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				To my brother who by example gave me enough courage to step on stage. I cherish every hour we spent at the piano, belting out show tunes.
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				I am greatly influenced by music. The basic concept for this book came from a couple questions prompted by a popular song. My questions were, “What kind of woman stands up and stops a wedding, and what kind of groom runs off with the wedding crasher?” After much thought, my answer became Crashing the Congressman’s Wedding.

				The heroine and I share a profound respect for community theatre. The caliber of performances entertaining theatregoers in towns big and small throughout the United States simply dazzles. I urge you to support your local arts community. From performers to musicians to set designers and costumers, chances are there is immense and powerful talent wherever you live just waiting to hear your applause.

	
CHAPTER ONE

				Alice shoved her feet into rhinestone-studded pumps, checked her teeth for smudges of red lipstick and dashed out the door onto the porch. She had exactly twenty minutes to get to church. Digging into her late mother’s beaded clutch, Alice cursed her missing keys and walked as she rummaged, wishing a chat with the mail lady hadn’t put her behind schedule.

				Ruff. Mouse ran a zigzag pattern across the front yard, brushing filthy fur against her toile skirt.

				“Stop it. You’re dirty.” Alice waved the dog away, but he brushed by again, causing her to stumble and step in a pile of … 

				“Crap!” She threw her handbag to the ground and stared at the clump of brown on the tip of her shoe. “Are you serious?” She tossed her head back and roared at the cloudless sky. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

				Stomping her way back to the porch, she kicked off the shoe and scraped the toe in the too-tall grass. Dog doo smashed between the rhinestones. Alice growled, dropped the shoe to the ground and limped into the house, heading straight for her only other pair of remotely matching heels … character shoes. Wearing beige stage shoes wasn’t the fashion statement she hoped to be making today, but she didn’t have a choice. She was already late, and the only place to buy shoes in Harmony Falls was the thrift store, which was closed for the congressman’s wedding.

				These were the moments when Alice missed her mother most. She kissed fingertips and pressed them to Mama’s face, smiling at Alice from behind dusty glass. “Tough day, Mama. Wish you were here.”

				With a frown, Alice hastily fastened the shoes, leaving too much slack. At least the whole day hadn’t been a bust. Shirley had delivered mail early on account of the wedding, and in her hand was a letter from the Arts Foundation. Alice’s application was a finalist, which put her one step closer to opening an honest-to-God theatre in Harmony Falls. No more The Sound of Music in the park pavilion. No more Peter Pan in the church social hall. No more Poor Little Alice Cramer, the girl with impossible dreams.

				 She sighed and then smiled, determined not to let the bad parts of the day drown out the good.

				Ten minutes remained, and Alice still had no idea where to find her keys. For all she knew, Mouse stole them again so he could chew on her lucky rabbit’s foot. When she rolled her eyes, she noticed her brother’s keys hanging on the hook by the door where he’d left them when he rode off with a group of deadbeat friends. Her nose crinkled. Charlie’s car smelled like cigarettes and was littered with trash, but it would get her to the church faster than walking.

				Snagging the metal off the hook, Alice tiptoed through the grass (careful not to step in anything questionable) and scooped her purse from the front yard before plopping into the driver’s seat of Charlie’s car.

				“Ouch!” She dug a hand underneath yards of scratchy skirt and pulled out a tiara. The glistening crown was pretty. A bit odd, too. And it definitely wasn’t hers. She tossed the headpiece into the backseat and shook her head. How Charlie managed to get any woman into this car willingly was beyond Alice. She kicked aside empty paper cups, shut the ashtray, rolled down the windows and pressed pedal to the floor all the way to church.

				Making it with a few minutes to spare, Alice paused at the back of the sanctuary, smiling down the lily-lined aisle at the smoking hot man standing before the altar. His tuxedo was tailored, his shoulders were back and his hair was impeccably groomed. He’d worn the same lift to his blond bangs since high school. Back then, the fashionable hair blended with city-bought clothes to make him look even more privileged than he was. Now, almost fifteen years and two professional titles later, the flip of his bangs made her smile, because she recognized it for what it was — who he was — a predictable, responsible, creature of habit.

				Alice sighed, smoothed a hand over the snug bodice of her dress and tried to remember a time when she didn’t love Justin Mitchell.

				He saw her then, and she dug deep into her theatrical bag of tricks to smile with a sincerity that would charm sight-challenged ladies in a theatre’s back row. He bought it, smiled back, and Alice imagined the fine lines crinkling around his green eyes. The breath she tried to take stuck in her too-small throat, and she remembered she needed to walk, needed to move, needed to take her place. This wasn’t the time for longing or regrets. This was a wedding.

				The man she loved was getting married.

				But he wasn’t marrying her.

				Alice released the misery with a shake of her head and then scanned the noisy crowd for friendly faces. Ken and Carole Flemming sat three pews from the altar, three pews too close to the fire, with an empty space between them where Kory should be. Today of all days, Alice missed her best friend, but resident doctors didn’t get time off for non-family weddings — even if those weddings featured small-town royalty.

				 Sucking a mouthful of air, Alice took a step down the aisle. Although she preferred Mrs. Flemming’s quiet smile to the rambunctious fawning of just about everyone else in town, for once in her life the attention that went along with a walk down the center aisle wasn’t appealing. Alice chose relative anonymity in the back of the church instead.

				 She slid into the pew and studied the groomsmen, imagining her brother in the mix. Aside from Will and Mark Mitchell, Charlie knew Justin longest; he deserved to be up there, too. She closed her eyes and pictured Charlie cleaned up, with his bow tie tilted and his boutonniere hanging off his lapel. But when she opened her eyes, he wasn’t there. Congressman Mitchell couldn’t take the risk. Bonds of childhood friendship were no match for the potential embarrassment of having a drunk at the front of the church.

				 Alice’s stomach clenched as she wondered if Charlie was sober today — wherever he was. If not, she prayed he stayed safe and out of too much trouble. She’d been praying for that a lot lately. And she’d keeping praying and hoping it wasn’t too late, that Charlie wouldn’t end up like their father.

				The thoughts tugged acid into Alice’s throat, and she held a hand to her mouth. Dropping her shoulders on a heavy exhale, her head followed. Too much emotion for one day. A loose piece of silver thread hung from the bottom of her skirt, and she felt tears that had nothing to do with the thread.

				If it weren’t for the false eyelashes and extra coats of mascara, she’d have allowed herself a good cry. Justin was getting married, and although she knew this day would come, the finality hit hard.

				She sniffed, dabbed beneath her eyes with her knuckles and lifted her head, smile firmly in place. The church teemed with people who had every reason to celebrate. Congressman Justin Mitchell, chief financial officer of Mitchell Company, Inc., was making good on his late father’s promise to bring life to this dying town. His congressional term set the stage for tax breaks and corporate-friendly zoning, and his arranged marriage would align the two most powerful families in the state. It didn’t hurt that as a wedding present, the bride’s uncle promised his new plastics plant to Harmony Falls.

				So Alice loved Justin. Big deal. Who was she to stand in the way of progress?

				Maisy Carmicheal twisted in her pew. “You look lovely, dear.” She smiled at Alice and adjusted her cotton candy pillbox hat. For a beautician, the woman wouldn’t know style if it stole her ugly hat and slapped her upside the head. “Wait until you see the bride. Perfection. My best updo ever.”

				“I’m sure.” Alice held her eyes firmly in place despite the urge to let them roll down the aisle. Of course Morgan Parrish was perfect. Her father was the mayor. His power and money made certain she was skinny, educated, and flawless — everything Alice wasn’t.

				More tears burned the backs of Alice’s eyes, but before a drop could fall, a flash of red passed on the Alice’s left. Josie Parrish stopped beside Maisy’s pew. “The combs aren’t holding,” she hissed. “Help me, Maisy. This is a disaster. I can’t believe she lost that tiara. I told her that bachelorette party was a foolish idea.”

				Tiara? Hmmm. Alice watched the bride’s mother grab Maisy around the wrist and pull her out of the sanctuary. A tiara. Like the one Alice sat on in the front seat of Charlie’s car? No. Alice couldn’t imagine Morgan ever stooping low enough to accept a ride from the likes of Charlie. And why would Charlie have been anywhere near Morgan’s bachelorette party?

				Alice shook her head. The tiara in Charlie’s car couldn’t be the same tiara Morgan was missing. Besides, after all the years of friendship, Charlie would never hurt Justin.

				 But a drunk Charlie did things a sober Charlie would never do.

				Alice winced. Absolutely not. She refused to believe it. This was just an uncanny coincidence. And yet … how many tiaras were floating around Harmony Falls?

				 She looked at Justin. He held his hands waist high and alternated squeezing palms, first the right on top and then the left. From the back of the church, she couldn’t see him clearly, but she bet he was chewing his bottom lip. He always chewed when he was worried. She couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe he had something to chew about.

				 A few minutes later, Maisy returned to her pew. “Just a little hair snafu, but I worked my magic. The bride is officially breathtaking,” she said, gloating loudly enough for several rows to hear.

				Alice fidgeted, trying to push thoughts of missing tiaras out of her head. She scratched at her tight bodice, picking at a hard piece of plastic that ran up her side and dug into her right breast. When she did, her elbow bumped the man sitting next to her.

				“You look pretty, Alice.” The Mitchell’s ancient gardener smiled and tipped his hat. “Just like Marilyn Monroe.”

				“That’s sweet, Tubby. Thank you.” Never mind that the dress was about as comfortable as a potato sack. She didn’t remember it being so itchy when she wore it last year in Hello, Dolly. Then again, with no operating budget for her twice-a-year productions, the dress hadn’t been dry-cleaned since.

