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			This book is dedicated to my mother for braving the crowd of screaming girls and taking me to see the ­Osmonds not once, but three times.

			Thank you!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			LARGER THAN LIFE

			“No!” Grady leaned forward in his lounge chair and shook his head at his brothers. “There’s no way we’re offering Arabella York the job as our choreographer for the reunion concert.”

			Oliver, Jesse, and Jimmy all started protesting at once, but Grady took a casual drink of his cold beer and looked over at the swimming pool, refusing to listen. Simply saying Arabella’s name caused a hot wave of emotion and made Grady want to jump into the shimmering water to cool off.

			“Come on, Grady.” Jimmy, always the peacemaker, raised his palms upward. “I get where you’re coming from. I mean, what Arabella did to you was wrong.”

			Grady tilted his head at Jimmy and laughed without humor. “Ya think?”

			“Yeah.” Jimmy sighed. “But it was a long time ago.”

			“I don’t care.” Grady shook his head, refusing to budge. “We can get someone else.”

			“Maybe, but she already knows the dance routines. She created them!” Jimmy reached into the cooler for a beer and cracked it open. “Not to mention that she’s the best. And we’re doing the Heartbeat reunion in Mom’s honor. Why wouldn’t we go with the best?”

			Grady gave Jimmy a stony stare. “Uh, maybe because she walked out on me, refused to believe my innocence, and didn’t take my calls.” Grady snapped his fingers. “Just like that.”

			“We all get it, but that was thirteen years ago,” Jesse chimed in, nodding in agreement with his twin brother. “The benefit concert was your idea.” Jesse pointed at Grady. “You talked us into this to raise money for Mom’s foundation. And you know damned well that having Arabella York on board will give us additional publicity.”

			“Like I need more bullshit gossip in the tabloids.” Grady took a swig of his beer.

			“You brought some of that on yourself,” Jesse said.

			Grady remained silent because Jesse had a point.

			“You wanted to do this,” Oliver added. “We agreed. And hey, you might be the oldest, but you don’t get to make all the decisions. We’re all adults now. Well, except maybe Jesse.”

			Jesse shrugged. “I can be an adult when I want to.”

			“But unfortunately, you never want to,” Jimmy said.

			“Adulting is overrated,” Jesse said.

			“There is only one reason why I want to do this.” Grady put his beer can down on the concrete with a clank. “So we can raise a ton of money.” He couldn’t keep the emotion from his voice. “I’d do anything to help find a cure for lupus, including a cheesy boy-band reunion.”

			“We weren’t cheesy,” Oliver complained. As the youngest of the brothers, he’d been disappointed when Heartbeat ended when he’d just turned seventeen, thinking they still had a few more boy-band years left in them.

			Grady raised an eyebrow at Oliver. “Right, those wild-ass bright silk suits were super cool. Just like the blond tips in your spiky hair.”

			“Ha, at least my hair’s not gray like yours, old man.”

			“My hair isn’t gray,” Grady said, even though he’d spotted a few silver strands here and there recently. “And thirty-four isn’t exactly ancient,” he said, remembering a time when he used to think thirty was over the hill. “And you’ll be hitting the big three-oh in another year, little bro.”

			Jimmy groaned. “Please tell me we’re not going to wear those suits, are we?” Of the brothers, Jimmy was the least comfortable onstage and had been the hardest to convince to do the reunion. A successful songwriter, he preferred a quiet life out of the spotlight. Jesse and Jimmy were fraternal twins—they were opposites in personality and didn’t look a thing alike.

			Jesse laughed. “Mine sure wouldn’t fit.”

			“Because you’ve packed on a few pounds, huh, bro?” Grady asked.

			Jesse flexed his arm. “Um . . . no, because I’m so damned buff.” Tall and lanky, Jesse was athletic but not muscle-bound. He was also the only sandy blonde out of the brothers and still wore his hair in the same shaggy surfer style that the girls loved. He had an easy laugh and had never taken their fame seriously, even when Heartbeat was topping the charts and filling arenas with screaming fans.

			“Mine still fits,” Oliver boasted.

			Jesse leaned over and nudged Oliver’s knee. “You probably sleep in it.”

			“Shut the hell up or I’ll toss your ass in the pool.” Oliver shoved Jesse’s knee back.

			“Right, like you could do that. You’d go in first, trust me.”

			“Wanna find out?” Jesse challenged, and started to push up from his lounge chair.

			“Guys!” Grady interrupted. “Knock it off. I invited you here for a reason. We need to get down to business.”

			“Yeah,” Jimmy said quietly. “And hire Arabella. Put your personal issues aside, Grady.”

