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Dear Reader,


I’m thrilled to have this new edition of Married for a Month finally available. It’s been out of print for years and years, and so many of you have been asking about it.


Married for a Month was originally published in 2001, which means I wrote it in 2000. A lot has changed since then. Reality TV shows were new and exciting back then, and very rare. Self-publishing had yet to become “a thing,” so most authors wanting to publish a book were desperately chasing big-time New York publishers, hoping for a life-changing contract. We had cell phones, but they’d yet to become smart, and yes, there were pagers and fax machines.


For this edition, my publisher graciously gave me the opportunity to do a quick pass to “clean up” all the old technology, along with cultural references, but otherwise, the story is how I wrote it twenty years ago. It was fascinating to read this book and see how my writing has changed.


I hope you enjoy Taylor and Jonathan, the town, and all the characters. The book is funny, sexy, and ultimately a very satisfying read.


Enjoy!


Susan Mallery
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We have a surprise for you, Taylor,” Katrina Melon said in her oh-so-perky voice.


Taylor McGuire blinked at the fifty-something TV host and forced herself to speak, despite the fact that her throat was closing tight enough to snap steel. “No,” she managed, then licked dry lips. “No surprises.”


Katrina, in her too-pink Chanel suit, with her styled white-blond hair and perfectly made-up, taut features, leaned forward and patted her hand. “You’ll be fine,” she murmured soothingly.


Oh, yeah, right, Taylor thought, desperately searching for the humor in the situation. Her palms regularly went from damp to dripping, while her legs trembled—even though she was sitting down. If this was fine, she couldn’t wait to experience anxious or even panicked. The good news was she could now say she’d had a near-death moment and survived. The bad news was that she was seconds away from making a complete fool of herself in front of millions of viewers, including her friends and family back home in Texas.


Katrina put down her notes and smiled again, sort of—with her tight skin it was hard to tell. “All set?”


Taylor didn’t answer. What was the point? The plastic princess would dismiss any protests she made. Instead she concentrated on her breathing, trying to ignore the fact that Psychology in the News was a well-respected national show produced in New York. Professionally produced, not badly done by strange people on shaky handheld cameras. Actual doctors and professors and cutting-edge psychologists watched the show, participated in the debates and wrote papers about subjects discussed. Taylor herself rarely missed the weekly broadcast.


Katrina’s features relaxed slightly into an expression of sympathy. “I know we were going to bring you on the last two minutes of the show and talk about your theory. What was the title of your thesis again?”


“Compatibility as the Key to a Successful Marriage,” she managed through clenched teeth.


“Right. But with Dr. Bill getting food poisoning last night and our show being live, we had to make some changes.” Katrina patted her hand. “Think of the exposure. Maybe now you’ll get a book contract.”


“Maybe,” Taylor murmured, thinking she would rather go home. Dreams of fame and fortune were way overrated, anyway. Right?


A man standing just outside the bright lights yelled something about ten seconds back to air.


Exposure for her theory, she reminded herself, repeating the phrase like a mantra. Exposure meant interest. Interest could mean a sale. A sale meant a lot of things—like the potential of financial stability, validation, and a chance to feel she’d accomplished her goals.


She’d been doing her darnedest to sell her book on compatibility, but so far no one had made an offer. Part of the problem was her lack of expertise. She was a single mom from a small town no one had ever heard of. Her doctorate was so new that in human terms, it was still a zygote and her entire publishing history consisted of exactly two professional articles. Hardly a body of work impressive enough to inspire excitement in the publishing world.


Or on television, she thought, wondering how she was supposed to fill thirty minutes of live TV.


“Five, four, three—”


Suddenly the lights got much brighter and Katrina turned her smooth face toward an invisible audience.


“We’re back with Dr. Taylor McGuire, whose thesis, ‘Compatibility as the Key to a Successful Marriage,’ is stirring interest in the world of psychology. Tell us about your ideas, Dr. McGuire.”


Taylor tried to remember the only yoga class she’d ever attended. She’d been unable to walk for nearly a week after because her body just plain didn’t bend that way, but she did recall how wonderful the deep breathing had been. That was what she needed to do now. Keep breathing.


“I have a private practice,” she said, hoping her voice wasn’t shaking as badly as she feared. “Over the past few years the emphasis has been on marriage counseling and premarital seminars. I began to notice a pattern in successful relationships—not just marriages. From my observations I realized that the more people had in common, the more easily they could get along.”


Katrina nodded. “You realize that there are those who don’t agree with you.”


“Of course.” Taylor thought about saying they were wrong.


“One such person is a frequent and popular guest here on Psychology in the News. Dr. Jonathan Kirby. Dr. Kirby, as we all know, believes that opposites attract and make for the most exciting marriages. In fact, he’s written several books on the subject. He’s here now and I’m hoping that he and Dr. McGuire can enter into a spirited discussion on the matter.”