				Alice sighed again. Maybe borrowing a dress from the costume closet wasn’t the best idea, but her alternatives weren’t any better. Wear a frock from the thrift store or drop a bundle on a trip to the city and a dress she’d never wear again. In all honesty, this was hardly the occasion to splurge. She’d have worn black if she thought she could’ve gotten away with it.

				Tubby started humming show tunes under his mint-scented breath, and Alice wondered if he recognized the dress. She slipped down in the pew, wishing she could hold her head up high, wanting just once to attend a Mitchell affair without sitting in the back with the outcasts. But Johnny Cramer made sure his daughter knew her place. Even though he died years before Mama, his words rang clear: “When they look at us, all they see is trash, baby. The sooner you realize it, the better off you’ll be.”

				Yeah? Well, Alice realized it — and she was tired of waiting for the better-off part. All she needed was the grant money, and she’d have a real brick and mortar theatre. She’d know her place then, and everyone else would know her place, too.

				Alice Catherine Cramer belonged in the spotlight, not in the audience. She deserved applause, not pity. And with that little pep talk, she smiled, fidgeted again and pressed her back to the uncomfortable pew.

				A crinkled hand landed on her leg. “Maybe I’m the only one who thinks it, but that boy’s making a mistake.” Tubby shook his head. “A man should be happy on his wedding day, and he’s not happy.”

				Alice blinked. Her mouth fell open, and she almost agreed, but before the words tumbled out, trumpets blasted through the church, and Molly Lunsford, cousin of the bride, tossed a handful of rose petals over the white runner near Alice’s pew. She looked like a cherub with ringlet curls. The crowd oohed and aahed, and the child bowed. After another handful of petals hit the ground, the little girl sprinted down the aisle toward her papa, where he scooped her into his arms and planted a kiss to her cheek.

				Sweet. Alice stole a glance at Justin. Despite the precious child and chuckles from the pews, he was somber, and his misery made her heart hurt. Before she could dwell too much on Justin’s lack of happiness, creampuff bridesmaids strolled past, each one stuffier and stiffer than the next. Alice didn’t know most of them. They were outsiders, Morgan’s friends from a fancy law school in Connecticut, with poufy hair, chandelier earrings and bright pink lips. They looked like the cast of Willy Wonka threw up all over the stage.

				And then Morgan appeared. The only thing missing was the choir of angels. She was five foot ten with hair of spun silk and a designer dress flown in from France. Whatever the Parrish family had paid for all those layers of lace, they paid too much, Alice thought, smoothing her hand-me-down dress over clenched thighs. She imagined all the overpriced clothes Morgan would buy with the Mitchell family money. What a waste.

				The Justin Alice knew wasn’t like that. He spent his money, drove new cars, and owned nice homes, but he gave a lot of his money away, and he looked best in blue jeans and a faded Penn State hat with the brim brushing his neck. Morgan wanted to change him, starting with the push to move to D.C. and the “for sale” sign in Justin’s front yard. If the banshee got her way, Justin would turn into suit-and-tie-wearing Congressman Mitchell full-time and leave Harmony Falls for good.

				As much as the thought depressed Alice, his complete transformation was for the best. When Plain Old Justin was around, Alice couldn’t breathe. The lines blurred. He didn’t seem so off limits wearing faded jeans and a crooked smile, and she didn’t feel so unworthy. In those moments, dreams of being together spilled into her days, and she wasted time walking around a fool in unrequited love.

				Thankfully, it’d been a long time since Alice had been stuck in the “I love Justin” rut. She was happy with the direction her life was headed. After today, she hoped the rut would be permanently patched. A girl could dream, couldn’t she? Yes, she could. Even if those dreams weren’t likely to come true.

				A trumpet blast startled Alice as Morgan floated down the aisle with her nose in the air. Alice refused to fawn over a bratty bride, so she focused on the groom instead. His face lengthened and two shadows slashed his cheeks. There wasn’t an ounce of joy in the man.

				 Smile, Justin. Although it would hurt Alice more to see him smile, even the smallest sign of happiness would set her free with the knowledge that at least one of them was getting what they wanted. The idea that he harbored second thoughts pushed her to the edge of the pew.

				 Smile, Justin. She willed her thoughts over the terrible trumpeting.

				But Justin wilted further. There was no shine, no sparkle, no … tiara.

				Alice gasped. What if the tiara in Charlie’s car was Morgan’s? What if they … ? She slapped a hand over her mouth. Charlie had been known to romance anything with the right parts, and Morgan’s parts were in demand. If Charlie had been drunk, it was possible he made a move.

				Oh, God. Alice bit the inside of her cheek. She’d been called a drama queen more times than she could count. Was she being overly dramatic now?

				 While the Parrish side of the wedding party beamed, the Mitchell side paled. Even Mark, the youngest and goofiest brother, looked worried. And why shouldn’t he be? Everything was wrong. This wasn’t a wedding march, this was a funeral dirge. The black cloud that appeared over Harmony Falls the day Justin’s daddy died had grown into a full-blown storm with Justin directly in its path. And he didn’t deserve to be. He was a good man who spent his days helping everybody else. Now it was time for somebody to help him.

				The honorable thought carried Alice to her feet. She gulped a few mouthfuls of air, trying to gain courage. “Stop.” The shaky command travelled a few pews.

				Half the church looked at Alice instead of the bride.

				“Can I talk to Justin?” Alice spoke louder this time, pushing out of the pew and into the aisle. “It’ll only take a minute. I promise.”

				Alice hadn’t heard so many gasps since she fell off the pavilion stage into the shrubs during opening night of A Chorus Line. But she kept her eyes on a gaping Justin, and blocked out the rest.

				“Daddy, she’s ruining my wedding.”

				 Mayor Parrish stepped in front of his whining daughter and cut off Alice’s view of the groom.

				Alice stopped cold, watching the mayor move closer. “Justin, I … ”

				A couple hands wrapped around her upper arms, and Alice felt tugged from behind. “Let’s go, little lady. No time for drama. This here ain’t a thee-a-ter.”

				Alice didn’t know whose hands were dragging her from the church. Frankly, she didn’t care. Her character shoes caught on the runner as Mayor Parrish turned to console his daughter, and that was when Alice saw Justin, his mouth still hanging open.

				 “She’s missing her tiara.” Alice looked away from Justin and over the gaping crowd. “Charlie has it.” Her voice cracked.

				“Get out,” Morgan screeched.

				The next thing Alice knew, heavy doors shut in her face and Gilbert Hoover plopped her on a cement step. “Go home, little lady. Fix yourself some tea. It’ll be all right. You’ll see.”

				What did Gilbert know about all right? He pumped gas for a living. He lived in a doublewide. The pancake breakfast was his idea of gourmet “eats.” This town was mad, and she was neck-deep in their insanity. Well, no more. It might be honorable to help a man who was making a terrible mistake, but from now on, Alice Cramer was only helping herself.

				Justin could marry the banshee. Alice was going home. She lifted her skirt and stomped barefoot down the church steps.

				“Where’re your shoes?” Gilbert called.

				It seemed her dignity wasn’t the only thing Alice left lying in the aisle.

				• • •

				Justin stared at his beet-red bride-to-be as she cowered in her father’s arms. Strands of inky silk slid from her hair combs and stuck to her wet cheeks. “What’s going on?”

				She burrowed deeper into her father’s chest. “Alice is crazy.”

				Maybe. Charlie’s little sister had done a lot of crazy things in her life, but standing up in church without good reason seemed extreme, even for a Cramer.

				Between Morgan’s sniffles, Justin could’ve heard a boutonniere pin drop in the stricken church. He glanced at his mother, sitting stoically in the front pew. No doubt she figured he had a plan to get the situation under control. But for the first time since his father died, leaving the job of diplomacy to him, Justin was at a loss for words.

				 He should probably start with an apology to his mother and permit her the ‘I-told-you-so.’ She’d warned him time and time again about the damage Charlie could do to his reputation. He glanced at Morgan, picturing her missing tiara sitting atop her head. Apparently she didn’t get the same lecture.

				Sickness swirled in Justin’s stomach, and a flash interrupted his speculative trance. The bright light drew his attention down the aisle to a large man with an even larger camera taking photos of the twirling flower girl. At least someone was having fun. But as soon as the sarcastic thought faded, another more ominous thought formed. That man, that camera, could ruin Justin by capturing an unsavory, unscripted moment and putting it on display.

				 Justin’s chest clenched. He had a choice to make. He could either go through with what he once thought of as a politically advantageous wedding solely to save face and as a result, risk life with a duplicitous woman, or he could step back, take a breather and make certain he was doing the right thing by marrying a woman he didn’t trust and didn’t love simply to follow through on his father’s promise.

				With an inhale and an exhale, Justin raised his hands. “I need a minute.”

				“Don’t you dare walk out on me,” Morgan threatened through clenched teeth.

				He hadn’t thought about walking out until she suggested it, and now that she had, he wanted to. Walking wouldn’t solve the big problem, but if he walked, nobody would see him blow. And for the first time in years, he heard the ticking of a time bomb with each beat of his heart.

				Months’ worth of frustration trapped between his cummerbund and bowtie. He’d allowed himself to be a pawn in a game his father started years ago. There were no more clandestine whiskey and cigar meetings between Marvin Mitchell and Robert Parrish, but their plans for power remained. If their dreams for political dominance had died along with Justin’s father, Justin wouldn’t be standing here today. But he was standing here, a willing accomplice, because as Marvin’s oldest son, it was his duty to follow through with his father’s best-laid plans, plans which included a Congressional seat and a loveless marriage.

				 Crazy? Maybe. But his father said powerful families arranged marriages all the time. They were business transactions of mutual benefit. In this case, Justin would get a beautiful, poised, politically-appropriate wife, who happened to come with a dowry of several hundred million dollars in the shape of an international plastics plant, and Morgan would get a wealthy husband with power, influence and title. Everybody won, unless, of course, you counted love, which Justin didn’t. Love didn’t win elections. Love didn’t balance the measly budgets of rural Pennsylvania towns. Love was one of the few luxuries powerful people couldn’t afford.