			Grady picked up his beer and drained it. “She probably won’t agree, anyway. I think she still lives in LA and has some sort of fitness studios or something,” he said, but he did know. Her business was called Hip, Hop, Health, and it was expanding, apparently because it was doing very well. “And I couldn’t see her wanting to come to a sleepy little town like Sea Breeze, Florida.” After they’d ended Heartbeat, the brothers had all moved back to their seaside hometown to be close to their mother when her health took a turn for the worse.

			“We can at least ask,” Oliver suggested. “I agree with Jimmy and Jesse that you need to put the past aside for this.”

			Grady wished that he could, but he knew it would be impossible. “We don’t need her. We already know all the dance moves and routines. We could do them in our sleep.”

			“Seriously?” Jesse asked. “It’s been a damned decade. And I don’t think I can duplicate the same moves I could do as a teenager.”

			Grady doubted that he could remember the choreography either, but he shrugged.

			“I can.” Oliver stood up and did a spot-on spin move and then bowed.

			Jesse laughed. “Just because you practice in front of the mirror every night doesn’t mean the rest of us do. You’re such a tool.”

			Oliver performed another classic Heartbeat shoulder-shimmy dance move. “You’re just jealous.”

			“Right.” Jesse shrugged. “Wanna have a dance-off?”

			Oliver patted his bare chest. “Bring it on, bro.”

			Grady watched Jesse jump to his feet, knowing full well what was going to happen. He arched an eyebrow at Jimmy, who seemed to see it coming too. Oliver, however, did not, and a moment later Jesse pushed his brother into the pool.

			Oliver broke the water sputtering, cursing a blue streak. “I’m gonna kick your ass all the way into next fucking week!”

			Jesse laughed. “You wanna try?”

			Oliver answered by flipping him off.

			“Dude, come on, you had to see that coming,” Jesse said. “It was classic.”

			“Jump in here and tell me that.” Oliver sent a splash in Jesse’s direction.

			“Okay, but remember, you asked for it!” Jesse jumped in and the water fight began.

			Glancing at Jimmy, Grady had to grin. “Some things never change.”

			“Yep.” Jimmy nodded and then chuckled. “You know every boy band has to have the baby and the crazy one. And you still carry the torch as the bad boy.”

			“I think that’s kinda unfair. Most of the stuff in the tabloids about me isn’t true.”

			“Most?”

			“Some,” Grady admitted. As both the oldest and the front man for Heartbeat, Grady had been the biggest target of the paparazzi. Arabella had tamed his wild ways when they were together, but when she left without a glance back, Grady had felt the need to prove publicly that life would go on just fine without her. He only wished it actually had.

			“Luckily, I’m the quiet voice of reason,” Jimmy said. “The glue holding all of you crazy asses together.”

			Grady laughed because Jimmy was pretty much right. “So, do you think we can pull this reunion thing off without completely embarrassing ourselves?”

			“Yeah.” Jimmy took a swig of his beer and then nodded. “I sure as hell hope so, anyway.”

			“I’m not so sure that was the answer I was looking for.” Opening the cooler, Grady dipped his hand in the ice for a fresh beer. While the boy-band thing had been a wild four-year ride for them as teens and then young adults, it sure had stifled their careers as serious musicians. It used to bug the shit out of him, but now, after all these years, he didn’t care anymore. “It will take a lot of work, but I don’t see any reason we can’t do this, especially since it’s for Mom and not our egos,” he said, even though he wasn’t being completely truthful.

			“Yeah.” Jimmy nodded. “I still can’t believe how long Mom waited before she told us how bad she’d gotten. Think about how much more time we would have gotten with her if we’d ended the tour sooner.”

			“I hear ya,” Grady said, “but you know why she did it. Mom wanted us to see the world. And, really, how often do you get the opportunity to go on a world tour as a band with your brothers?” She had been proud of them, and she’d sure as hell deserved any joy she could get. And honestly, he didn’t think she’d wanted them to see how much pain she had to endure.

			“You have an amazing voice, Grady,” Jimmy said. “You could have gone solo. After the boy-band thing faded you would have had a chance at going all Justin Timberlake on us if you’d wanted to.”

			“Ah . . . thanks, but I don’t know.” Grady shrugged. He wouldn’t have minded a solo career, but he sure as hell hadn’t helped his cause by the dumb-ass stunts he’d pulled after Arabella split. He’d been determined to get his mug splashed all over the place, hoping to prove to Arabella that he was just fine without her. “It wouldn’t have been the same without you.” He pointed to Oliver and Jesse. “Or those two clowns. It’s good we’re doing this, though. It’ll be fun for us and the fans, but most important, it’ll be perfect for raising funds for the foundation.”