The room might have been blurring before, but now it was positively spinning. Jonathan Kirby here? Now? It wasn’t possible. No trick of fate could be that unkind.


Oh, but it could, she realized a heartbeat later when a tall, dark-haired man strolled out onto the set. He had a lean, yet powerful body, and moved with the grace of someone comfortable in front of a television camera. Or naked. Jonathan had always been completely unselfconscious in the buff. It was just one of oh, fifty million factoids that zipped through her brain. They flew through in a nanosecond, accompanied by a screaming voice reminding her that seventeen years ago, Dr. Jonathan Kirby had dumped her and walked away without a backward glance.


This is so unfair, she thought. Reminding herself that life was not fair didn’t make her feel any better. She wasn’t even surprised. This was so her life. Just when she thought she had it all together, a ghost from her past showed up to rip it all apart… on live television, no less.


“And we’re out,” the disembodied voice from beyond the cameras called. “Back in a minute-thirty, people. Stay ready.”


The intensity of lights faded some. Katrina rushed from behind her desk toward Jonathan.


“Thank you so much for coming,” she purred, placing one long, slender hand on his upper arm. “When I heard that Dr. Bill was sick and our only other guest was Taylor here, I nearly died.” Katrina flashed Taylor a smile. “No offense, dear, but no one has heard of you, and your ideas aren’t exactly earth-shattering enough to fill up the entire half hour.”


Taylor wasn’t offended. She felt like Humphrey Bogart in Casablanca. Of all the psychologists and all the talk shows in all the world, why did he have to show up at this one?


Jonathan didn’t respond to Katrina, instead focusing all of his considerable attention on Taylor, making her feel as if she were the most beautiful creature on the planet. He’d always been good at that trick, she reminded herself, even as she fell for it.


“Congratulations,” he said, speaking for the first time, “on receiving your doctorate and your publications.”


That voice. That liquid chocolate, come-to-bed-with-me-and-I’ll-make-you-touch-the-stars voice. Telling her-self she was immune was one thing. Ignoring the sensation of bone-melting desire was another.


“Congratulations to you as well,” she said, giving him her best smile and thanking God her bout with the flu the previous month had made her lose five pounds. “You always wanted to be the top in your field and you are. Dr. Jonathan Kirby, superstar.”


“Thirty seconds, people.”


Katrina raised an eyebrow. “You two know each other?”


“Of course,” Taylor said, holding out her hand to the man who had once been the center of her universe. The sudden flood of sexual attraction was a tad distracting but she was determined to be a grown-up about the situation.


She realized then that facing a blast from her past was the best medicine for overcoming her fear of being on television. The trembling had fled. In its place was a sense of purpose. She could debate Jonathan Kirby and win because she did it every time he was on the show. She paced in her living room, shot off witty responses, exposed his theories to the light of logic and soundly trounced him. She would ignore the fact that their one-sided conversations didn’t give him the opportunity to answer back.


Jonathan took her hand in his and held it as they moved toward the seats.


“I’m looking forward to debating your theory,” he said easily.


“I’m looking forward to winning,” she said, settling next to him and removing her fingers from his, trying not to let anyone see that his touch had burned all the way down to her geez-I-haven’t-had-sex-in-three-years soul.


“In five, four, three—”


The lights came up. “Welcome back,” Katrina said, staring directly at the camera with the red light on top. “Dr. Kirby, what do you think of Dr. McGuire’s theory of compatible couples having the best marriages?”


“I would say it’s interesting, but not statistically sound. As I’ve said before, what makes a marriage work is just that—work. We’ve all seen couples whom everyone assumes will stay together for years divorce after a few months, and other couples who don’t have a prayer of a happy relationship staying together for fifty years. A good portion of marital longevity comes from a willingness to stick it out through the tough times. Add in sexual compatibility and attraction, and you’ve got a winner.”


Taylor found herself getting distracted by the reality of seeing Jonathan again after all these years. Focus, she told herself. Deal with him later. She had to concentrate on his theories and blast them into the ether.


Taylor leaned forward slightly and smiled at Jonathan. “Dr. Kirby is referring to anecdotal evidence,” she said calmly. “Those great stories we all like to tell of people triumphing over nearly impossible odds. However, they are the exception, rather than the rule. Most people consciously and subconsciously seek a partner who is similar in most respects. Life is made more pleasant when our partner has the same fundamental value system, as well as a like expectation for future goals, such as wanting or not wanting children. I’m afraid Dr. Kirby is confusing good drama with real life.”


Katrina glanced at her, surprise and the tiniest kernel of respect in her wide eyes. “Jonathan, how do you respond?”


He winked at Taylor. “I’d ask about sexual attraction. In my view, it’s one of the most powerful forces around and far more important than compatibility. I would also remind my esteemed colleague that a traditional marriage is made up of two of the most fundamentally different creatures on the planet,” he said. “A man and a woman. Talk about opposites attracting.”


Katrina chuckled. “Excellent point.” She reached over and patted Jonathan’s arm.