				 Or so he’d been told over and over again by the most unlikely source, his bride-to-be. He’d been focused and methodical about marrying Morgan for the power and stability her family could offer this town, and yet he stood here, shaken by the unknown. Was it possible Morgan had risked his reputation and all they planned to accomplish together by carrying on with Charlie?

				When Justin looked at Morgan, she looked away.

				On the first wave of impulse Justin had permitted in years, he threw up his hands. “I apologize, but this isn’t going to happen today.”

				“I’ll kill her,” Morgan roared. So much for poise under pressure.

				Any other time, Justin would’ve placated her for the sake of keeping appearances, but now he simply wanted to get away. He walked up the aisle with gasps and gossip to his back. He could only imagine his mother’s fear and confusion. It was almost enough to turn him around. Almost.

				“When I get my hands on that little … ” Morgan’s threats against Alice faded and somewhere in the distance a door slammed.

				Justin didn’t stop to see what happened. At the moment, he was too numb to care. His mind warned that this could be political suicide, but he needed the truth. Once he knew what Alice knew, he could form a plan.

				He reached down to scoop up the pair of shoes that littered the aisle. Alice Cramer had given him grief since the day they first met. She had better have a damn good explanation now.

	
CHAPTER TWO

				Justin sat in his parked car in the Cramer’s driveway, lifting his bowtie like a noose and scratching the back of his neck. He’d get his answers, warn Alice to watch her back around the Parrishes, and then he was out of here, out of town, somewhere quiet where he could think.

				Road tripping in a tuxedo wasn’t his idea of comfort, but he wouldn’t waste time stopping by his house, risking a run-in with Morgan and her parents. Absolutely not. He had nothing to say to them, which meant just enough time for one stop before he hit the highway and headed for his intended honeymoon destination, seven days at his condo on Carolina Beach. If the squeezing muscles in his shoulders and neck were any indication, he was more desperate for the getaway now than he had been the day he planned the trip.

				Justin bounced his forehead off the steering wheel and sighed. For somebody who spent his adult life trying to do right, he sure ended up with a lot gone wrong. Some paragon of community service he turned out to be.

				Shelving the self-pity, he pushed out of the car and set off in search of answers. His heavy feet trudged over the uncut lawn and to the front porch where Mouse met him with a whine. The mutt wiped a lip-load of slobber across Justin’s tuxedo pants. “Hey, boy. It’s been awhile. How you been?” Justin rubbed the dog behind the ears.

				Mouse pressed his wet nose to Justin’s jacket pocket and snorted.

				“Those aren’t for you. Just some fancy mints.”

				The dog yapped a blast of rancid air at Justin’s face. “On second thought … ” He reached into his pocket, pulled out the wedding favor and ripped open the netting. “Sit.”

				Mouse whined again, but he sat long enough for Justin to drop three mints between two rows of yellow teeth.

				“Good, boy.” Justin patted the dog’s head before he reached for the screen door handle.

				 When Mouse lifted the torn edge of the screen with his nose and dashed inside, Justin paused. Twenty years ago, he would have followed, but tonight he should knock.

				After the third knock and no answer, he pushed inside. “Alice?”

				 The dog replied with a deep snort of Justin’s jacket pocket. “No more, boy. They’re all gone.”

				He stepped around the dog, walked between two discolored couches and ducked beneath an archway into the empty kitchen. The same bowl of fruit he’d been robbing apples from for decades perched on the mint green counter top. There were no apples now, not since Mrs. Cramer passed away. Now the bowl was filled with snack bags of Doritos. He shook his head and smiled.

				“Alice, we need to talk.”

				There was the possibility she didn’t go home after the drama at the church, but the door was open and the lights were on. He only hoped the Parrishes didn’t somehow get here first.

				Leaving the kitchen, Justin stepped down a long hallway lined with outdated family photos, and passed Charlie’s old room. A few more steps and he stuck his head around a peeling doorjamb. He noted the same pink shag carpet, the same floral wallpaper, the same canopy bed. Only the bed looked much smaller with her grown-up body sprawled atop the ruffled comforter.

				“Alice?” He walked to her, tucked a yellow curl behind her ear and smoothed a hand over her bare back.

				She sniffed, rolled over and a bottle of whiskey fell to the floor. Eye makeup smeared across her cheek. “You got married.”

				“And you got drunk.” He hoisted an arm around her waist and pulled her to his side. “Sit up. We need to talk.”

				“I’m not drunk. I’m … you got married. Charlie. The banshee. Tiara.” Her voice trailed off.

				Mouse howled in the other room, and all but Justin’s churning gut froze. The sense of doom told him it was only a matter of time before Morgan and her parents came looking for Alice. And in Alice’s current state, the confrontation wouldn’t be pretty. Justin wished he didn’t care. Alice assumed the consequences by standing up in church. He didn’t want to defend her. He wanted answers.

				Mouse barked again, the sound fading into the distance as the dog no doubt bolted across the lawn after whatever — or whoever — raised the alarm. A blast of acid burned Justin’s throat, and he let Alice fall out of his arms on to the bed. He shouldn’t have come. If the Parrishes blocked him in the driveway, he’d be trapped in the eye of the storm. With all this adrenaline coursing through his veins, Justin couldn’t guarantee his usual poise.

				The screen door rattled.

				 Justin looked to the rectangular window, hugging the low ceiling. He wondered if he was strong enough to hoist himself up and out before someone came in.

				“Charlie has a tiara,” Alice slurred, struggling to sit. She reached out, steadying herself by smashing Justin’s cheeks between her palms.

				 The screen door banged again.

				Maybe it was Charlie …  Justin didn’t want to face the man who slept with his fiancée any more than he wanted to face Morgan and her parents, but Charlie would have answers, too.

				“Did you hear me?” Alice spoke clearer and louder now, blowing puffs of whiskey across Justin’s face.

				“Shh.” He pressed a finger to her lips, straining to hear movement in the other room.

				A rattle. A rustle. Two quick sniffs. Mouse exploded from the hall and leaped onto the bed.

				A sickening heat crawled over Justin’s face as he struggled for a normal breath. This damn dog would be the death of him.

				Alice rested her weight against the pooch, while the dog’s enthusiastic tail pummeled Justin’s side. His unsteady breathing mixed with the thumps of the tail and the whimpers from Alice, but otherwise, no ominous sounds drifted in from the hall.

				Justin tried again, shoving an arm behind Alice’s back, pulling her to sit. “We need to talk.”

				“Talk.” She swayed, and then she sighed. “No, sing.” She must’ve downed the bottle in three gulps to be this drunk this fast.

				She clutched the lapel of his tuxedo and belted out a sloppy tune about the sun. Justin sorely doubted the optimistic lyrics.

				Growling in frustration, he stood. He wasn’t going to get a damn thing out of her but more aggravation for him. How long would it take her to sober up?

				Justin paced the shag carpeting, breathing deeply, trying to calm his nerves. He had options. He could leave and find Charlie, get the answers there. But where to look for Charlie and whether or not he was any more sober than his sister made it an unappealing option.

				 Justin yanked on his bowtie. He could go home, lock his doors, shut off his phones and brood until he felt calm enough to face the situation head on. But talking to Morgan and trusting whatever she’d say wasn’t appealing, either. And God knew he didn’t want to face his family so soon after leaving them to clean up his mess at the church. He winced. All along he’d wanted a plastics plant, not a wife. Now he was about to end up with neither.

				Mouse yelped and, hurdling Alice’s lifeless body, raced by Justin and into the hall. Any progress Justin made at slowing his heart rate flew out of the room with the dog. Every muscle in his body contracted, pumped full of adrenaline. Fight or flight. Justin took a step toward the door. When Alice moaned, he glanced back. She knew something, something that would help him understand what happened in the church and what should happen now.

				Mouse reappeared, tail wagging, snorts of playfulness rustling Justin’s pants. The jumpy dog was going to give Justin a heart attack before he got a coherent word out of Alice.

				With all his muscles cocked and loaded, it was only a matter of time before Justin strode across the room and scooped her into his arms. “Come on, Alice. We need to talk.” Mouse barked again. Justin couldn’t concentrate in this constant state of fear. “But not here.”

				“Why?” she whimpered.

				“People are coming.”

				“What people?”

				“Angry people. Come on. I need you to walk.” He helped her to her feet.

				“Why are people angry?” She fell to the floor in a boneless heap, Mouse yipping beside her.

				Another adrenaline surge and Justin took control, lifting her into his arms where she snuggled her face to his neck. He squeezed his shoulder to his ear to stop the tingles.

				“You got married.” She sniffed.

				“No … I didn’t.” His strong strides down the hallway made him too winded to say more.

				She squirmed until he had no choice by to drop her on her feet in the living room. “What did you say?” She grabbed fistfuls of tuxedo to keep her balance.

				Justin looked over her head, out the screen door and into the front yard. His car idled in the driveway. If they could make it there before anyone else showed up, he could drive in relative peace, giving Alice plenty of time to sober up and provide answers.

				“We’ll talk in the car.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her to the porch.

				“Where are we going?”

				“I don’t know.” But he couldn’t stay here with all this rush and worry in his head, and she shouldn’t stay here, not in her condition, not when she couldn’t defend herself should irate Parrishes arrive to exact revenge.

				Mouse yelped and nipped at Justin’s pocket.

				“He’s hungry.” Alice dropped to her knees, resting her weight around the dog’s neck.

				Justin slammed his hands through his hair and stared into the graying sky. “Charlie can feed him.”

				“Charlie’s gone.”

				The pooch ran toward the porch, and Alice gave chase, tumbling to the lawn. Justin flashed his eyes between the ragged pair. “Where’s his food, Alice?”

