince the network to send her back to this tiny town.


Cat stowed her phone in her rain slicker and began scanning neighboring windows for movement. Burrowing deeper into her slicker, she shivered. She could see puffs of her own breath, silvery clouds in the frigid air. The floodwaters were even more dangerous with their arctic temperatures.


She spotted movement up ahead. Arms waved from the covered porch of a cottage halfway down the block. Cat signaled Stu, and they chugged up the street. A family of four clutching garbage bags and one another waded out to greet them.


A woman, a complete stranger, handed Cat her most precious possession, her baby girl. “Thank you,” the woman whispered through chattering teeth as her husband boosted her aboard.


Cat bit her lip and nodded briskly. She handed the baby back and plucked the little boy off his father’s shoulders.


“Hey there, buddy. Ready for a boat ride?”


He grinned up at her, too innocent to understand their circumstances.


“I like boats!” he announced.


Cat offered her hand to the dad and helped haul him into the boat. He picked up his son and put his arm around his wife, pulling her into his side.


“Where we takin’ ’em?” Stu wanted to know. It was the first full sentence he’d spoken to her.


Shit. When had she become the boss? “Let’s go back to the grocery store. There’s food there, cars. It’ll be easier for everyone to find a ride.”


Stu grunted and gunned the outboard motor.


The little boy clapped his gloved hands as they cruised through muddy water down the ruined street.
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Cat had lost count of how many people they’d hauled to safety. Her phone had died hours ago and was left to charge in the truck. Lauren, a natural organizer, had set up a receiving area of sorts for people in the parking lot of the grocery store. The store itself had opened its doors and was grilling hot dogs and hamburgers and handing out bottled water and sports drinks to everyone who was in need. Donations of blankets and socks, dog and cat food, and other necessities were being sorted and distributed.


As if to add insult to injury, the tail end of the storm had stalled over Merry. The winds were calmer now, but the rain fell steadily, soaking rescuers and their precious cargo to the bone. It was a deep-­down chill that made Cat wonder if she’d ever feel warm again.


They’d all become immune to the rain. Now that the worst had passed, now that their town was underwater, a little rain was the least of their worries.


Cell service was nonexistent, which added another jagged layer to the frustration everyone was feeling. Friends and relatives worried about Merry residents were convening in clumps at the edges of the floodwaters. Lauren pressed them all into duty, giving everyone a task.


Cat made sure her friend had a sandwich and a chair before shoving off again with Stu.


She waved as they chugged away from the parking lot. They’d teamed up with two other boats and, between the three tiny vessels, had nearly cleared Mistletoe Avenue and Holly Alley. There were two more homes to clear before they could move on to another street.
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Noah squinted against the wind and the rain and fought to keep the bow of the canoe pointed in the right direction. He’d slogged through eighteen inches of water to meet up with his fire chief, who couldn’t verify if any of his crew had made it to Mrs. Pringle’s house. A neighboring town’s search and rescue team was on its way, but with water still rising in the downtown, Noah wasn’t taking any chances.


He’d left Sara in the house with the dozen displaced neighbors they’d opened the doors to. A veritable river separated them from the old high school building that was acting as a shelter. Sara was more than happy to play hostess, and he’d left her making her “famous tuna salad” for their new roommates.


He’d liberated a canoe from the back of a neighbor’s garage and pushed off into the murk and mud. Mrs. Pringle’s home was only five blocks over, an easy walk on a pretty day. However, paddling through debris and current slowed him down considerably.


His hands were white knuckled on the oar as the rain and cold bit at every gap in his rain jacket and pants. The water was higher and faster on the lower end of town, and he lost valuable time when the current plowed him through a hedgerow.


He hoped to God that Mrs. Pringle had been talked into going to a neighbor’s house. But the woman was beyond stubborn. Round and soft, she fit the grandmother type to a T. Her hair still had more black than silver in it, and she always wore a hat to church on Sundays. Her vocabulary was sprinkled with southernisms like “lawd a’ mercy!” Everyone loved her. Hell, Noah adored her, and she doted on Sara as if she was one of her eleven grandbabies. There were always cookies in her house, always a donation ready for whoever knocked on her door selling candles or candy. She was everyone’s granny.


She’d been wheelchair-­bound for about ten years now. Volunteers from town had gotten together to build the ramp in front of the house she shared with Mr. Pringle. Noah remembered helping. He’d been twenty-­two. Fresh out of college and juggling a wife, a new career as a public servant, and his toddler.


He spotted the house coming up on his right. The current was moving fast here, and he wished he’d tracked down someone with a fishing boat. Best case scenario, he’d find that Mrs. Pringle had moved to higher ground to wait out the storm. Worst case scenario? He had no idea how he was going to get a two-­hundred-­pound—­not that he’d ever say that guesstimate to her face—­wheelchair-­bound woman into a canoe, but he’d figure it out.


Fixing problems was his superpower.


Noah lined up the nose of the canoe with the visible part of Mrs. Pringle’s white picket fence gate and paddled hard, his muscles bunching and screaming under the duress. He hit the gate hard enough that it opened and the canoe scraped through, landing with a dull thud against the house.


The impact nearly toppled him into the water, and Noah vowed if he ever attempted a water rescue again, it would be with at the very least a more stable kayak. The front porch itself was underwater, and Noah had to scramble out of the canoe into thigh-­deep water to get to the front door. He fastened the canoe’s lead rope to one of Mrs. Pringle’s porch columns and pounded on the front door.
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