Taylor resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Traditional marriages might be made up of men and women, but Katrina had more in common with a cat in heat. Of course, women had always loved Jonathan, flocking to him everywhere he went.


“All the more reason to have them compatible,” Taylor said crisply. “Growth and change are a natural part of a life cycle. If two people begin a journey together in relatively the same place, emotionally, and share the same experiences, the odds of them going in the same direction are much greater.”


Jonathan shook his head. “Dr. McGuire, you couldn’t be more wrong. If two people are in the same place when they start, you can bet they’re going to end up in different places. It’s not about starting in the same place, it’s about the goal. We can be on opposite sides of a mountain, but if we both head for the peak, we’ll end up standing on top. And if we have good sex along the way, all the better.”


Taylor ignored that last comment. “Life is not a journey up a mountain. It’s a road trip with no map. People who are alike understand each other. They work together, each supporting the other.”


“Or they get bored, fall asleep and drive into a ditch.”


Katrina chuckled. “An excellent point, Dr. Kirby.” Reluctantly, she turned her attention to Taylor. “Dr. McGuire, what does your thesis say about the boredom issue? If people are too alike, don’t they get tired of each other?”


“Not at all. When two similar people build a life together, they have goals and want to achieve them. Who would you rather have on your side? Someone you understand and can depend upon, or an exciting, but unfamiliar wild card, who may not be there when times get tough?”


Jonathan grinned. “So you’re admitting that similar couples are unexciting.”


Taylor winced as she realized she’d neatly baited her own trap and stepped into it. “My point is, when times get tough, and they will, most people prefer to have a known entity on their side. For the initial thrill of the chase, someone different can be an interesting diversion, but in the long haul, we want a partner similar to ourselves.”


He raised his eyebrows. “Want to bet?”


Taylor blinked at him. “Excuse me?”


“I am asking if you’re willing to wager on your theory. You know. Put your money where your mouth is.”


She glanced at Katrina. Was this a setup? But their pink-clad host looked as confused as she felt.


“Dr. Kirby?”


“Dr. McGuire and I are at opposite ends of the spectrum,” he told the camera. “I thought it might be interesting to find out who’s right. Let the people decide. I propose we set up a contest to test our respective theories.”


“You’re crazy,” Taylor said without thinking.


Jonathan touched her arm, sending a river of sparks floating through her. “Dr. McGuire, you know we don’t use words like that in our profession.”





“All right,” Taylor said twenty minutes later when they were off the air and standing in a conference room. “Maybe crazy was a bad choice of words, but there’s something very wrong with you.”


“Is that your professional opinion?” Jonathan asked, enjoying the temper flaring in her eyes and the way Taylor wouldn’t look at him.


How long had it been since he’d last seen her? Ten years? Fifteen? She’d been all of eighteen when they’d gone their separate ways. He’d been nearly as young and just as foolish.


She placed her hands on her hips and sucked in a breath, the way she always had when she’d been preparing herself for battle. Funny how he could remember that. He could also remember what they’d been like together in bed—they’d created enough heat and energy to power a solar system.


“Don’t toy with me, Jonathan,” she told him. “You may be an incredibly popular media psychologist, but you don’t impress me.”


“You never were one to be impressed easily. I’m glad you got your degree, Taylor. I know that was important to you.”


She glared at him. “You’re not some doting aunt meeting me at a family reunion. Quit pretending you know anything about me.”


“I used to know everything about you.” His gaze settled on her neck and the sweet spot under her ear where she loved him to—


“Whatever you’re thinking, stop it,” she demanded. “I know I’m not in your professional league. As far as the world is concerned, you’re the expert and I’m just some hick from a small town. Well, here’s a news flash—I know I’m good at what I do. I don’t spend my days being an expert guest on every talk show on the planet and I don’t make a career out of publishing bestsellers. I work with patients, and I understand what helps them and what doesn’t. I see validation of my theories on a daily basis and I deeply resent your attempting to make a mockery of me and my ideas.”


She practically breathed fire as she spoke. So much energy, he thought, enjoying her passion.


Had she always been this beautiful, he wondered, watching her blue-gray eyes widen with indignation and the way her mouth trembled. Her shoulder-length hair was still the color of honey, and if he remembered correctly, as soft as silk.


He leaned against the wall and folded his arms over his chest. “When did you get so earnest?”


“When did you sell out?”


“When the money got good.”


Before Taylor could reply, Katrina burst into the room. She clutched a pad of paper to her chest. “The phones are going crazy. Legal’s screaming about it, but who cares what they think.” She hurried toward him and crowded close. “Jonathan, you’re a genius. Do you know what this is going to do for the show’s ratings and for your book sales? A contest based on your two opposing theories. It’s brilliant.”


“Thank you,” he said modestly, watching Taylor instead of the talk-show host.


“I’ve already spoken with your publisher’s publicity department,” Katrina continued. “We think this can be big. And we came up with a brilliant idea. After all, people must be motivated to participate, right? So there’s going to be prize money for some very lucky contestant! And a big boost to both your careers!”