				She giggled in the grass as the dog raced by. “At the store.”

				“What do you mean at the store? Don’t you have any here?”

				“Nope.” Her lips sputtered on the “p” sound.

				Justin growled as more adrenaline juiced his veins. Forget it. Here he was standing in the Cramer’s front yard, the ringmaster to Alice’s circus, when what he needed to be doing was getting the hell away.

				 Thunder rolled. Justin glanced at the darkening sky and shook his head. It figured. When it rained, it freaking poured. He looked at Alice. Her head had fallen to the side. Her eyes were closed. Her chest rose and fell rhythmically. No matter how much and how fast he wanted to get away, he couldn’t leave her passed out on the lawn in the middle of a thunderstorm.

				He stepped toward her as the first drop fell and lightning lit the sky. No wonder the dog was so spooked. Justin dragged the drunken drama queen into his arms, and another drop fell. Then another. With a long exhale and a burn in his thighs, he hoisted her off the grass. By the time he took his first step, the sky unleashed.

				Son of a bitch. Justin breathed through gritted teeth as rain pelted his face. When lightning flashed again, he flinched and adjusted her in his burning arms. Only after he deposited her onto the passenger seat and closed the door did he see the dripping dog at his side.

				 Mouse’s tail wagged despite the miserable weather.

				“Go inside, boy,” Justin yelled above the pounding rain. He pointed to the house for emphasis, but the dog only circled him as he crossed in front of the car, heading for the driver’s seat. Another lightning flash, and the dog yelped.

				 “Fine. Fine!” Justin hollered, opening the back door for the mutt. He regretted the slipshod decision the minute he caught sight of wet paws and overgrown claws on flawless leather. But what else could he do? It was too late to change course now.

				By the light of another crackling bolt, Justin pulled onto the country road. Water dropped off the ends of his hair and slipped down the sides of his nose while his heart hammered in his chest. If that weren’t enough misery to handle, his throat clenched at the stench of wet dog while his hands strangled the wheel. Holy hell. What had he done?

				 Alice snored beside him. Her head pressed against the passenger side window, and her feet disappeared beneath her dress. He’d planned to drive around until she sobered up, but at this rate, she’d sleep for hours.

				 He glanced at the gas gauge. Hours. The tank would be empty by then. Hours. He groaned. He didn’t have hours to waste. He should’ve formulated a plan by now, figured out a way to neutralize what happened at the church, finagled a way to get the plastics plant without compromising his principles by taking a cheating woman for his wife.

				Maybe he’d drive until the rain stopped and then dump Alice and the dog back home whether he had answers to his questions or not. But first, he needed gas.

				 Five miles down the lonely country road, he slowed at a stoplight and glanced at the gas station. Between the windshield wipers’ frantic swipes and the splatters of relentless rain on the windshield, Justin saw the Parrish Lexus parked alongside Pump Six. He locked his jaw, tightened his hands around the wheel and blew through the light, heading out of town.

				 With the gas gauge needle buried in red, Justin finally stopped for gas two towns over. While Alice slept, he bought Mouse some beef jerky and an air freshener for his car, and then he sat as the car idled, staring at droplets on the windshield. He was screwed. Morgan would never admit to cheating on him, so no matter what Alice knew, it was a Cramer’s word against a Parrish’s word, and that wasn’t even a contest where public opinion was concerned. Morgan had never made a misstep — at least not one that she’d ever been caught in. Alice and Charlie? The list of missteps was too long to count.

				Justin dropped his head to the headrest and closed his eyes. When Mouse stuffed his head into the center console and nudged Justin’s hand, Justin patted the dog’s damp fur. “Now what, buddy?”

				The dog didn’t answer. Of course the dog didn’t answer. Justin opened his eyes and scowled at the sunroof. The fact that he was disappointed that the dog didn’t answer only highlighted his dysfunctional state of mind. And through it all, Alice slept, like nothing remotely unnerving had happened. A red mark peeked out from beneath her cheek where her face met the door. The strange tilt of her neck made him wince. She was going to wake up hung over and hurting.

				Justin shrugged out of his tuxedo jacket, balled up the still-damp cloth and, reaching past the dog, shoved the jacket beneath Alice’s head. She whimpered, and a strand of hair curled into her mouth. He leaned closer to tug the curl from her lips. His heart throbbed in his throat. Even with four vents blasting cold air in his direction, he was on fire. It’d been a long, strange day, and he had no idea how to make it right.

				Justin resettled into his seat and gripped the wheel. He dreaded going home without a plan of attack, but he couldn’t drive around aimlessly. With a sigh of defeat, he guided the car from the parking lot to the road where he caught sight of a reflection in his headlights. A road sign. Interstate 79. That’s where he wanted to be. Headed to Carolina. Nobody would find him there.

				His body reacted to thought as though a decision had been made, and his foot tramped the gas pedal. As the car rocketed up the highway ramp, Justin knew he was crazy. Dragging Alice Cramer and her mangy mutt to Carolina was the ultimate proof. When he blew by the next exit without turning around, he feared the lunacy was permanent.

				Through it all, he kept breathing, kept driving, hoping the monotonous journey would calm his heart and the quiet would inspire his mind. With any luck, the panic was temporary and he’d have a grip on his emotions and a solid plan by morning.

				 He hoped so.

				When Alice woke up sober and saw what he had done, there’d be hell to pay.

				• • •

				Alice opened her eyes, and she could’ve sworn she saw a big old sign that read “Welcome to Carolina Beach.” With her eyes closed again, she lamented the funniness of dreams, sometimes so vivid they seemed real. Smells and all.

				Beef jerky. Yum. She hadn’t had a stick in years, not since her daddy died.

				 She rolled to her side, and pain shot through her shoulder. Ouch! She tried to sit, but something tightened against her chest. The struggle caused her head to spin and her belly to lurch.

				“Hey, sleeping beauty.”

				That voice. She pried her dehydrated eyes open as her head whirled and her stomach churned.

				“We’ll be there in ten minutes or so.”

				Justin. Alice groaned. “Where … what … why?” The words acted like an elixir, causing memories to flash. The church. The tearful walk home. The “tea.”

				 “Oh, no.” Alice cringed.

				“Oh, yes.” Justin reached over their heads and opened the sunroof.

				 Humid August air stole a bit of the staleness from the vehicle, but not enough to help Alice feel better. She grabbed the opened bottle of cola from the center console and finished it off without asking permission. As the carbonation fizzed in her throat, the fog in her head dissolved. “You didn’t get married?”

				“Nope.”

				“Because I stood up?”

				 Justin dragged a loud breath into his open mouth and then pushed an exhale through loose lips. “What do you know about the tiara?”

				“Not much. I sat on one in Charlie’s car. It was so odd, and then you looked so sad. I … ” Alice watched his knuckles whiten as he death-gripped the wheel. Another wave of nausea surged into her throat. She pressed a fist to her lips. “Oh, God, Justin. I’m so sorry. What if I’m wrong? What if it’s not hers? Or what if it is, but there’s a perfectly rational explanation for it being there? I didn’t think things through, and I … oh, God.” The tears felt good. Maybe they released some of the alcohol.

				Justin drew another labored breath and shook his head. “I looked at her, really looked at her, and she couldn’t look back. The longer I looked at her, the angrier I got, because if there was a rational explanation, she would’ve given it to me at the church. Something didn’t add up.”

				Reality trickled into Alice’s sleepy brain. He wasn’t married. She watched early morning sunlight dance across his face. He was here. With her. In … Carolina Beach? “Where are we going?”

				“On my honeymoon.”

				Alice suddenly preferred the blackened state of drunkenness over her current reality.

				He laughed, but the skin around his eyes didn’t crinkle and his lips didn’t hitch. And then he started to chew. He stared out the windshield, shaking his head and gripping the wheel like he was afraid to lose control.

				“Why am I here?”

				He bristled at her question, and she was no longer certain she wanted to know. But it was too late. Leaning an elbow on the window ledge and scraping a palm across his lips, Justin released a low growl. “I figured you had answers. But then you were too drunk to talk and I sort of … ” His shoulders drooped. “I couldn’t leave you like that.”

				There was more to the story. Alice could tell by the way he chewed his lip.

				“You couldn’t leave me drunk in my own bed?”

				He scowled. “Morgan threatened you.”

				“She wasn’t serious.”

				 “You don’t know that.” But he didn’t look particularly concerned. He’d stopped chewing and stared out the windshield, looking more tired than worried.

				Still …  “Do you think she was serious?”

				 He took longer to answer than she hoped. “Probably not, but her father can make your life miserable by interfering with the theatre opening. Maybe with you out of town for a couple days, they’ll have time to cool off where you’re concerned.”

				Fat chance. If the Parrishes blamed her for the botched wedding, running off with Justin wasn’t going to help. Then again, she hadn’t “run off” willingly.

				 “You’re kidnapping me.”

				He shook his head. “I’m rescuing you from a bad situation.”

				Alice balked. Of course he was. Always the hero, even if rationalizing his heroics meant twisting the truth. “Whatever helps you sleep.” She shook her head and stared out the passenger window. “What about Parrish Plastics?” Which was supposed to be his most heroic accomplishment to date.

				“That’s a bit complicated now. But don’t worry. I have a plan.”

				He always did.

				“When I get to the beach, I’m going to call Harold Parrish, and we’re going to discuss the plant like the educated businessmen we are. He can’t build anywhere else on U.S. soil for less, thanks to me and my work in Congress. He’s a smart man. He wants a successful corporation more than he wants a married niece.” She looked in time to see him punctuate the words with a crisp nod. Alice couldn’t help but think he looked like he was trying to convince himself. “Harmony Falls will come out of this unscathed. I truly believe that.”

				Who was he kidding? He was speeding down the highway with a Cramer in his car. “What about your precious reputation? Will that come out unscathed, too?”