			Jimmy nodded. “I’d do anything for Mom.” After clearing his throat, he added, “I’m glad you suggested this, because she sure would get a kick out of it. Dad too. Hopefully they’re watching from somewhere up there.” He pointed to the light blue sky dotted with fluffy clouds.

			“Yeah . . .” Grady had to swallow the lump in his throat with a swig of beer. “We need to dig out those videos of our Friday-night talent shows we put on for Mom and Dad,” he said, but he knew it would be difficult seeing their young parents, so in love and oblivious to what the future would bring.

			Jimmy paused and then said, “Look, I know we’ll be doing the hits to please the crowd, but I’m working on a song in honor of Mom.”

			“Sweet.” Grady smiled. “I didn’t want to ask, but I was really hoping that you would write a tribute song.”

			“It won’t necessarily be easy to sing.” Jimmy sighed but then smiled. “You know, even though I’m not thrilled with performing the dance moves, I do miss singing together.”

			“I know the song will be amazing. You’re so damned talented.”

			Always humble, Jimmy shrugged. “I love writing. I’m happiest when it’s me and my guitar on my balcony. The ocean view helps chill me out too. As a matter of fact . . .” Jimmy said, but then he paused.

			“What?”

			Jimmy nibbled on the inside of his lip for a moment. “I wasn’t going to mention it, but I’ve put together an outline for a book. . . .”

			“A book?”

			“About Heartbeat. I mean, I’m in the beginning stages and I want it to end with the reunion concert . . . with pictures, maybe. Of course, I want the proceeds to go to the foundation too. And I won’t write anything without the permission of all of you. It won’t be like a sordid tell-all or anything. I mean, we weren’t squeaky clean, but we didn’t really have any dirt to expose.”

			Grady chuckled. “I think all my dirt has been exposed.”

			“You’re not as badass as you want people to think. No, I want the book to be more of a chronicle of what it was like for us four brothers to be on the road together. Are you okay with it? At least the idea?”

			“I guess so.” Grady nodded but he could tell that Jimmy wanted to say more. “Go on. . . .”

			“The story wouldn’t be complete without . . . Arabella. It would be, well, sweet if she were part of the reunion so I could interview her . . . you know. . . .”

			“Ah, Jimmy.” Grady scrubbed a hand down his face. “I’m not trying to be a prick about this.” He set his beer can down on a glass-topped end table next to him and rested his elbows on his knees. After a moment, he said, “But damn, she hurt me.” He didn’t share his deepest emotions with hardly anyone, but Jimmy was always a good listener. “I mean, I know I was only twenty-one when Arabella bolted. We were so young, but maybe that’s why it hurt even more? My love for her was . . . so . . . I don’t know. Pure might sound weird, but I guess it’s kinda the way to put it.” Grady closed his eyes and swallowed.

			“Not weird. I’m the sensitive songwriter, remember? You can be honest with your emotions and I’m not going to call you out on it.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Grady, I’m not defending her, but you have to admit that she walked into a shitty situation.”

			“Well, it was a shitty situation for both of us.” Grady sat up straight. “If only I could have explained. . . . Damn, she wasn’t fair.”

			“No, but Arabella was young too. Probably afraid. I mean, come on, back then we had girls running after us on the street, screaming at concerts like crazy people. It couldn’t have been easy for her.”

			“If she really loved me, then she should have given me the fucking chance I deserved to set things straight.”

			Jimmy nibbled on the inside of his lip.

			Grady sighed. “Okay, come on, I know that look. What?”

			“If Arabella accepts the offer, then maybe you’ll get that chance. Closure or . . .” Jimmy shrugged but gave Grady a pointed look. “A second chance.”

			“Oh . . . no fucking way.” Grady sat back in his chair and then leaned over for another beer. He popped the top open with an angry snap. “First of all, I won’t agree to hiring her. That’s off the table.” He swung the hand holding the can in an arc, leaving a trail of foamy beer. “I mean, if you want to talk to her for the book, that’s your thing. But I don’t want to have to deal with her. I just can’t.”

			“Grady, to be honest, I don’t remember any of the dance routines. I wasn’t all that good at them to begin with.”

			Grady nodded toward the pool. “I’m sure Oliver can teach us. We can look at old videos . . . whatever. We can do it,” he said with more conviction than he felt. “I’ve got the old studio cleaned out and ready to use for rehearsals. I’ve set up a sweet-ass sound system. Seriously, how hard can it be?”

			“I guess we’ll find out.” Jimmy looked around. “I like the recent renovations. How you changed the look, but that you can still tell that it’s our childhood home. We have so many happy memories here.”