She clasped her hands together. “Get this. By taking a small percentage of book sales, plus money from your publisher and our show, we think we can put together a million dollars.”


“Quite a price for selling one’s soul,” Taylor said.


“You don’t have to agree to this,” Jonathan told her, ignoring Katrina, who was still talking.


He watched Taylor’s internal battle. The only signs were a slight tightening of her too-wide mouth and a faint tension in her body. What was at stake for her? Why didn’t she just tell him to go to hell?


And then he knew. Taylor thought she was right and she desperately wanted to beat him. But was her interest just about the book she wanted to sell or was it more personal?


“Interesting dilemma,” he murmured. “Idealism battling plain, old-fashioned ambition.”


“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.


“I’m sure you do.”


He stared at her until she looked away first. He’d come up with the idea of the bet on a whim. Now he was starting to see it was one of the best ideas he’d ever had.


Katrina glanced at them both. “Then we’re in agreement? We’re going to do this?”


Jonathan kept his gaze fixed firmly on Taylor. “Oh, yes. We’re going to take this one all the way.”











[image: Chapter 2]



No, really. You were great,” Marnie Boudine said two days later as she curled up in a chair in Taylor’s living room. “You didn’t let that Jonathan Kirby person distract you from your purpose for being on the show.”


Taylor wanted to accept her friend’s praise, but after ten years she knew that when given a choice between being honest and being kind, Marnie always chose kind. “I’m afraid I came off as too much of a bitch.”


Marnie’s green eyes widened. “Never. You were forceful,” she said firmly. “There’s a difference.”


Taylor groaned and dropped her head to her hands. “I knew it. Men are allowed to be forceful. They’re even encouraged to act that way. But never women.” She rubbed her temples, then straightened. “I’ll try not to think about the fact that all of America thinks I’m a bitch.”


Marnie gave her a reassuring smile. “Honey, very little of America was watching your show. You’re the only person I know who finds it entertaining.”


“Publishers might have been watching,” Taylor reminded her. “Do you think my performance on Psychology in the News is going to make them want to buy my thesis and publish it?”


“Absolutely.”


Taylor couldn’t help smiling. “Thanks. I’m sure I’ll hear from my agent any second now with a book offer.”


“If not now, then soon,” Marnie told her. “Maybe after the contest.”


Taylor held up her hand. “Please. Do not say the ‘c’ word in my presence. I can’t believe I agreed to that. The whole experience of being on the show is like a bad dream. I keep having flashbacks.”


Mostly of seeing Jonathan Kirby, she thought. She leaned back in her chair and wondered what she’d done to deserve having her carefully constructed world spun out of control by the one person she never, ever wanted to see again. The inevitability of disaster loomed like a force-five hurricane heading directly for land.


“At least the contest is going to take place in town,” Marnie said helpfully. “You’re going to have home field advantage.”


Taylor tried to take comfort in the information, but she couldn’t. “I don’t think that’s going to be enough,” she said with a sigh. “This is my own fault. If I didn’t want to sell my book so badly, I wouldn’t have gone on that stupid show.”


“I know.” Marnie practically clucked her concern.


“It’s just that I believe my theories make sense. They can help people.”


“And the publicity won’t hurt. Or the money if you got a book deal.”


Taylor grinned. “Okay—that’s true. I’ve been a struggling single parent for sixteen years. I wouldn’t say no to a career boost. But the contest.”


Her humor faded. “Katrina Melon is like a terrier with a bone. The second she found out I lived in a place called Marriageville, she practically frothed at the mouth. ‘Oh, we must have the contest in your little town,’ ” she said, mocking the host’s cultured voice. “ ‘There’s so much potential for publicity. And all those little people and their little businesses will be so grateful.’ ”


Marnie chuckled. “Maybe we could erect a statue to her honor. Something in plastic?”


Taylor’s spirits brightened as she chuckled. “You noticed the face-lift?”


“Honey, you’d have to be on a different channel not to notice.” Her smile faded. “Are you really upset about this?”


“I don’t know. I’m confused. One second I was a guest on a show hoping to get a little media attention so I could sell my book. The next I’m in a contest with the Elvis of pop psychology.”


She was having recurring nightmares about meeting Jonathan again. After all these years, how dare the man still get to her? She disagreed with everything he believed in, yet he still made her weak at the knees.


“I wish you’d been there,” Taylor grumbled. “At least you would have distracted him.”


Marnie laughed. “Dr. Kirby is a trained professional. I’m sure he’d be immune.”


“He’s a man and still breathing. He would have noticed.”


Marnie twirled a lock of light brown hair around a finger. Taylor studied her friend, taking in the curls tumbling to the middle of her back and the cotton knit top clinging to her wildly impressive curves. Marnie had the body of a showgirl. She was five-feet-ten, with big hair and a beautiful face. To add insult to injury, she also had a head for numbers and her business sense rivaled an MBA’s. Taylor supposed that if Marnie weren’t such a sweet person, she would have been forced to kill her a long time ago.


