



“WHO ARE YOU?”

For a second, she panicked, thinking he’d guessed her identity. Then she caught his gaze and saw the tease in his blue eyes. “Me? I’m just Allie.”
“Well, Just Allie, you’re making me forget.”
“Forget what?”
He traced along her jaw, his gaze so intent, she nearly had to look away.
“Everything.”
More lingered in his words, his look, than Allie wanted to deal with. She intended revenge, a love-him-and-leave-him strategy, not to care about Duncan Henry or what he was trying to forget.
Get in, get out, her mind screamed.
But her heart flickered to life, demanding she care about this man. That she remember the boy who’d called her Grace and once told her he liked her eyes because they were the only honest ones he knew.
Her plan was going wrong, but it was the kind of blissful wrong she couldn’t turn away from, couldn’t stop.
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Chapter 1

They say revenge is a dish best served cold.
But Allie Dean, who knew what a good meal could do for—and to—a girl, figured she’d take it hot, cold, or à la mode.
She stood on the side of State Road 89, bouncing a smooth, round rock in her palm, contemplating a little malicious property damage. Before her loomed the Welcome to Tempest, Indiana, sign, the words written in a bright, happy-looking ivy-bordered script.
Beneath that sat a bright red footnote—TEMPEST: THE LITTER BOX CAPITAL OF THE WORLD!
It wasn’t much, as claims to fame went. But Tempest had greedily accepted the gift from the Kitty Kleen Litter Company, scoopable crystals and all—anything to restore the town and bring in tax dollars. Ten years ago, Tempest’s claim to fame had been steel-belted radials. Then John Henry had bought the tire factory, run the rubber into the ground, and sold the building to Kitty Kleen.
In the process, he’d turned Tempest into a desperate laughingstock, which then earned the town a week in the sun of Jay Leno’s monologues and not one, but three Top Ten lists from Letterman. Even Jeff Foxworthy had worked Tempest into his redneck routine, saying something about “you know you’re a redneck if you’re proud to be the second shift scoop manager.”
But hey, at least the no-kill cat shelter did brisk business.
When Allie had left Tempest seven years ago, it had been with the express intention of never, ever coming back.
Who’d have thought she’d volunteer to return?
When Tempest had turned out to be a prime location for the latest teen horror film by her employer, Chicken Flicks, Allie had changed her mind. The movie would undoubtedly have a thin plot, a thinner budget, and be followed by thirteen even thinner sequels. In the process, she had to scare up a bunch of extras who didn’t mind running around in NC-17-rated undies, covered with gore and trying to escape a furry killer wearing the complete set of Ginsu knives on her fingernails.
Not exactly Academy Award material, but hey, Allie was using this as a step up, not a ticket to a gold statue.
And best of all, after suffering through her teen years here, she had plenty of people in mind for murder victims.
Alone on the road, she stared at the sign, decades-old thoughts of revenge coiling in her stomach. Her grip tightened around the cold, hard stone.
The sign’s square-shaped shadow teased at the edges of her toes. Her Prada heels sank into the half-dry mud at the edge of State Road 89. She was dressed head-to-toe in designer duds, yet standing at the town line, she felt like the old Allie all over again.
Tempest. How she’d hated this place.
When she’d been sixteen and nearly three hundred pounds—her mother’s scale had stopped at two-eighty, making her feel like she’d leapt into some kind of category beyond acceptable human sizes—she’d been the size of a small sofa. The kids at Tempest High had treated her as an object to torture, to use as their own personal joke machine. Or worse, they’d looked away, ignoring her as surely as the puke green hallway walls.
She clenched her jaw and swallowed the lump in her throat, forcing those memories away. It didn’t work. The years may have passed, but the sharp, biting sting still lingered.
In junior year, they’d read the Invisible Man and Allie had wanted to argue with Mrs. Anderson that Ralph Ellison’s character had had nothing over Allison Gray. That she had been as invisible as air. As lonely as a single tree in the middle of lush farmland. And as powerless to turn her world around.