			“Yeah.” Grady smiled but felt a pang of emotion hit him in the gut. “Since I had to get the studio ready I’ve spent more time here than at my beach house. Sometimes I feel like I can hear Dad’s booming laughter or Mom singing.”

			“Oh man, if those walls could talk . . .”

			“In this house the walls would sing,” Grady said. “We sang so much it was like we lived in our own personal musical.” He laughed. “Other people would have thought we were pretty crazy.”

			“We were . . . but in a good way. Normal is overrated.”

			“Yeah.” Grady tilted his head. “God, I miss them.”

			“Me too,” Jimmy said quietly. “Hey, and thanks for coming up with the idea for the foundation.”

			Grady shrugged. “It’s about time I came up with something useful to do with my lame-ass life.”

			“You don’t lead a lame-ass life.”

			“I kinda do.” Grady arched an eyebrow, then took a long swig of his beer. After Arabella left him, he’d gone back to his wild ways and then some. Globe-hopping, seeking adventure, dead-end dating, accomplishing a whole bunch of nothing—he wasn’t exactly doing the memory of his parents proud. While he wasn’t a big partier or playboy, as the tabloids liked to paint him, his life lacked meaningful direction or goals, making Grady feel hollow. “You have your songwriting, Jimmy. And damn, you’re good.” He nodded toward Oliver and Jesse, who were doing more splashing than swimming in a butterfly race. “Those two have the music store to keep them busy. It’s about time I stepped up and did some serious adulting too. I always thought it’d be sweet not to have to work for a living, but it makes it hard to stay motivated. Focused. I’m, like, all over the place and nowhere at all.”

			“That’s a damn good line. Can I use it?”

			“Feel free.”

			“Well, the reunion concert is a big undertaking. You should be proud. And I gotta admit, it’s also a good way of getting us together. It’s a damn shame that we live so close but don’t hang out like this much anymore.”

			“True,” Grady said, but then grinned. “We’re sure going to be seeing a lot of one another during the next few months. You might change your opinion.”

			Jimmy laughed. “Yeah,” he said, but then sighed. After a moment, he said, “Maybe just think about contacting Arabella?”

			“Jimbo, I’m sorry, but there’s nothing to discuss,” Grady said, even though he was already thinking about Arabella. . . . Hiring her was not going to happen. “Let’s just plan the concert date, hammer out the details, and then get with Devin Parker to work on the publicity end of it with Julie Jacobs. The two of them will get the job done.”

			“I just don’t want Devin to talk us into doing more, like a tour or something. He’s wanted this reunion for years.”

			“We were Devin’s biggest success.”

			“Which is why he’ll press us for more.” Jimmy shifted in his chair. “I don’t have any interest in going on the road again. And I think that Oliver does.”

			“He’ll have to get over it. This will just be one concert.” Grady held up his index finger. “Then you can go back to songwriting. Oliver and Jesse can go back to running the music store. And I’ll keep working on setting up Mom’s foundation. I’ve already got more fundraising ideas bouncing around in my head. I want the foundation to grow quickly and the concert is a big way to get attention.”

			“Yeah, but Arabella—”

			“Jimmy, please, don’t go there again. Look, this is probably a moot point anyway. Arabella is most likely too wrapped up in her own life to take the time needed to come here and work with us.”

			“We’ll never know unless we ask.”

			We’ll never know echoed in his head. “That’s right. And we’re not going to know.” Grady gestured toward the pool. “Right now, we need to keep Oliver and Jesse from drowning each other. Then I’ll fire up the grill and we can sort out the details over dinner. We’ve still got a lot of beer to drink.”

			“Sounds like a plan.”

			“You get those two under control and I’ll head to the kitchen for the steaks.”

			“I’ll do my best. But I can’t promise anything.”

			Grady chuckled and then pushed up from the chair. But as he walked into the house, he couldn’t keep his mind from drifting back to the old questions and to the only woman who had ever broken his damned heart. What was Arabella like now? Did she ever think of him? Did she have regrets? How could she just walk away without looking back? Hadn’t she loved him?

			Was she involved with someone?

			The last thought made Grady’s heart jump, and he opened the fridge with more strength than needed. In truth, Grady and his brothers were all gun-shy when it came to lasting relationships, not that it wasn’t damned easy to figure out why. They’d lost their dad in a car crash and their mother to a horrible disease that attacked her own body.

			Whoever had come up with the notion that loving and losing was better than not loving at all was full of bullshit.

			Loving someone and losing them sucked.

			And Grady wasn’t about to give anyone that power over him again—especially Arabella York.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			I WANT IT THAT WAY

			“Hello, Maxine,” Arabella said, bracing herself for where the conversation would likely lead. She gripped the cell phone tighter and swiveled her chair away from her desk.