“If only they’d warned me,” she said, slumping back against the blue-and-white sofa as she looked out the big picture window. “I would have liked a chance to prepare before having to deal with him.”


“He was impressed,” Marnie said confidently. “I could tell.”


“How? Did he hold up a sign?”


“No. It was how he acted. He kept looking at you.”


“Marnie, you’re imagining things. If he was looking at me it was because I was the other person on the show.”


Marnie batted her long eyelashes. “Oh, but I am an expert. Haven’t you been told?”


Taylor knew that if Marnie had been at the station, Jonathan wouldn’t have been able to speak in complete sentences. Marnie left a trail of drooling men wherever she went. She also knew that her friend had only ever dated one man, whom she’d married and been faithful to all through the seven years of their marriage and in the three years since his passing.


Footsteps sounded on the hardwood floor of the hallway. Taylor smiled as her mother stepped into the living room. Linda McGuire held a tray in her hands. Taylor counted three large glasses of milk along with a plate of cookies.


“Don’t you think I’m too old to have my problems solved by a snack?” she asked, even as she reached for a peanut butter cookie still warm from the oven.


“No one is that old,” Linda said firmly after she’d set the tray on the coffee table in front of her daughter. She passed a glass of milk and several cookies to Marnie before settling on the far end of the sofa. “Are you all right?”


Taylor appreciated the softly spoken inquiry. She shrugged, then nibbled on the cookie. “I guess. I wish I didn’t feel so stupid about the whole thing.”


“You were interesting, dear. On television, isn’t that all that matters?”


“I hope you’re right.”


“Did you talk to that Katrina woman about the contest?” Linda asked, reaching for her own glass of milk.


Taylor’s mother sat with the graceful posture of a dancer. She’d trained for years before falling in love with Taylor’s father and giving up her dreams of a stage career for the life of a wife and mother. Widowed at an early age, she’d opened a dress shop in town, raised her daughter and, for the past twenty years, served on the city council.


“We hashed it out this morning. That woman makes my skin crawl from a thousand miles away.” She shuddered. “In approximately two weeks, our town of Marriageville, Texas, will be invaded by a gaggle of media types and an assortment of crazies. A contest will pit my well-researched theories on relationships against those of the pop-psychologist king himself, Dr. Jonathan Kirby.”


As she spoke his name, she did her best not to picture him. Because imagining Jonathan made her want things—sexual things—she’d nearly forgotten about. One would think that seventeen years apart and any number of life experiences would have made her the slightest bit immune to his charms. However, one would be wrong.


“What do you mean, pitting the two of you against each other?” Marnie asked. “I thought there was going to be some kind of drawing.”


“Nothing that simple,” Taylor told her. “Forty couples will be involved. Twenty will be matched using the extensive questionnaire from my thesis, thus testing my theory of like people having a successful relationship. Twenty will be put together testing Dr. Kirby’s ideas about opposites attracting.”


“So he’ll have a questionnaire, too?” Marnie asked.


“Right. There’s going to have to be some kind of age restriction in Dr. Kirby’s group or some seventy-year-old could end up with a twenty-something bride or groom.”


Marnie grinned. “And that would be a problem how?”


Taylor ignored her friend. “The couples have to agree to live together for a month. If they survive the thirty days living in the same residence, they’re entered into a drawing with the winning couple splitting the money.”


Marnie pursed her full lips. “Those are one-in-forty odds for the million dollars. I like that.”


“Then you’re going to have to enter,” Taylor told her. “You said you were thinking about starting to date.”


Marnie shifted in her seat. “Taylor, starting to date and living with a man for a month are two very different propositions. How do you and Jonathan determine which of you wins?”


“Whichever of us has more couples wanting to stay together at the end of the contest time period is pronounced psychological guru of the year.”


Her mother picked up a cookie. “Won’t everyone tough it out for the money? After all, how hard could it be living in the same house? We’re talking about a million dollars. People on TV eat bugs for less.”


“I didn’t make up the rules,” Taylor said. “I guess the lawyers wanted people to have an out.”


“Makes sense,” her mother said.


“There’s a press conference in a few days,” Taylor said. “The details will all be worked out by then. If I don’t have a heart attack first.”


Marnie dismissed her concern with a flick of her slender wrist. Her coral nails, each decorated with a thin, diagonal line of silver, caught the light.


“You’re going to do great. I think this is a fun idea. You’re going to win and dozens of publishers will be begging to publish your book. Just as exciting, forty lucky couples are going to meet and fall madly in love.”


Linda eyed her. “Don’t you know being that upbeat gets on people’s nerves?”


Marnie smiled as she rose and brushed off her slim skirt. It was the exact shade of deep coral as her knit top and nail polish. Strappy silver sandals emphasized her narrow feet and ankles. Nothing about the outfit should have been sexy, yet Marnie looked like a walking blow-up doll.