				He winced. “People break off engagements every day. I have to believe it’s better to call it off now than to be married to her amidst rumors of her infidelity. How capable would I look if my wife was running around on me? Who would support me or my projects then?”

				Alice closed her eyes and leaned against the cool window. She was exhausted from more than the liquor and unsatisfying night’s sleep. Justin exhausted her. All this talk about reputation and image and his ability to emotionally disconnect from the most brutal experiences in the name of his “projects” annoyed her.

				“What about my project?” she whispered without opening her eyes. Two weeks ago she’d asked Justin to talk to people on the grant committee on her behalf. She was so damn close. Before this. She had a sickening hunch things were different now.

				 “Alice, after what happened in that church, if I stick up for you or the theatre … ” — he glanced at her, wrinkling the muscles of his face — “ … people will talk.”

				She narrowed her eyes. “People are already talking. They’ve always talked. They always will. Whatever.” She waved a hand. “I don’t care what anyone says. I wasn’t the one who cheated, and I didn’t ask to be here.” She glared at him. “But since you care, don’t worry about helping me. I can fight for my theatre without you.”

				 Congressman Mitchell’s heroics were better saved for people who needed to be rescued. Alice Cramer rescued herself years ago, and she wasn’t about to step back into old habits, old habits that led her to feel ashamed.

				She twisted until her upper body stretched between the seats, her hand groping the backseat and floor while Mouse dove around her sweeping arm. “Where’s my purse? I’ll rent a car and drive myself home. Then you can ride your white horse back into town without so much as a speck of dirt on your face, and you can walk down the aisle like nothing compromising ever happened. Tell everyone Alice Cramer is crazy. The tiara was a joke. Tell them … ” Her hand met nothing but empty space.

				 “Where’s my purse?” Alice spoke slowly, sitting rigid, glaring at him.

				 “I only grabbed you and the dog.”

				“Crap.” She slumped against the leather and huffed some more. “I want to go home. I want a do-over. I want to close my eyes, wake up and realize this is all a bad dream.”

				It sucked to be the kind of girl who never got what she wanted.

	
CHAPTER THREE

				Bringing Alice Cramer on what was supposed to be his honeymoon wasn’t just a bad dream, it was a cold, harsh nightmare turned reality. And now Justin was going to have to deal with the repercussions.

				He parked his car in a spot marked with the number fifteen and let his eyes linger on the mirrored high-rise. “It’s oceanfront.” The fact gave him immense pleasure when he’d purchased the condo as an escape from the pressures at home and work. Now, it didn’t produce a twinge of satisfaction.

				“Good for you.” She wasn’t happy.

				 He couldn’t blame her. This wasn’t exactly his best plan. Hell, this wasn’t planned. This was what he got for letting impulse lead the way. He gave her a sideways glance again and bit down extra hard on the inside of his bottom lip. If only he’d thought this through …  Looking at her now, the danger was clear. Despite her ugly mood, she was beautiful, so beautiful he had to look away.

				 All those years, Justin had kept his distance for one reason. Alice Cramer wasn’t the right kind of woman. Untamed starlit curls drew a man into her spotlight, and the ensuing chaos of her family life threatened to bring the man down. A Mitchell couldn’t take that risk. And yet, here he was … with the vanilla scent of her perfume stealing every last bit of fresh air from his car.

				He threw open the door and took a deep breath. “I’ll grab the suitcases. You head into the lobby. Hopefully we won’t be seen.” He didn’t expect to be recognized hundreds of miles from home, but he’d taken enough chances already.

				As he rummaged in the trunk, Alice wandered away from the car. When he flung the last bag over his shoulder, he saw her disappear around the corner of the building — in the opposite direction of the double doors.

				What now? Why couldn’t she be simple, easy, uncomplicated? Why the drama all the time?

				“Hey,” he called after her, glancing back at the dog staring at him from the back seat.

				 With a huff, Justin dumped the bags in the trunk and restarted the car to give the dog some cool air. Then he set out to see what sort of trouble Alice was getting into.

				He found her neck deep in the ocean.

				Alice jumped a wave, and Justin was assaulted by a flash of creamy skin and black lace. She was swimming in her underwear. Catching sight of a pile of clothes out of water’s reach, Justin shook his head. Apparently, she had ditched her dress. Why was he not surprised?

				  “What are you doing?” he called above the surf.

				She flashed him a smile he hadn’t seen in years. “I’ve never been to the ocean.”

				His untucked shirttails whipped in the wind, and with the strength of his hands he fought the chaos. “I guess that explains it.”

				 She stayed smiling, considering him with the same hypnotic eyes he knew as a child. Back then, he wondered what she saw when she looked at him. Now, he was afraid to know the answer.

				“I’m going to get the bags and the dog out of the car, and then I’ll bring you a towel. Be careful. No further. You hear? In fact, stay closer to the beach. The undertow is strong, and I’d like to avoid another rescue.”

				A few steps up the beach and her wail hit his back. “I don’t need to be rescued.”

				But she did. Somebody had to keep her from making rash decisions, like stopping weddings and swimming in the ocean half-dressed. He slowed his pace and closed his eyes. That someone couldn’t — shouldn’t — be him. On an inhale, he opened his eyes and returned to the surf. “Fine. No more rescues.”

				“Good, because I’m not a baby. I can take care of myself. Stop telling me what to do. Stop treating me like you’re my father or my brother. You’re not. You’re just a guy. I’m just a girl. And you make life too complicated.” She raised her arms to her side and fell backwards into the sea.

				Justin’s heartbeat quickened as he searched the choppy water, waiting for her to surface. Her father died an alcoholic and her brother looked destined to follow. Not being lumped in their category was a good thing, but where did that leave him?

				Relief flooded him when her head broke the surface. She pushed soggy curls from her face, and raising her arms over head, spun until a wave knocked her off her feet. She was definitely not a baby. But if he was just a guy and she was just a girl, then bringing her with him was an even bigger risk. He had obligations, expectations and an image to uphold. In trying to avoid a scene at the church, he’d put himself in one hell of a compromising situation.

				The cell phone resting in his pants pocket vibrated like it had so many times on the drive down. He watched Alice play in the waves as he listened to messages. Two calls related to the agricultural committee he served on. One call came from an aide, congratulating Justin on his marriage. One was from an arts council member, returning his call about Alice’s application. There was one message from his brother, Will, one from his brother, Mark, two from Morgan, and only four from his mother.

				Justin felt a growing guilt over not being man enough to spare them all this pain by calling off the charade months ago. He’d come close on a couple occasions, but Morgan caught on and appealed to his sense of obligation. A responsible man didn’t propose and then renege. He worked on the relationship. A responsible man didn’t walk away from the opportunity to bring hundreds of jobs to a town in desperate need. He made choices and stood by them. He honored his father’s memory.

				Standing in the sand, eyes glued to Alice, Justin’s guilt multiplied. He wasn’t a responsible man. He embarrassed his family, and he jeopardized the plastics plant. And now he stood on a beach in North Carolina watching a beautiful woman — who wasn’t his new wife — frolic in the sea.

				The bottom corner of his BlackBerry dug into his palm, numbing the skin and sending a shot of pain up his arm. He didn’t loosen his grip. His fingers wrapped tighter around the black box, and he wondered how much pressure it would take to crush it. How long would it take for the world to stop turning without access to him? It was a melodramatic question. Surely he wasn’t as important to everyone’s success and survival as he’d allowed himself to believe. But something inside of him withered at the thought of testing the theory.

				Alice floated on her back, further out to sea, and all Justin could imagine was the scandal that would result from her drowning on his watch.

				“You’re asking for trouble, Alice,” he yelled. “Come closer to the beach.”

				She flipped into an upright position and glared at him. “You’re asking for trouble if you keep telling me what to do.”

				He didn’t want any trouble. His intentions were good. Keep Alice from being dragged to sea. Get Alice out of Harmony Falls so she could sober up, he could get answers and tempers could cool. Marry Morgan and complete his father’s lifelong mission of bringing industry back to town. But would Harold Parrish care about intentions? Would he go through with his promise to build the plastics plant even though Justin backed out of marrying Morgan?

				“Seriously, Justin. What are you doing? Go get the dog before it gets too hot … or I’ll do it myself.” She started to rise from the water, dripping wet. The stringy straps of her black panties rode low on her hips.

				Justin groaned. “I’m going. I’m going.” He took a few steps back. “Get back in the water.”

				She stopped knee-deep in the surf. “So now you want me to get swept away. You don’t make any sense.” Throwing her hands over her head, she turned and dove beneath a wave.

				Alice was right. He didn’t make sense — nothing made sense. His life was supposed to be straight and narrow. By winning back the congressional seat his father’s death left empty, Justin was able to effect change where it mattered most, implementing steep tax cuts and generous incentives to corporations who set up in rural Pennsylvania. The congressional service was supposed to be temporary, but Justin surpassed everyone’s expectations, and newer, loftier plans formed. The presidency? He laughed the first time Robert Parrish suggested such a thing. But these things took on a mind of their own.

				Maybe Justin needed this break from the constant pressure and planning. Maybe the stress of the wedding and the wheeling and dealing at work had finally taken its toll. He was a young guy, but even young guys suffered high cholesterol and heart attacks. While his latest physical showed a healthy body, his mind went unchecked. Had the constant pressure caused this fissure in his normally practical thinking? If so, then a few days away from it all should smooth the crack.

				Unfortunately, this wasn’t a vacation. The circumstances were far from ideal. If he stayed beyond the few hours of sleep he needed to drive home to Harmony Falls, he’d have to face his age-old feelings for Alice, while he worried about what awaited them back home. Where was the peace in that?

				Sun scalded his face as though he were in the universe’s hot seat, but the blue sky kissing the horizon beckoned as pelicans floated above the crystal water on a steady stream of warm, salty air. Carolina Beach was a dream location — sun, sand, and solitude — the perfect place to clear his head and plot a plan that would allow him to face the mess back home, a mess that was messy enough already without including Alice.