			“Hello, dear, how are we this morning?” Maxine’s low, melodic tone did little to soothe Arabella’s frayed nerves. “At one with the universe, I hope.”

			“Well . . .” Arabella inhaled a deep breath. She didn’t know what it meant to be “one with the universe,” but she was certain that her personal state of the universe was way off-kilter. “Oh definitely,” Arabella replied in a breezy tone that failed to match her dark mood.

			“Good, good . . . good. Did you read through the notes I sent in my latest email?”

			“I did.” And Arabella despised nearly every suggestion.

			“Ah . . . brilliant . . . brilliant! I do hope we’re on the same page,” Maxine said, but failed to pause for Arabella to respond. “Hip, Hop, Health needs quite a few changes before I come on board,” she continued in her low, singsong voice. Arabella had quickly learned that behind Maxine’s Zen-like persona was a total control freak. “Quite. A. Few.”

			Kiss. My. Ass. If there were any other way to save her dance studios from financial ruin, Arabella would jump at the chance. But right now, financial help from the famous holistic fitness guru remained her only hope of survival. Arabella remained silent, fearful that all she could manage was a feeble moan.

			“No offense, but the whole . . . hip-hop thing is just so . . . wrong.”

			Why didn’t people realize that anything that began with no offense was going to be offensive? “Wrong?” Excuse me?

			“Completely, I’m afraid.”

			She counted to ten before responding. “Maxine, with all due respect, my Hip, Hop, Health brand is popular and doing just fine. Because of the success, I simply expanded too quickly and so I’m in need of financial backing along with your endorsement, but not a complete change.”

			“I can only back what I believe in. Hip-hop is so . . . passé.”

			“Dancing is and always will be a fun way to stay fit.”

			“Ah . . . you millennials all think that everything has to be . . . fun.”

			“It doesn’t hurt,” Arabella mumbled.

			“We need a balanced approach combining the mind, body, and spirit . . . none of this bouncing and hopping all around the studio to loud music. Peace . . . meditation. Eating clean and lean.”

			“We promote a healthy lifestyle at Hip, Hop, Health.”

			“No . . . no, no.” Maxine made a low clucking sound. “Ah . . . we must cleanse . . . deepen our awareness of . . . self.”

			Arabella was aware that she wanted to hang up, eat dark chocolate, and drink some red wine, the latter two of which were proven to be healthy.

			Maxine continued. “I’m thinking we can change the name to Hope, Healing, Health. Brilliant, right? It just came to me. . . . Ah, sometimes I surprise myself. What do you think? Oh, and instead of those wild dance routines, we need to have our students create their own freestyle dances . . . more stretching, swaying . . . chanting, setting the soul free! I’m thinking we need drums, bells. The ideas just keep flowing over me like a waterfall. Are you with me? Can you feel the energy?”

			Arabella tried to formulate words but nothing came out of her mouth.

			“Arabella?”

			She swallowed hard.

			“Ah, am I overwhelming you?”

			“I’m whelmed, but not overwhelmed,” she replied, but failed to get a chuckle.

			“I don’t understand.”

			“A little overwhelmed,” Arabella replied in a small voice. She picked up a yellow smiley-face stress ball and started squeezing.

			“I can do that sometimes. Oh, Arabella, darling, I can feel tension radiating from you. Breathe deep, Arabella. Come on, with me now.”

			Arabella obediently inhaled, sneezed, and, oh gosh, passed a tiny bit of gas. Oh God, had Maxine heard that?

			“Ah . . . toxins! I knew it! They must go! Go-oooo! Breathe in . . . breathe out. Better, now?”

			“Yes,” Arabella said, but her voice sounded like a croak because she was trying so very hard not to laugh. She tended to have fits of giggles at the worst times.

			“Are you sure you’re at one with the universe, Arabella? You don’t seem like you’re at one with the flow of change. First you must be at one with yourself before you can be one with the universe and then all that is.”

			What the hell? “I’m pretty sure I’m at one with myself,” Arabella said.

			“Ah, a start. Now, on to the next level of oneness.”

			“I . . . uh, sure, you mean like being super chill, right? I’ve been at one with, like, that universe whatever thing.” Hadn’t she? Yeah, maybe she had been at one with a bottle of wine, which happened to be last night. And she could sure use a glass of chardonnay the size of her head right about now. She gave the ball another hard squeeze.

			“ ‘Super chill’? I suppose that’s one way of putting it. So, are we on the same divine wavelength?”

			“I don’t know. How long is your wave?”

			“Excuse me?”