“I have to get back to work. You hang in there, Taylor. Everything is going to be great. You’ll see.” She headed for the front door. “Thank you for the cookies, Mrs. McGuire.”


“Bye, Marnie,” Taylor called after her. “I’ll call you later.”


“Okay. Bye.”


Her mother picked up another cookie. “How many car accidents do you think she’s going to cause as she sashays down Grand Avenue?”


“No more than usual.”


Linda bit into her cookie, chewed, then swallowed. “Want to talk about it?”


Taylor shifted in her seat so that she faced her mother. Their eyes were the same color of gray-blue, thickly lashed, although the lashes were too pale to be visible without a liberal coat of mascara.


“You mean Jonathan,” Taylor said.


“It’s been a long time. I would imagine you had a shock seeing him again. I heard you pacing in your room last night, Taylor. Are you going to be all right through this?”


Taylor thought about all that could go wrong. “I hope so.”


“I know how you like to plan your life,” her mother said. “Jonathan is going to be something of a loose cannon.”


“Then we’re going to have to make sure he doesn’t explode anywhere.”


Her mother smiled. “I should have put him in jail when I had the chance.”


Taylor laughed. “I should have let you. Jonathan’s very handsome. He would have been quite the popular inmate.”





Marnie paused at the corner of Grand and First. Her shop—Marnie’s Palace of Beauty—was less than a block away. Across the street was Wilbur’s Diner. A sensible woman would walk briskly toward her place of business, ignoring distractions along the way. A sensible woman would accept her limitations and the inevitable disappointments brought on by them.


Marnie drew in a deep breath. “Did I used to be sensible, George?” she asked softly as she checked traffic before crossing the street. “I can’t remember.”


Her late husband didn’t answer her question. In fact he never answered or spoke back. She supposed that was a good sign. It was one thing to be friends with a psychologist. It was quite another to be forced into weekly sessions because she’d started hearing voices.


“It’s just that you always knew me best,” she said, continuing the one-way communication. “Taylor’s a sweetie and I like her a lot, but it’s not the same.”


She paused outside of Wilbur’s Diner, where a hand-painted and fading sign told all who were interested that the eatery had been established in 1941.


Marnie wasn’t hungry. She’d had a big breakfast and Mrs. McGuire’s yummy cookies. She was forever trying to lose ten pounds and buying a lunch she didn’t need or want wasn’t going to move her closer to her goal. However, if she went inside and ordered a salad to go, she would be standing right next to the counter. And from there it was only a few short steps to paradise.


“Spineless,” she told herself as she pushed open the glass door and stepped inside.


It was nearly one in the afternoon, so the diner was only about two-thirds full. Marnie walked toward the counter, waving to those who called out greetings. All the booths by the front window were full, as were the tables in back. Up front there weren’t as many people, although the small table in the corner contained one occupant.


Marnie told herself not to look. That looking was juvenile and obvious and…


He’s gorgeous, she thought with a silent sigh as she caught sight of Will Ramsey sitting in his usual seat, his attention focused on the computer magazine in front of him. Soft, too-long sandy brown hair fell over his forehead and down to the bottom of his collar. Jeans and a short-sleeved white shirt hung loosely on his lean, runner’s body. He wore wire-rimmed glasses and an expression of earnestness that made her bare toes curl ever so slightly in her silver sandals.


What was it about this man that made her simmer so? He was nothing like George, who had been open and easy to talk to. George who had seen past the big hair and bigger boobs. Will didn’t seem to see past anything. He never looked at her, except by accident, and when that happened, he inevitably blushed and turned away. Obviously she wasn’t his type.


She reached the counter and smiled at the red-headed waitress there. “Hey, Lorraine. A chicken Caesar salad to go,” she said, trying not to glance at Will.


“Sure thing, Marnie.” Lorraine jerked her head at the vacant stool by the cash register. “Take a load off while you wait.”


Marnie did as the waitress suggested, settling onto the seat. She felt her skirt ride a little higher on her leg. Across the diner, Bobby Ray Tracer’s eyes widened as he stared at her legs. He leered, not noticing the meat sliding out of his hamburger. After giving her a big ol’ wink, he bit down, then frowned in confusion. His buddies laughed and said something she didn’t hear.


Marnie turned away from their amusement. She didn’t want to watch grown men stumble when they caught sight of her or have endless conversations with the male population gazing at her chest rather than her face. She wanted what she’d had with George. A relationship with a nice man who loved her and recognized that there was a brain inside the shiny package.


Five minutes later Lorraine handed her the salad. “I’ll put it on your tab,” she said.


“Give yourself a nice tip, too,” Marnie told her as she stood and headed out of the diner.


On her way to the door, she allowed herself one last peek at Will Ramsey, to see if he’d even noticed her. No such luck. He sat with his head still buried in his computer magazine.