				She floated on her back, drenched in sunshine. Her eyes were closed. Her arms barely moved. Despite their sticky situation, she looked carefree. Justin craved that freedom, a freedom he would’ve had if his father lived longer and Justin could’ve grown at his own pace, made his own mistakes out of the public eye. There’d have been no overwhelming expectations and no one to answer to but himself. But that wasn’t his reality.

				“Are you going? Go! Feed him, too. He’ll eat anything humanly edible.”

				She’d been awake for only a few hours in the last fourteen and already he had a headache. If he wanted any semblance of peace, he was going to have to rein her in. “So I can’t tell you what to do, but you can tell me what to do?”

				“Because you dragged me here. It’s only fair.”

				 “Like hell it is, Alice. You played a part in this, too.”

				She righted, tilted her head and wrinkled her nose. “A minor part. You’re the star, buddy.”

				He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked beyond her to the water’s edge. So much for reining. On a sigh, he conceded. “Do we have to bicker like this?”

				“Under the circumstances, yes. This whole thing sucks, and I don’t see how either one of us can say ‘screw it’ just to enjoy a couple days in the sun.”

				Nah. Justin had never said “screw it” to anything. “Screw it” was irresponsible. His face contorted under the weight of his thoughts.

				 “Plain Old Justin would’ve said ‘screw it’.”

				“Who?”

				“The man you used to be before … ” She jumped a wave. “Never mind. Just go.”

				The man he used to be? Had the last few years of obligation and ambition split him in two? He glanced at the dusty tips of his patent leather loafers sinking in the sand, and flinched when his palm itched to brush them clean. So what if they had? Polish and rhetoric were required traits for a politician. Plain Old Justin remained. He just stayed out of Congressman Mitchell’s way.

				And damn if that didn’t bother him as he carted the luggage up to the condo, fed Mouse a bowl of canned chicken, and debated his next move. Congressman Mitchell wanted to haul his biggest liability off the beach and out of eyesight, but Plain Old Justin pushed in another direction. He was at the beach. He’d been driving all night. A quick swim would wash away some of the sleep that hounded him and might even prove to Alice that he hadn’t changed enough to deserve her disdain. Maybe then she’d calm down and stop yapping long enough for him to form an executable plan.

				Moving swiftly, before the nagging voice in the back of his brain wrestled control, Justin tugged on trunks and led Mouse back to the beach, finding Alice where he’d left her, bobbing on the waves. He relaxed a tiny bit as the sun soothed his frazzled nerves. It was time to look on the bright side. At least he wasn’t married. Sure, walking away from Morgan was a potential disaster now, but had he married her and endured years of treacherous behavior, there was no telling what sort of nightmare he’d be living.

				Far enough up the beach to afford a little admiration, Justin didn’t divert his eyes when Alice jumped a wave. If he was closer, admiring Alice would be problematic. Standing next to her he would see the water droplets sliding down the curve of her throat, diving into the valley between her breasts, and he might feel compelled to lift the bra strap that slipped down her soft shoulder and …  A twinge tugged at the skin below his waist. He released a growly breath and adjusted his trunks. Maybe he wasn’t far enough away after all.

				 She saw him then, jumped another wave and smiled. Her breasts bounced with the rest of her body, and he stared too long into the sun, sort of wishing it would blind him. He hung his head and let his shoulders sag. Once again, he felt the weight of the precarious position he’d put himself in. It had always been a precarious position where Alice was concerned.

				She was fifteen the first time he told himself it was wrong to look. Back then, he was twenty-one, and a young man leering over the overdeveloped curves of a young teen amounted to perversion in most opinions. Her brazen attempts to attract his attention made matters worse. He looked once or twice — more like whenever he thought he could get away with it. But when he hit the campaign trail, ambition put an end to the unseemly temptation. No matter how beautiful she was, she was still a Cramer. Looking at Alice, seeing too much, feeling too much, and imagining more were luxuries an upstanding politician couldn’t afford.

				But Plain Old Justin had leeway.

				Justin looked at Alice again and told himself the lacy undergarments were no different than a bikini. She was covered — barely — and he had to get a grip.

				It’d be so much easier to do if she had something decent to wear.

				Forcing himself to stare at her until the warning bells in his head quieted, Justin splashed through the surf and stood waist-deep at her side. “We need to get you some appropriate clothes.”

				Her narrowed eyes stuck to his chest. “When you say that, I hear your mother’s voice in my head. Appropriate.” She squinted up at him and wagged her head in a humorless mock. “The heroic, do-gooder thing is old. You’re nothing but an uptight prude. There’s no difference between this and a bathing suit.”

				 Alice stepped back and drove a stiff arm into the water, splashing him in the face.

				“Stop it.” Justin swiped at the barrage of droplets, stinging his eyes.

				She did it again.

				“I said, ‘stop’.” He clenched his teeth together and felt the muscles in his neck contract.

				She did it again.

				He didn’t recall directing his body to act, but it did, diving into the waves and winding his arms around her waist. He dragged her under, water searing through his nose and burning his throat before he raised them above the water as quickly as he’d pulled them under. They surfaced with her back pressed against his belly and her arms pinned to her side. He squeezed her there, feeling her chest rising and falling as he struggled for his own breaths.

				“Let go!” She pushed her head against his breastbone and kicked her legs out, forcing them deeper.

				Justin tried to gain leverage with his feet and fired the muscles in his thighs with her bottom pressed against them. But when the sand slipped, so did he.

				Alice got away before the water drew him under. A cold current blasted him without her body as a shield. When he surfaced, she was several feet away in waist-deep water, shaking her head in his direction. “Have you lost your mind?”

				He dragged a painful breath through his mouth and into his lungs, holding it there, hoping rationality would seep in. “You splashed me first.”

				She dragged her palms from her forehead over her hair to the back of her neck, stretching her breasts toward him. “That wasn’t very congressman-like.”

				When she said congressman, she tightened her voice until the tone was condescension personified. He couldn’t help but chuckle.

				 Dragging his gaze from her breasts, Justin gulped more air. “My apologies. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to act, considering our colorful history and the fact that … ” I left one woman at the altar and am leering at another.

				“I knew it!” She drove a hand into the water again, this time splashing away from him. “I knew this would get weird. You’d bring up stupid things I said and did when I was younger. Well you know what? You don’t need to worry about a replay of our colorful history. Not only am I mad at you for making matters worse by bringing me here, I stopped liking you years ago. There’s not much to like these days.”

				The sun beat against his cheek, leaving a burn on his skin like he’d been slapped. “Is that so?”

				“Yep. You’ve changed.”

				“Here we go again.” He rolled his eyes. “Of course I’ve changed. So have you. Everybody changes.”

				“Yeah, but you changed into an entirely different person, Congressman Mitchell.”

				There went the condescension again. And there went her arms, crossing her chest, forcing mounds of flesh higher.

				He was surrounded by water, but his mouth had never been so dry. He tried to focus on her words instead of her lingerie-clad body. “I take it you don’t like my title.”

				“I don’t care what you call yourself. You could call yourself Emperor. It’s how you act that matters. If you call yourself Emperor but act like Plain Old Justin, then that’s cool — weird, but cool. Same with Congressman.”

				She tossed her head around the title with enough attitude to freeze the Atlantic. He wished the water would freeze; specifically, freeze him from the waist down.

				“Let me get this straight. You have a thing for Plain Old Justin, but not Congressman Mitchell?” Against his better judgment, he trudged toward her.

				She backed up. “I don’t have a thing for any part of you.” She flinched, and he didn’t think it had anything to do with her squinting into the sun.

				“You’re supposed to be a good actress, Alice.”

				“And you’re supposed to be a married man.”

				 That hit below the belt, accomplishing exactly what he hoped the cold water would do. He needed the reminder, because while he wanted peace and time to think, he didn’t want enough distance that he forgot who he was and the mess he’d come from.

				Maybe it was the sun. Maybe he swallowed too much salt water.

				Alice waded out of the ocean where a beach towel defused some of the heat her body threw his way, giving him time to breathe deep and stop whatever was left of the stirring below his waist. He waded out of the water too, keeping himself busy, picking up the discarded dress, throwing the extra towel around his neck and whistling for Mouse.

				 Alice walked ahead, her bottom swaying against the towel. It was a side of her he knew well. She’d been turning her back on him for a long time, turning her back as he turned her away.

				“Who knows you’re here, and do they know I’m with you?” The towel slipped off her shoulder, carrying a bra strap with it. She had her hands shoved underneath her armpits, forcing the flesh of her chest to bulge.

				Justin drew a shaky breath through his lips and redirected his gaze to the dog racing ahead of them. “Will knows I’m here, but he’ll keep quiet. He said no one’s seen you since the church. I told him you were probably with Kory.”

				Alice gasped. “You lied? You lied. I thought you were like George Washington. Huh. You’re just like all the other politicians, aren’t you?” She shook her head. “And now you’re dragging me into something else I don’t want to be a part of. I guess I have to call Kory and make her an accessory to this crime, too.”

				He wished Alice would quit reminding him of her discontent. He got it. She was ticked. She didn’t like him — at least she didn’t like Congressman Mitchell — and she didn’t want to be here with him. But they didn’t have a choice. Even if he was rested enough to jump in the car and drive home, without a solid plan, he’d be doomed.

				“I don’t want to bring Kory into this anymore than you do, but what’s the alternative? I need a couple days, Alice, and then I’ll have a plan in place.” He ignored the pinch of doubt squeezing his brain. “There’s no phone in the condo, so use my cell to call her while I shower.”