She reminded herself she wasn’t Allison Gray anymore. She was Allie Dean, at least for a few more days, until the divorce was final. And she sure as hell wasn’t invisible anymore, either.
They couldn’t hurt her again. Because she wouldn’t let them. And she’d come a long way—a hell of a long way—since then.
Allie chucked the stone as hard as she could at the sign. It pinged off the edge, denting the space just above the e in Welcome.
That one was for the cheerleaders who’d sat at the next table in the lunchroom. Laughing at her clean plate, her emptied milk carton. By junior year, she’d started skipping lunch, instead finding a corner in the stairway to consume her bologna sandwich and soda, like an incontinent dog banned from the living room.
She bent over, grabbed another rock, threw that one, then a third, a fourth, a fifth. So many that she lost track and the dents in the sign multiplied, one on top of the other. She saw their faces in the sign, heard their laughter at her struggles to climb the stairs. She threw another rock for the prom she had missed. One for the graduation ceremony too painful even to attend. A bigger stone for the gym class that had been pure torture. Tears started streaming down her face, a salty river filled with whale calls, snickers, and worst of all, disdain and disgust.
She picked up two rocks, bigger than the ones before, one in each hand, ready to fire them off, bam-bam—
“Hey! What’d that sign ever do to you?”
One rock had already flown forward, dinging the corner, leaving a permanent mark in the painted ivy border that danced around the edge. She jerked around, ready with her last piece of stone ammunition, half thinking of throwing it at the person who had interrupted her.
Until she saw who it was.
Oh, hell. Duncan Henry.
Of all the people she’d thought would leave Tempest on the first bus, Duncan Henry would have been at the top of the list. He was bound for bigger things, he’d always said, than this little spittoon of a town.
“So, are you mad at the sign or just looking for some target practice?” he asked.
“Darts,” Allie said, thinking fast, swiping at her face, erasing the tears as he approached. All six-foot-two of him, lean and rugged. Dark hair with piercing blue eyes set off by the blue in his shirt. He had a way of walking, of commanding each step, that flipped a switch in Allie. A switch she’d thought she’d turned off the minute she’d left Tempest.
Obviously, it had just been waiting for Duncan to walk back into her life.
“Darts?” he said.
“Yeah. I couldn’t resist the urge to hit a few bull’s-eyes.” She hid the second stone behind her back, her face hot.
Yeah, that was believable, considering the Swiss cheese she’d made of the welcome sign. If she hoped to make her time in Tempest work, she’d better beef up her lie-telling skills.
“New in town?”
She smiled. Friendly, out-of-town kind of smile. “Just arrived today.”
He considered her for a moment. Did he recognize her? She waited, heart beating, but no recognition dawned in his blue eyes.
“If you’re done beating up the sign,” he said, jerking his chin toward the stones littering the grass in the shadow of the sign, “would you, ah, be interested in getting a cup of coffee? I could show you around, give you the scoop”—he gestured toward the sign’s footnote—“no pun intended.”
Allie had to look twice to be sure she saw interest in Duncan Henry’s eyes, not the same twisted joke he’d played on her at the senior prom. The whole “pretend I’m interested and then dump the fat chick before the prom” thing.
But no, it was real, impossible-to-miss attraction. The kind that stirred an answering heat in her veins, the tribal music of desire.
In the last five years, she had met men—many of them—who had wanted to date her. Take her to bed. Some even wanted to marry her. She’d dated several. Married one. And over the years, her confidence had built until she could handle herself pretty damned well in the male-female sexual dance.
But none of those men had lived in Tempest, Indiana.
And none of them had been Duncan Henry.
The only guy who had ever been nice to her at Tempest High. The only one who had made her believe that maybe—maybe he’d cared no matter what she looked like.
“Uh…coffee?” she said.