“Do you think he’s just not good with women?” she asked aloud as she crossed Grand and headed for Marnie’s Palace of Beauty. “Or should I simply accept the fact that the man doesn’t know I’m alive and has no interest in getting to know me?”


As usual, George remained silent on the subject. Marnie entered her shop, calling greetings to the four beauticians working at their stations. Marnie’s Palace of Beauty stood in the center of town. It was a pink and gold homage to female pampering. Her sandals clicked on the shiny linoleum as she passed rows of dryers and sinks and her own nail station.


“Any calls?” she asked as she stepped into her office.


“Just some appointments,” Mary Ann replied. “Mrs. Zucker is coming in tomorrow afternoon. She wants you to do those cute little moons on her nails again.”


Marnie nodded, then closed her office door and leaned against the polished wood. She felt funny, like her life no longer fit as comfortably as it once had.


“What’s wrong with me?” she asked, this time really wishing that George would answer. She straightened, then set her purse and her salad on the cherrywood desk she’d brought over from her house. Her office walls were creamy yellow with a border trim of cabbage roses. The carpet underfoot was thick enough and soft enough to double as a bed in a pinch, not that she’d ever tried. She had a business she loved, good friends, plenty of money, so what was her problem? Why did she ache so inside?


Marnie crossed to her desk. As she did so, she caught sight of herself in the full-length mirror next to the door. One would think that after living in her body for twenty-nine years she would be used to her reflection.


“I am too much,” she said sadly. She fingered her long, full hair, then cupped her hands under her size 36DD breasts.


“You were man enough to handle me, George. You made me feel good about myself. All that’s been lost since you’ve been gone and I don’t know how to get it back.”


She dropped her hands to her sides and sank into the chair in front of her desk. “I wish I could forget about Will. But I can’t. There’s something about him that appeals to me. He’s a year or so younger, but I don’t think that’s gonna matter. He’s smart and I like that. I don’t think he cares about the money and I like that even more. And I’ve been so lonely since you’ve been gone. Why’d you have to go and die on me?”


She closed her eyes and could almost imagine George holding her close, making her feel safe. That had been his gift—making her feel as if she was right where she belonged.


“I miss you,” she said quietly, knowing that if he could answer her, he would tell her to get over him and start living again.


“The men in my family don’t make it much past seventy, darlin’, so this is going to be a short marriage,” George had warned her when he’d proposed. “But I would like to make it a happy one.”


And it had been. Despite the age difference—he’d been sixty and she’d barely turned nineteen—she’d fallen in love with her husband and had truly mourned his passing. But it had been over three years and she was tired of being alone.





At one time the joyful shrieks from the front yard would have made Chris Harbaugh smile. She loved her kids and knowing they were happy brightened her day. Except not this morning. It was the first week of summer vacation and she was too tired to feel anything but sick to her stomach. She rinsed three more bowls and put them into the dishwasher, all the while wondering if a Disney video would keep them quiet until their father arrived to pick them up. Then she could sleep. Just a couple of hours, she thought longingly. Is that too much to ask?


The front door banged open. “Hey, babe.”


Chris stiffened, then slowly wiped her hands on the tattered dish towel on the counter. Familiar footsteps thumped across the worn floor. She drew in a deep breath and braced herself before turning to face her ex-husband.


“Good morning, Rio.”


As always, he was good-looking enough to take her breath away. Tall, blond, with Viking blue eyes and a body honed by physical labor. Even in faded jeans and a five-year-old T-shirt, he looked hot enough to melt ice in a snowstorm. Worse, he looked content and rested. Two things she couldn’t remember feeling in oh, say the last five years.


He ambled up beside her and wrapped one strong arm around her waist, pulling her close. His tanned skin, the familiar heat and the awful wanting sensation in her midsection did nothing to improve her mood. Still, she forced herself to be pleasant. He was about to take the kids for the morning and Lord knew she needed the chance to sleep.


“What’s that on your shirt?” he asked, releasing her and pointing to a stain on her sleeve.


She remembered the very long night she’d endured on her nursing shift in the ICU of Marriageville Hospital. “You don’t want to know.”


He grinned and her body went up in flames. Damn, but the man turned her on. She really hated that. She looked older by the minute and he still looked like a twenty-something poster boy. Worse, just being around him made her remember how long it had been since she’d had sex with someone other than herself.


“I got my overtime check,” he said, giving her a last squeeze before going to the coffeepot and pouring himself a cup. “That should get me just about caught up on child support.”


“Great.”


She tried to sound enthusiastic, but it was hard. Yes, Rio was caught up… for now. Until the next car race entry fee or new engine or transmission. Then he would do what he wanted and she would be the one left out in the cold. Or without the money to pay for car insurance or the phone or day care.


She turned toward the counter and reached for the dishcloth. “Rio, I appreciate that you try to stay current, but the fact is you fall behind a lot.”


He swore. “Why do you always do this?” he demanded in an angry tone that made her spine stiffen. “I tell you I have extra money and instead of thanking me, you bring up something from the past or assume the worst.”