				She seemed to consider his words, watching her feet shuffle through the sand. And then she looked at him with one side of her mouth curved in a way he hadn’t seen in years. She used to preface every wayward hijinks with a half-smile that warned of her mischievous intent. She’d been a study in mood swings all her life. Apparently that part of Alice Cramer hadn’t changed.

				 “A long time ago, I would’ve snuck into that shower with you.” She sighed and gave her head an admonishing shake. “It’s a good thing I don’t like you anymore.”

				 With that, she took off running ahead of him, her feet kicking up sand, the towel slipping below the band of her black bra.

				Damn it if he didn’t wish he could turn back time.

	
CHAPTER FOUR

				Kory, with her warped sense of humor, loved the idea of Alice shacking up with the good congressman while the town reeled from his no-go wedding. Obviously Kory didn’t understand the seriousness of the situation, but Alice did. One look at her sopping wet reflection in the mirrored closet doors, and she saw the gravity written all over her face. She was going to rot in hell for standing up in that church. And hell was spelled H-A-R-M-O-N-Y-F-A-L-L-S.

				Three short knocks on the door rattled Alice’s already shaky nerves.

				“I’ll be right there,” she called, clutching Justin’s cell phone to her chest as she turned to scan the room for the suitcase he mentioned. A couple pieces of shiny black luggage rested on the tiled floor beside the bed.

				That was not her luggage.

				Alice tossed the phone to the mattress and hoisted the largest suitcase onto the bed, somehow managing not to drop her bath towel. With a zip and a lift, she opened the bag and stared at its perfectly pressed contents.

				 These were not her clothes.

				Three more knocks punctuated the pounding of her heart. “Alice, the clothes … ”

				“Go away, Justin.”

				She pulled a pair of jeans from the suitcase. They were the longest, narrowest pair of jeans she’d ever seen.

				He knocked again. “I didn’t pack for you. This wasn’t planned. Remember?”

				How could she forget? He planned to honeymoon in North Carolina with his appropriate, politically approved wife. These conservative pieces of overpriced clothing were no doubt the banshee’s. And now, they were Alice’s torment. She bent forward and sniffed the air rising from the suitcase. The spicy scent burned the lining of her nose and tossed her stomach. Not only did the clothing look like Morgan, it smelled like Morgan. How was Alice supposed to get past the stench? How was she supposed to resurface in town dressed in Morgan’s things? It wouldn’t work.

				Dropping the bath towel, Alice struggled to pull on her still-damp underpants and bra. As she did, she studied her shape in the full-length mirror. Tubby said she looked like Marilyn Monroe. Blonde hair. Big boobs. Huge hips. She could see the resemblance. Too bad the modern world didn’t appreciate women with curves. She looked back at the jeans stretched on the bed. Long. Straight. Narrow. Everything she wasn’t. Why bother?

				 Alice glanced around the room again, her tired eyes settling on the fluffy white comforter folded over at the top to reveal pinstriped sheets. The plump bedding called to her with the promise of sound sleep and a false escape from this horrible situation. She almost gave in. But slipping into Justin’s guest bed dressed in nothing but her bra and panties seemed seedy. Even so, her skin pimpled, aching for the brush of cotton.

				He knocked again, scattering her goose bumps. “Please, go away, Justin.”

				“I need my phone.”

				She grimaced, knowing she couldn’t stay sealed in this room. Sooner or later she was going to have to let him in. “Just a sec.”

				 Ripping a white blouse from the suitcase, Alice huffed and puffed as she struggled with tiny buttons, finally shoving her arms through the sleeves. The fabric stretched across her belly. Tight, but the first three buttons fastened. And if it weren’t for her breasts, the next three buttons would’ve fastened, too. Instead, she looked like the star of a pornographic office parody with breasts spilling like water balloons from the open collar of a conservative shirt and black lace panties covering her bottom half. All she needed were the wire rims and a pencil to chew.

				 God, how she wished she were rehearsing for a silly play instead of starring in her own psychological thriller. She pictured herself on stage instead of stuck in Carolina. She ached for her theatre, the protection from her past, the promise of her future, the sense of wonderment in the chilly, dusty, dimly lit air. But with sunshine blasting her face from the open blinds, it was useless to pretend she was anywhere but here … with him. She growled and swiped at her image in the mirror, not hard enough to hurt herself, but hard enough to rattle the sliding door.

				“Are you okay?”

				She wasn’t surprised at his concern. Justin probably thought she needed to be rescued again. He was forever the hero, swooping in to guide the lesser man — or woman. It wouldn’t be half as annoying if he hadn’t already rescued her so many times before … her eighteenth birthday when one kiss to her cheek convinced her to go back to school and earn her GED. She hated that memory, hated how hopeful that kiss made her feel. False hope. He was good for that. Like the hope he gave her when he said he’d “pull some strings” to help with the theatre grant. Look what had become of that. Nothing.

				Swiping at her tears, Alice snatched the cell phone off the bed. She wasn’t going to mope. She didn’t need to be rescued. Besides, there was no rescuing her from her current humiliation. As if the day could get any worse, now she had to tell the man of her dreams that she was too damn fat to fit into his fiancée’s clothes.

				With a breath through her open mouth and her gaze locked on the popcorn ceiling, Alice cracked the door and shoved the cell phone toward him. “The clothes aren’t going to work.”

				“Are you sure?” His fingertips tickled her skin as he retrieved the phone.

				Alice growled. “I’m sure.”

				“Did you try everything?”

				“I don’t have to.”

				“Yes, you do. You don’t have another option unless you want to wear your dress.”

				If she thought the dress she wore to the wedding was itchy before, she could only image climbing into it now, after wind on the beach had doused it with sand.

				 “Seriously, if the pants are a little long, roll them up,” he continued. “No big deal.”

				She yanked open the door, giving him a first-rate look at the ill-fitting blouse. “What do you think the odds are that something’s going to fit better than this?” She waved a limp-wristed hand down the side of her body.

				 Justin blushed. He rolled his eyes to the ceiling and then turned and walked away. “Do what you want, Alice. You always do.”

				Not true. Otherwise she’d be running across the room, launching herself onto his back so she could strangle him. Being here, this close to him, was killing her.

				She slammed the door, putting a barrier between them, and determined not to leave the room until he was ready to leave the beach, and then she would …  Alice glanced out the glass sliding doors to the balcony where her party dress flung over the railing, ruffling in the breeze. She would have to wear the dress home — scratching from sand, smelling like fish, looking in no way, shape, or form like she’d spent the weekend in Chicago with her best friend. But who would care? Alice Cramer was always doing crazy things.

				Her stomach flipped as she dropped to the bed. Who was she kidding? She would care. Years spent in a family whose name was the punch line to town jokes made a girl more than a little neurotic about her actions. That’s why she could kick herself for standing up in that stupid church.

				 She opened her mouth to guzzle enough air to calm her panic. What was done was done. Now she had to figure a way out of this mess.

				 Alice glared at the suitcase of doom. What were the chances something in there would fit? Slim. Slimmer than the banshee. But Alice gave it another try. She hated the idea of Morgan laughing at her expense.

				After too many pressed white blouses to count, Alice found a stretchy tank dress at the bottom of the suitcase. The item no doubt hung on regal Morgan Parrish, but on busty Alice Cramer, the dress looked like a second skin. Alice winced, rolled her shoulders back and sucked in her stomach like Coke through a straw. It didn’t help. She exhaled and stuck her tongue out at her reflection. Screw it. She was covered. This dress would get her out of this room, out of this condo and one step closer to home.

				Grabbing a scarf from the ransacked pile of clothes, Alice tied the colorful fabric around her waist to hide the little pouch that lived below her belly button. She blew air through her lips to loosen the worried lines on her face and pulled her wet hair into a nub at the base of her neck. A couple uncooperative curls dangled at her temples. Good enough. After all, Justin wasn’t someone she wanted to impress.

				 A strange flutter tripped along her esophagus and trapped inside her throat. She ignored it, reaching for the knob. Her hand shook, which was harder to ignore. The tremor made her think twice about facing the man in the other room. He stirred things in her she would rather not feel, causing anger to become her protective shield. Anger wasn’t good for her current outlook on life. She had pledged to be optimistic as a rule for the sake of her theatre. That’s where she needed to keep her focus. That’s where she needed to be. If she stayed in this room, she couldn’t go home.

				With chin lifted and shoulders back, Alice opened the door. “I’m ready.”

				Justin leaned against the kitchen counter in khaki shorts and a linen shirt unbuttoned below the dip in his throat. One look at him and she salivated. Her fingernails dug into the wooden door as she struggled to keep from slamming it shut again. Damn him for looking like the man she loved, kind, decent, uncomplicated and tempting as hell. Damn her for refusing to let go of the stupid fairytale. Her muscles flexed, readying retreat.

				“I forgot to give you these.” He walked toward her, lifting a hand from behind his back, dangling her character shoes from his fingertips. “I tripped over them on my way out of church.”

				He stopped a foot away, splashing her with a crisp clean scent that was decidedly Justin. She held her breath and looked to the shoes, noticing his wrist. A thick cord of muscle travelled up his tan arm until it merged with his bicep. Mercifully, that muscle, a muscle she’d felt harden beneath her hand a time or two, remained covered by his sleeve.

				 She jumped her gaze to the gentle swell of his chest, closed her eyes for a moment, breathed — just a bit — and reached for the shoes. “Aren’t you a regular Prince Charming?” She resisted the urge to ask him if he came to see if the proverbial shoe fit. They both knew it wouldn’t.

				As he transferred the shoes to her hands, he stepped closer, fanning his fresh scent over her face. She gulped and fought the impulse to step closer still, where she could bury her head in his neck and breathe him in until he’d become so much a part of her they couldn’t go their separate ways. Stupid thought. Thoughts like that got her into trouble years ago. She wasn’t looking for trouble now.