			Arabella cringed. Wow, note to self. Maxine has no sense of humor. No, they were not on the same page or the same wavelength, or remotely in the same universe. Not even close. “Um, well . . . I guess I understand what you’re saying.” She didn’t have a clue. Sometimes she felt as if living in California was like living on another planet and she was an alien. Growing up in the Midwest hadn’t prepared her for this Zen stuff.

			“Good, good.” Maxine drew the words out in a near whisper. “You’re with me, then. I feel we’re finally getting somewhere. Are you with me?”

			“It’s a lot to swallow. . . . I mean digest.” Arabella bit her bottom lip.

			“Sure . . . sure,” Maxine said. Arabella wondered why the guru felt the need to repeat her words so often. “Give the suggestions some time to sink deeply into your soul.”

			What does that even mean? “Okay,” Arabella said, but the only sinking she felt was the sensation in the pit of her stomach.

			“Well, I have a sold-out seminar to present in just a bit so I must do some deep meditation to prepare. It was so lovely chatting with you. I hope you experience peace and wellness for the rest of your afternoon.”

			“I will, as soon as it’s wine o’clock.”

			“Pardon?”

			Oh . . . shit. “Nine o’clock. My . . . uh, bedtime.” Wincing, Arabella almost laughed. “You know . . . early to bed, early to rise . . . the early bird gets the worm.” Pressing her lips together, she tried hard not to laugh, although laughing and crying were engaged in a tough tug-of-war at the moment.

			“Ah, yes, yes, excellent. Rest is such a vital part of complete wellness,” Maxine continued, droning on and on so slowly that Arabella actually started to feel drowsy. “Have you been drinking the corn-silk tea three times a day like I suggested?”

			“I haven’t found any yet.” Not that she’d looked.

			“I’ll have my assistant send you some. I have my own brand. It’s quite delicious.”

			“You don’t—”

			“Oh, I want to have you in tip-top mental shape. We have a lot of work to accomplish. This is going to be spectacular, don’t you agree?”

			“I think we need—”

			“Well, I’m off!” Maxine added with a surprising burst of volume, startling Arabella into emitting a little squeak.

			“Okay . . .” After ending the call, Arabella stared at the phone, wondering how Maxine managed to control the entire conversation. She tossed the stress ball and it hit the wall with a solid whack. “Corn-silk tea? Is that really a thing?” She put the phone down and cradled her head in her hands. “Oh . . . I can’t do this. I have to do this.”

			Arabella leaned back in the buttery soft leather chair and tried to hold herself together. At this point one would think she would be used to life smacking her upside the head, but optimism always seemed to trump caution where Arabella’s brain was concerned. “Everyone loves to dance,” she mumbled defensively to herself. While she was open to incorporating meditation and at least some holistic health remedies into her programs, she wasn’t ready to completely change her entire brand. “And fitness should be fun,” she grumbled, wishing she’d been more direct in her conversation with Maxine. But she had to tread carefully. Arabella had found out early in her dealings with Maxine that the popular health guru got her yoga pants in a twist real quick if you dared to disagree with her.

			“I need to be more assertive,” Arabella reminded herself with a sigh. Having grown up with parents who fought constantly, she’d spent countless hours in her room and immersed herself in music and dance, drowning out the yelling. She’d left home as soon as she landed her first choreography job. Although Arabella presented herself as being feisty, she hated arguing, despised confrontation, and consequently backed away or fled at the first sign of conflict both in business and in social situations. The only person she consistently argued with was herself, not always understanding if she won the arguments or lost. “Not good for the old love life, that’s for sure,” she said, and then rolled her eyes. “Who am I kidding? What love life?” Being an only child, Arabella had developed a habit of talking to herself, something she thought everybody did only to learn later in life that it wasn’t the case.

			After another long, drawn-out sigh, Arabella swiveled her chair around and gazed out the picture window, but the cheerful California sunshine failed to lift her spirits. When was the last time she’d hung out with friends or had a date? She tried to blame her lack of dating on her busy lifestyle. In truth, she’d been trying to find the same endless passion she’d once shared with a certain boy-band heartthrob from her past and always came up short. But she didn’t hold Grady Heart accountable for her failed relationships. Arabella took responsibility for her fears, feelings, and failures. After witnessing her parents placing constant blame on each other, Arabella tried not to play that destructive game. Still, she had to wonder: What might have happened if she hadn’t caught Grady cheating that fateful night?

			Was it fair to blame Grady for what had happened after she fled? Maybe not . . . but holding him accountable helped to ease the pain that continued to show up in her brain uninvited.