Weariness made her hair hurt. “I work nights, Rio. A twelve-hour shift in the ICU. I’m on my feet constantly. I’m tired when I get home. It’s not so bad when the kids are in school, but they’re on summer break. Even the preschool is closed.”


She shifted so she was leaning against the counter. Her gaze settled on his belligerent face. “I can’t do this anymore,” she told him. “I’m exhausted. I don’t have any more to give.”


“Yeah, well, I work all day. What do you want from me?”


“Nothing. We’re divorced. I appreciate that you try to stay current with the child support, but the bottom line is I can’t depend on you. Without knowing if the money is coming in, I have a tough time paying bills. On my own I can only afford half the day care I need when they’re out of school. When you short me child support, I have to keep them home, which means I don’t get to sleep.”


Guilt flashed across his face. Her first instinct was to go to him and hold him, telling him that everything would be okay. Except every time she did that, things only got worse.


“I can’t keep doing this,” she said quietly. “I want to make a fresh start.”


He slammed the coffee cup onto the counter. “Dammit, Chris, you’re not talking about moving to Dallas again, are you? You can’t take my kids away from me. They need to grow up here.”


“I know Marriageville is a good place to raise a family, but I don’t have any support here. In Dallas I’d have my mom.” She squared her shoulders. “You work in a garage. You could get a job there if you wanted to, but you’re not interested in moving because it would mean being far away from your buddies and your car races.”


He turned away from her. “Yeah, well…”


She studied him for a second, and then she knew. “You’re not taking the kids today, are you?” she asked flatly.


He’d promised. He knew she was exhausted by the end of the week and he knew that she depended on him to at least keep them for the morning. She hadn’t had more than two hours of sleep in three days.


Tears burned at the back of her eyes, but she blinked them away. “This is why I want to move,” she told him. “My mom’s willing to help and I can depend on her.”


“You can depend on me,” he said, spinning to face her.


“Just not this morning, right?”


“That’s what I came to tell you. I meant to mention it before.”


She reached for his coffee cup and dumped the contents down the sink. “I don’t care, Rio. You’re not a grown-up. You still want to run off and play with your friends rather than face your responsibilities. It’s the reason I divorced you. You only think of yourself.”


“You always say that, but it’s not true. I’ve been here for you.”


“Like when?” She put her hands on her hips, feeling the anger surge through her. “Were you here for me this time last year when you asked to borrow my car without telling me that you were going to race it? You crashed and because you were going a hundred and forty miles an hour in an illegal race, the insurance not only wouldn’t cover the damage, they dropped me completely. I’m still making payments on a car I don’t even have. Or were you there for me when Debbie was born? No. You were hunting. You missed her birth, but you got that deer, didn’t you?”


She waited for him to say that Debbie was their second kid so what did it matter that he’d been gone? Instead he went on the attack.


“You want to take a look at your faults?” he asked. “What about all the things you’ve done wrong? Let’s talk about the fact that you never wanted sex, you hate my friends, and you refuse to let my children spend time with their grandmother.”


“Your mother is an alcoholic. She passes out every night.”


“You’re the one who got pregnant in the first place so we had to get married,” he yelled. “You were supposed to be on the goddamn pill. You’re a nurse. You should have known taking antibiotics would screw things up.”


Chris turned her head and saw the familiar battered table by the small kitchen window. She’d lived in this house nearly seven years. How many times had she and Rio had the exact same fights, using the same accusations, getting nowhere?


“I work hard,” he said. “I don’t think it’s so wrong to take a little time off. I never asked for any of this, but I’m doing my best for my family.”


She thought about telling him that his best wasn’t good enough. But what was the point? Her anger faded, leaving only exhaustion. “I’m not going to fight with you anymore,” she said quietly. “We divorced so we wouldn’t have to fight. I appreciate that you’re doing the best you can. You’re a good father and the children love you. But the bottom line is that’s not enough for me. I’m moving.”











[image: Chapter 3]



Taylor, darling!”


Taylor smiled as she tucked the phone receiver against her shoulder. “Alexi. You’re calling me. Does this mean good news?”


“News? You want to talk of news? What of the joy of hearing my voice?”


Alexi Stratinoff, her literary agent, had arrived from the former Soviet Union almost fifteen years ago. With his charming accent and Slavic good looks, he was a popular figure, both in and out of publishing. She’d met him when she and Marnie had flown to New York for a long weekend. He’d been a friend of Marnie’s late husband.


Taylor knew that he’d taken her on as a client out of respect and affection for Marnie, but she wasn’t about to question her good fortune. Alexi had a reputation for being the best. After several months of hoping for her book to sell, she would settle for any crumb of good news.


“You are the light of my life,” she said teasingly. “Especially if you’re calling about an offer. I’ve been hoping that all the media attention about the upcoming contest would help.”


“It has. You were very clever to come up with the idea. I have been in touch with several publishers.”
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