“Yeah. Hot beverage, lots of caffeine, little nutritional value.” He grinned, the same familiar sexy grin that had flipped her stomach in high school every time he’d sat beside her in Algebra II or Trig and marveled over her ability to whip through an equation. Told her she was smart. Good with numbers. His saving grace.
That had been his nickname for her.
Grace.
The memory hit her, fast, quick, darting in, overriding the pain of his senior-year betrayal. “Hey, Grace, how are you?” A smile, then him sliding in beside her, his book next to hers, two peas, same pod. Pencils twinning, her heart slamming in her chest, wondering if he would ever want more from her than help figuring out what X was.
She looked at him now and realized the power of his smile hadn’t dimmed over time. Something tingled in Allie’s gut and the first few words she meant to say got lost somewhere between her throat and her mouth. “Coffee sounds…good.”
No, it doesn’t. She wouldn’t fall for Duncan Henry again like she had when she’d been twelve and trying on hormones with her training bra. She wanted closure. To show she was way beyond all that crap that had happened years ago.
Back in L.A., she’d told herself she was going to Tempest to find extras, to scout out a spooky house for the opening scene, a cornfield for the climactic moment. But she’d lied.
She’d come here for revenge. For a comeuppance.
And to prove to every resident of Tempest that losing one hundred and seventy pounds had made her into someone totally different. Someone who didn’t need the approval of a single damned soul in Tempest, Indiana.
Especially not Duncan Henry.
“There’s a diner right down the street,” Duncan said, “about five blocks—”
“Margie’s,” Allie finished, forgetting to play it dumb.
“You’ve been here before? Do you live in Tempest?” He bent forward, studying her, and for a second, Allie held her breath, sure that he would see past the size six dress and see the size twenty-six she used to be. That he wouldn’t see big green eyes deepened by colored contacts, but plain hazel ones hidden behind dark-rimmed glasses. That he’d miss the sleek blond hair, and instead glimpse the mousy, curly brown.
That he would see three times the woman before him, and that he would turn away—
And laugh.
But he didn’t. No spark of recognition showed in Duncan Henry’s blue eyes.
“No. I, ah, saw the sign advertising it on the road back there.” That much was true. The faded, peeling wooden billboard still read MARGIE’S EATS—COME IN AND DINE ON A DIME. A friendly, perpetually young woman, presumably Margie, was smiling and holding a pie beside the words. Margie’s husband Dick had painted that sign back in nineteen seventy-four and it had stayed there, on the outskirts of town, ever since. Never getting a touch-up or a change, although Margie herself had always gone into the Curl Up ’N’ Dye for regular tune-ups. Allie doubted anything on Margie’s menu went for a dime—if it ever had. There was no truth in advertising, at least not in Tempest.
People who met the real Margie, who had all the warmth of a porcupine getting a rectal exam, found that out pretty quick.
“I’ll take my car and follow you.” Allie sent him a smile, a little helpless-girl wave of her hand. She needed the time to clear her head. Get out of the “Duncan Henry is the cutest thing on the entire planet” thinking and back into “I am a capable woman who is here for a purpose” mode.
“Sure.” Duncan tossed her another grin, then headed back behind her rented Taurus, climbing into a black Miata. He zipped away from the shoulder, spitting pebbles in his wake.
Allie turned back toward the welcome sign. She raised her arm, closed one eye. She let loose the last rock in her fist, watching with satisfaction as it landed squarely in the middle of the word Tempest, compressing the circle of the p like a well.
“Take that, Duncan Henry.” Then she climbed in her car and did the exact same thing he’d done to her seven years ago.
Blew him off.



Chapter 2

A half mile down the road, Duncan glanced in his rearview mirror and saw—
Nothing.
No red Taurus following him. In fact, as he watched, the Taurus flipped a U-turn and headed in the opposite direction, with a puff of exhaust smoke bleating a distant in-your-face.
He should leave it alone. Let her go.
But something about the woman—and the way she threw those rocks—had intrigued Duncan. That was no dart practice he saw back there. It had been anger, pure and simple.