			“Oh, damn.” A hot lump of emotion clogged her throat, but she gave her head a determined shake. Nope, feeling sorry for herself wouldn’t solve anything. She’d found that out long ago. Crying buckets of tears also didn’t solve anything, and puffy eyes were not attractive. “Maybe I need some corn-silk tea,” she said, and managed to chuckle.

			When times were tough, Arabella tried to find ways to laugh. Without her sense of humor, she didn’t know how she would have gotten through some of the dark days of her childhood. Her mother laughed, but only when her father wasn’t around. When her father walked into the house, usually late, the whole mood instantly changed and the fighting would begin.

			Thankfully, when her parents’ fights were too loud to handle, Arabella would escape to Granny York’s house. She and Granny would bake sugar cookies, listen to music, and dance around the small living room. In a time of chaos, Granny York had been the voice of gentle reason, bringing quiet peace into a world way too loud for a scared little girl.

			“Ah, Granny, I miss you.” Arabella couldn’t stop a hot tear from sliding down her cheek. Her grandmother was the only person who knew what had happened after Arabella left Grady, and she had taken her granddaughter’s secret to her grave.

			Lost in thought, Arabella watched the palm trees swaying in the breeze, wishing she had time to go to the beach. It occurred to her that perhaps she should sell Hip, Hop, Health and go back to choreography so she could pick and choose her jobs and make time for travel . . . and perhaps she could even seek a relationship. But after she’d left Heartbeat, choreography had lost some of its magic. Like her love for Grady, no other job could live up to the fun she’d had with the Heart brothers.

			“You can’t move forward by looking back,” Arabella whispered, and then: “Why am I whispering?” With a groan, she wondered where the stress ball had rolled off to.

			Arabella’s stomach rumbled in polite protest over missing lunch, but none of the healthy options going through her head sounded appetizing. She finally grinned, thinking she should go for a big slice of deep-dish pizza or a giant double cheeseburger just to defy Queen Vegan, Maxine. Oh, and a soft, chewy sugar cookie with a glass of whole milk for dessert. Ha!

			Her stomach growled in earnest this time.

			Arabella patted her midsection. “I hear ya.” In all honesty, she believed in healthy eating and encouraged her clients to choose their food with care. But she wasn’t opposed to treating herself to something decadent here and there. She didn’t consider a bit of dessert cheating.

			Seriously, who could live without cherry cheesecake?

			Arabella’s tummy gave her an are-you-kidding-me rumble that resembled the sound of a motorcycle revving up. Of course, her weak stomach always reacted to her emotions, usually at the most awkward times, like in a crowded elevator. With a sigh, she spun around and searched through her top drawer in the hope of finding her secret stash of chocolate, but only came up with a mangled peanut butter protein bar. Wrinkling her nose, Arabella unwrapped the top. After taking a sniff, she bit into the bar. It was thick and difficult to chew, giving her molars a workout. “Wow, this is gross. Peanut butter? Uh . . . no.” She tossed the bar onto her desk, deciding to walk down the street for takeout of some sort, but her cell phone rang before she could get up.

			“Hi Mom,” Arabella said, raising her eyebrows in surprise at the out-of-the-blue call. She didn’t talk to her mother much these days. “How are you?” she asked, trying to keep her tone light.

			“You sound weird.”

			“I am weird.”

			“What is it? Come clean.”

			“I showered.”

			“Arabella . . .”

			“Wait, I’ve got something stuck in my teeth. What’s up?”

			“Are you okay, sweetie?”

			“Sure, I’m fine, Mom. Just a little stressed with work.”

			“Oh. Well, I just wanted to give you a call before Joe and I leave for our cruise.” She didn’t sound convinced but thankfully let the matter rest.

			Arabella forced the gooey so-called peanut butter from her teeth with her tongue and smiled. “Oh, right, I forgot that you leave tomorrow. The trip came up fast. Are you packed?”

			“You know me. Of course not. Joe, on the other hand, has been packed since the day we booked the trip.”

			“That’s Joe for ya.” Arabella laughed. Her mother and Joe were opposites, but the two complemented each other in a way that her mother and father had not. It wasn’t until after their divorce that Arabella had found out her parents’ arguments had stemmed from her father cheating. The infidelity had been difficult for Arabella to forgive, but her mother insisted that they simply weren’t meant for each other and had stayed together for her sake. Arabella didn’t have the heart to tell her mother that she wished she had saved them all the angst and had divorced early on, but instead, she thanked her mother for her sacrifice. Another odd twist was that after the divorce her parents were finally on friendly terms. “We were both at fault,” her mother had explained, and Arabella respected her parents for making peace, but she’d vowed that she would never tolerate cheating nor would she stay in a relationship for the “sake of the children.”

			“So, how are things, sweetie?”