				With a roll of her shoulders and a tip of her chin, she looked at him, catching him raking his eyes over her body turned breakfast sausage in Morgan’s tight dress. She fidgeted under the weight of his stare. “Don’t look at me like that.”

				“I’m … sorry. We need to get you something decent to wear.”

				Decent. She had news for Congressman Mitchell. It didn’t matter what she was wearing, she’d never be decent enough for him. And that made her flinch. She glared at the ground, kicked a foot behind her and shoved a heel in place. “You poor baby. It must be agony to see me in Morgan’s clothes after she wore them so … decently.” Alice stumbled over the extra saliva in her mouth.

				After kicking the other foot behind her to slap on the other shoe, she marched back to the mirror for one last look — needing a minute to shake off her shame.

				But Justin followed. “All I meant was … ”

				“I’m fat.” She wrinkled her nose at the reflection in the mirror.

				“You’re not fat.”

				“Okay, then you’re blind.” The dress was a size four. Alice wore a ten on a very good day. She wanted to kick him and then punch him until he hurt as much as she did. Being dragged off in the middle of the night was bad enough, waking up guarded and embarrassed was even worse, and now she had to endure contemplation and criticism until he came up with a suitable plan to salvage his precious reputation which was marred by their unseemly association. God, what a freaking mouthful! Alice dry heaved.

				She stormed past him, but not before he snaked an arm around her waist. At the jolt of intimate contact, she froze, back to his belly, his hot breath ruffling the hair on her head. His arm slashed a line of heat below her breasts, leaving her thighs to quake.

				 “You make me so angry,” he whispered, never loosening his grip.

				“Ditto.” It was lame, but when talking about what feelings they brought out in one another, anger was the only safe one on the list, especially when he was touching her like this.

				His hand shifted, smoothing over her stomach. Her vision blurred. Impulse picked at her skin, urging her to rub against him, reach back and graze a palm up his leg. But she couldn’t move with his fingertips burning a trail along the thin elastic of her underpants.

				“I think you’re beautiful.” His mouth was inches from her ear.

				She crumbled, tilting her head so his breath could warm her neck and sprinkle tiny thrills throughout her body. Maybe he was lying, but to what gain? She didn’t know. All she knew was it was pathetic to pine for an unattainable man like this. But knowing didn’t make it any easier to stop.

				He turned her to face him. With his eyes closed, he dropped his chin to his chest on a labored exhale. It was weird. Creepy almost. Like he wasn’t fully in control of what he was saying or doing. Even that couldn’t keep her body from tingling and priming for any number of outlandish things. His kiss. His caress. His body entangled with hers.

				 At some point, while she watched the struggle play out on his wrinkled face, her brain wrestled control from her body. In an instant, her every muscle tensed, fighting the tide, reminding her that the tide wasn’t good. It smacked of long-ago desperation, false hope, and this time Alice refused to play the fool.

				When Mouse whined and scratched the front door, she recognized an escape. “He has to pee.”

				Before Justin uttered a word, she left the room and grabbed the dog. She was determined to erase the memory of the last five minutes and undo the damage Justin had done to her resolve.

				 “Okay,” he called after her.

				But it wasn’t okay. None of it was okay. Standing up at his wedding had been her biggest mistake. Bringing her on his honeymoon had been his. And now he’d gone and trumped both those mistakes by touching her and confessing something he should’ve taken to his grave.

				I think you’re beautiful. She shook away his words, unwilling to risk her heart again. And he shouldn’t be risking anything on her. Not that he would, or even could. He might think she was beautiful, but no amount of beauty could trump her last name. Cramers and Mitchells were different people, going different places.

				Alice would have no trouble remembering that if they weren’t currently stuck in the same place.

				• • •

				Justin didn’t follow Alice when she disappeared with the dog. He wanted space — needed space — because the longer he was with her, the more irrational he became.

				 She talked down about herself. So what? Big deal? What woman didn’t want to change something about her body? If he had a penny for every time Morgan droned on about her flawed manicure or shiny T-zone, he could buy Parrish Plastics out from underneath Harold and guarantee the damn thing stayed in Harmony Falls forever. But something about the way Alice attacked herself didn’t allow Justin to stay quiet.

				And not staying quiet was a big mistake.

				He’d opened a mess of emotions. He was sure of it. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have run out.

				 So he waited for her return, sliding open the screen door and dragging a patio chair to the edge of the balcony with every intention of forming a solid plan to get them out of this hellish situation sooner rather than later. Instead, with his feet kicked onto the railing and his legs crossing his ankles, he fell in and out of restless sleep to the rhythm of the waves. One minute he dripped a cold sweat, dreaming about lifting Morgan’s bridal veil, and the next minute he breathed heavy, dreaming about Alice, touching her, kissing her, listening to her whisper his name.

				He needed to get a grip.

				Standing, Justin stretched and made his way back into the condo, resettling on the sofa, out of the hallucination-inducing heat, where hopefully he could sleep without further rude awakenings, and wake up clear-headed.

				Before long, he heard Alice’s voice again … 

				“Justin?” She was standing above him. Sunlight split the pine boughs behind her and circled her head like a halo. Charlie lurked in the distance, cleaning the fish they caught earlier.

				Justin smiled at her, eager to hear what she wanted, willing to give her anything before Charlie dragged him off to Sullivan’s bonfire.

				She adjusted her polka-dotted bikini top, giving him a show, dipping her finger in the edge and pulling the triangle low enough to show the contrast between her fresh tan line and a patch of milky skin.

				He was getting hard.

				“Justin? Open up.”

				Hey, that was his line.

				“Are you hungry?”

				Like hell he was. Reaching up for her, he wrapped a hand around her wrist, and when he tugged, she screamed.

				Justin lifted his head … off the back of the sofa and saw Alice — clad in Morgan’s awful dress — sprawled across his lap. No bikini. No creek bed. No pine trees overhead. He was in his condo living room with her belly resting on his thighs, her head twisting over her shoulder and her baby blues darkening with accusation.

				She jumped up, straightened her dress and dropped a phonebook in his lap. “Jerk. I thought we might want to order pizza. You’re such a … ”

				“I was sleeping, Alice. You don’t wake a person out of a sound sleep to ask if they want pizza. I haven’t slept in twenty-four hours.”

				“Yeah, well I haven’t eaten in … a long time, and you have the money.”

				Roughing his hands over his face, he growled into his palms and forced air like steam out his nostrils. “We’re leaving at sunrise.”

				“Fine.” She thrust a hip, and her fist landed on her side.

				“Good.” He stood, towering over her.

				“Exactly.”

				Justin pushed past her to the peninsula of granite breaking the kitchen and living area in two.

				“Wait. Why? Did you come up with a plan, or did you get bad news? Is everything okay? Is my theatre okay? Did you hear something about the grant? Are you … ”

				“Alice, stop talking. Just stop. I don’t have a plan. Yet. I’ll figure it out on the drive home. What waits back there can’t possibly be as bad as what’s going on here.” He pulled two twenties from his wallet and tossed them on the counter. “Order your freaking pizza. I’m going to bed.”

				She whizzed by him, blocking his way into the bedroom. “I don’t know the address here.”

				He turned, snagged the builder’s magnet off the fridge and threw it on the counter by the money. “There.”

				“There? That’s all you have to say?” Her voice rose with each word. “Explain yourself.”

				“What are you talking about? I’m tired. Move.” He grabbed her upper arms and started to lift.

				She squirmed. “Put me down.”

				“Gladly.” He deposited her to the side and stormed into his room.

				Only she followed him.

				“How are we going to do this? We need a plan. I don’t have anything to wear. We can’t just waltz back into town together. We should stagger our returns. How can we stagger our returns?”

				That was when he noticed her hair, which had been pulled back in a knot at her neck, was now as wild and crazy as her sleep-deprived mood. No blown-dry loops of sunshine grazing her chin, instead kinky, frizzy springs poked out in all directions. And her nose was red, but not red like the lipstick her lips were missing. Her mouth formed a pale, hard line across her face, and her eyes jumped out at him. They were bold, blue and full of fury.

				“Alice, go to sleep. We’ll talk about this later. The exhaustion is getting to you.”

				She lunged, driving both fists into his breastbone, forcing him to trip on his own feet. He reached one hand behind him to shield the hard corner of the bedside table and the other hand to her waist to soften her fall should they both crash.

				And they did. On the bed. With Alice on top.

				She rolled off of him immediately, but she didn’t jump off the bed like he expected. She also didn’t hit him with her left hand, which rested inches from his right hip.

				Justin was afraid to move, afraid to say a word, afraid to breathe should it pull her out of whatever peaceful trance she’d landed in. But after several seconds of eerie silence, curiosity won. Maybe she’d fallen asleep.

				Turning his head, he watched her watch the ceiling fan rotate and wondered if this crazed state of sleep and food deprivation would give way to some sort of weird spiritual enlightenment.

				“I hate you,” she whispered.

				So much for that theory.

				• • •

				Alice watched the fan blades whirl and wished she could close her eyes and make the man beside her go away. He was ruining everything. Years of building a wall strong enough to support her fragile indifference of him and strong enough to imprison her true feelings for him were wasted after five seconds by his side.

				“I’m sorry you feel that way.”

				She told herself not to look at him, that he didn’t deserve her attention, but something in his voice was so unlike the proud and sure voice of Congressman Mitchell. She had to see.

				When she turned her head, he was looking at her, and if she didn’t know any better she’d think regret was written all over his face. Regret about what, she didn’t know. There was too much.

				She returned her gaze to the fan. Look what they’d become. It was laughable, really. Two old friends with a sordid history, still unable to be honest about their feelings.

				 “I’m sorry, too.” She was … and she wasn’t. He deserved to be punched. Maybe not over pizza delivery, but certainly for dragging her here and making matters worse with the I-think-you’re-beautiful admission. Still, punching him and fighting with him wasn’t solving anything.
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