An emotion he’d done more than shake hands with in the past few years.
Duncan braked, spun the Miata on the empty road, leaving a black streak on the old, pale tar, and headed after the Taurus. He caught up with her at a four-way stop between what passed for two highways in rural Indiana. She’d pulled into the Pump-N-Gulp gas station on the corner, a place that saw less business than a Texas Roadhouse in India.
He stopped his car behind hers, then came around to her passenger’s side, opened the door, slid inside, and made himself at home. “What are you doing?” he asked.
She glared at him, all legs and frustration. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“Finding out why you ditched me.”
“Maybe I’m not interested.” She stepped out of the car, handed the full-serve gas station attendant two twenties, then turned to go into the mini-mart. The attendant tipped up the brim of his ball cap and watched her go, all appreciation for those long legs and high heels.
Duncan, also a member of that club, followed. Behind them, the kid—who looked like he’d just started shaving last week—stared for a moment longer, then came to his senses and started pumping the gas.
Duncan caught up with her inside the door, where she was scanning the headlines from the paper stand. “Funny. I got the impression you were interested.”
“I hope you don’t make your living as a mind reader. Because you’d be collecting unemployment.”
He chuckled. “Let me treat you to lunch, and to find out why you were really pummeling the Tempest sign.”
Something flickered in her green eyes, gone before he could put a finger on what he’d seen. She pivoted, heading down the first of the three aisles in the small shop and stopping at the glass-fronted cooler. She withdrew a Diet Coke, then turned and grabbed a package of Baked Lays from the shelf beside her. “See? Lunch.”
“That’s not much of a lunch,” he said.
“I don’t need much.”
“I disagree,” he said, capturing her gaze when she turned. Fire and ice warred in the emerald-colored depths, as though she was debating between hating him—and kissing him. “You look like the kind of woman who has high expectations. And with high expectations comes a long list of wants and needs.”
“Oh, I get it. You’re one of those men who thinks he knows a woman just by looking at her.” She slid her free hand down the hourglass of her waist, skimming along the firm curves. “All this must say ‘please keep bugging me. I’m just playing hard to get.’ Is that it?”
The bell over the door rang. “Uh, ma’am?” The kid who ran the gas pumps stood in the doorway, his IU ball cap in his hands, his voice a nervous, eighteen-year-old’s stammer. “Your, ah, car is all ready.”
“Thanks.”
Duncan ignored the kid, smiling as he moved in closer, watching her inhale and exhale, and feeling a stir of desire that had long been silent. “I know one thing for sure. You’re already regretting choosing this”—he took the chips and Coke from her hands—“over Margie’s homemade meatloaf and me.”
She took a step closer, so close he caught the light floral scent of her perfume, the soft vanilla of her shampoo, saw the flickers of gold in her raspberry lipstick. “I may have made a bad dietary choice”—she plucked back her soda and chips—“but at least I’ll be with company I know I’ll enjoy.”
Then she spun on her heel, so close that her shoulder brushed his chest, sending a crazy surge of want through him. She tossed him a smile, her lips inches from his chin, then strode off, heels clicking on the tile. She dropped a couple bills on the counter before thanking the starstruck attendant and hopping back into her car.
The kid tugged his hat back on his head, watching until the Taurus had disappeared back in the direction of town. “Holy shit. She sure ain’t from Tempest.”
“What makes you say that?”
“They just don’t grow ’em like that out here. I don’t think we’re using the right fertilizer.”
Duncan agreed. And yet, a tiny part of him had to wonder. Because something about that woman—and her throwing arm—had awakened a powerful sense of déjà vu.
And a curiosity that he had thought died near this very same road five years ago.



Chapter 3

Duncan stood in his office at WTMT-TV News, door shut, blinds drawn, still wearing the napkin tucked in his collar to keep the makeup from staining his suit, and picked up his sophisticated, state-of-the-art, all-purpose weather-predicting tool.
A Magic 8 Ball.