			“Oh, fine,” Arabella replied in an airy tone. The last thing she wanted to do was ruin her mother’s dream vacation with anything negative.

			“That’s so good to hear. You work so hard! I’m proud of you.”

			Arabella blinked away hot moisture stinging her eyes, wishing she could pour out her troubles to her mother. “Thanks, Mom.”

			“Are you sure you’re okay?”

			No! “Yes, just, you know, like I said, working.” Stretched to the limit. Full of anxiety.

			“Well, I know it’s really early to ask, but do you think you could break away from business and come to Cincinnati for the Christmas holidays?”

			“Early? Mom, it’s August.”

			“Right, so time to plan ahead.”

			Arabella felt a pang of guilt. “I don’t know. . . .”

			“No pressure. I just miss you.”

			“I miss you too, Mom.”

			“Are you seeing anyone special?” her mother asked with such longing that Arabella almost wanted to fib.

			“I’m afraid not,” Arabella replied, knowing how much her mother longed for a grandchild.

			“Maybe California isn’t the place for a nice Midwestern girl like you. Ever think of moving back home? We could use a Hip, Hop, Health in Cincinnati. You can run your business from here, couldn’t you?”

			“Oh, Mom . . .” Arabella said. Her parents tried hard to make up for the early years from hell. “I’ll look at my calendar and see when I can come for a visit.”

			“That’s all I can ask for,” her mother said, but then paused.

			“Mom? Is there something else you wanted to tell me?”

			“Well, it isn’t really my place to tell you. . . .”

			“Mom! You can’t say that and then not explain.” Arabella looked around for the stress ball, certain she was going to need it.

			“Your father is getting married again.”

			“I know. Cynthia seems . . . okay, I guess. I only met her a couple of times.”

			“Well, I thought you might want to know that your father is planning to sell Granny York’s house sometime soon.”

			“Oh.” Arabella’s stomach dropped unpleasantly, like she was going over the crest of a roller coaster.

			“I’m sure he plans to call you, but just in case he doesn’t, I wanted you to know. I thought you might be interested in buying it. Believe me, I know how much that house means to you.”

			Arabella thought of the little brick house with the big front porch and the tiny backyard. “Wow.” She felt an ache settle in her chest. “Why is he selling?” Arabella had vowed to keep Granny’s house in the family.

			“Apparently, Cindy doesn’t like it and wants to move out into the suburbs rather than stay in the little house in town.”

			“She prefers Cynthia.”

			“I know.”

			Arabella chuckled, thankful she’d gotten her warped sense of humor from her mother.

			“I . . . well, I thought you might consider buying it and moving back here? Anyway, I wanted to give you a heads-up. You might not have until Christmas.”

			“Thanks, Mom. I’ll talk to Dad about it.”

			“You didn’t hear it from me!”

			“Okay, I understand. Mum’s the word.”

			“I thought grease was the word.”

			“Great, now I’ve got that song in my head.”

			“Me too! Wait, just switched to ‘Greased Lightning.’ ”

			“Go, greased lightning!” Arabella laughed again, remembering how she used to love doing the movie’s finger-pointing, heel-tapping dance with Granny York. “Hey, I hope you and Joe have a great time on the cruise. Take lots of pictures, okay?” Arabella forced a heavy dose of false cheerfulness into her tone.

			“You know I’m famous for cutting off heads and putting my finger over the lens in photos.”

			“True.” Arabella had to laugh.

			“But Joe bought a fancy new camera and he’s been playing with it for weeks. Strange that there’s no film involved.” Her mother, a former florist, wasn’t a fan of technology, but Joe, a retired science teacher, loved getting every new gadget on the market. “Did you know that Joe bought me a round robot vacuum sweeper?”

			“I didn’t know that,” Arabella said, and had to smile.

			“Scares the daylights out of the cat. And I’m perfectly capable of sweeping the rug.”

			“Sounds like Joe is just trying to pamper you.”

			“Well, what am I supposed to do with my free time?”

			“Go on a cruise. Relax and have lots of fun.”

			“Joe says that’s the plan.”

			“A good one. Tell Joe to take tons of pictures.”

			“I will. I love you, Bella.”

			“I love you too.” Arabella smiled at her mother’s enthusiasm, but after ending the call she suddenly felt like crying. Oh, maybe she should just chuck it all, buy her granny’s house, and move back to Cincinnati. She could open a small dance studio, spend more time with her mother and good old Joe. Maybe meet someone? Start a family?

			The ache in her chest intensified at the thought of holding her child in her arms. Perhaps it was time to make some big changes in her life. . . .

			Damn, she needed a hug. She needed lunch. She needed a giant sugar cookie, her grandmother’s house, and an unexpected miracle.
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