It had come to this. A fact that didn’t exactly fill him with pride, but Duncan was a desperate man—desperate enough to do anything to keep his job.
“Will it rain tomorrow?” Duncan asked the ball. He closed his eyes, shook the ball for seven seconds—counting the right number of Mississippis in his head—then opened his eyes and looked at the words on the tiny white floating triangle: WITHOUT A DOUBT.
“Dunk?” Two quick raps on his door. “You ready?”
Duncan yanked open the bottom left drawer of his desk, tossed in the Magic 8 Ball, then shut the drawer again. The plastic sphere rattled inside the empty metal cavern, protesting its mistreatment. “Yeah, come on in, Steve.”
The station manager opened the door and poked his balding head inside. “You’re on in five.”
“Let me update the forecast and I’ll be right out.” With a few keystrokes, Duncan added, “Chance of Rain 90 Percent,” and sent the file over to the news desk. His intern, Wally, had already created the screen images and even written up a summary of the National Weather Service’s inch-thick stack of daily data. Wally, always eager to please, had been the one person who had saved Duncan’s butt in this job. Duncan took what Wally gave him, added the Magic 8 Ball touch—a predictor that had been right so often it was scary—then stood in front of the camera and regurgitated it all.
His stomach rumbled, a reminder of the lunch he’d missed and the woman he’d met.
The gas station attendant had been right. She clearly didn’t come from Tempest. She’d stuck out like a hothouse orchid in a field of thistles.
And yet, there’d been something about her…something almost familiar, as though they’d met before.
He shook off the feeling. To forget a woman like that he’d have to be senile and blind.
Her rejection—swift, cold, and sure—had surprised him. Clearly, he’d grown too comfortable in his name. His place in this town.
In the old days of Duncan Henry, football star, “best smile” and “cutest” designee, he hadn’t even had to ask women out. They’d flocked to him in droves, impressed by the padded shoulders or the way he looked in the Tempest High football team’s tight pants; what magnetic appeal he had, he’d never understood. To his eyes, he was just another guy on the field.
He suspected most of it had been about being on the arm of a Henry more than anything else.
Regardless, he hadn’t asked a woman out in a long time and to have her stand him up—
Well, it was damned intriguing. He intended to find out who she was and then see if he could get her to change her mind about that cup of coffee. She was gorgeous, no doubt about it, with long straight blond hair that tickled past her shoulders, lean, firm legs, and high, round breasts that gave “well-endowed” a whole new meaning.
Against his hip, his cell phone rang. Duncan didn’t need to peek at the Caller ID. He considered letting the call go to voice mail, but knew if he ignored her, she’d dial the station, which would mean explanations.
And Duncan wasn’t about to explain—or expose—his personal life to anyone. He could do that much for Katie, at least.
On the third ring, he flipped open the Motorola. “I asked you not to call me at work. What if—”
“When are you coming home?” Katie cut in, the whine already in her voice, even though the day had barely started, at least for her.
“At six-thirty, like I always do.” He’d taken this job because of its flexibility and regular hours. As long as he delivered the weather at noon and five, and showed up to send out an alert whenever there was a storm headed their way, he was free to come and go as he wanted.
But staying put in the weather position also had kept him from advancing up the career ladder, to becoming a reporter and moving on to a bigger station, bigger stories. To chasing pieces that meant something, rather than posting the probability of precipitation.
Duncan ran a hand over his face and kneaded at his temples. Another headache, the last thing he needed right now. Hell, on any day.
“I can’t wait that long, Duncan,” Katie said. “I need you.”
He drew in a breath, holding it in his lungs as long as he could, counting out his patience like a dealer at a poker table. “Katie, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“And you’ll stay tonight? Until I fall asleep?” Her voice had gone from whiny to vulnerable. Little girl lost. Scared. His heart broke for the hundredth time and he clutched at the phone, feeling as powerless as a sapling caught in a tornado.
“Yes.” That satisfied her and she finally said good-bye. Duncan held the phone for a long time, then placed it on his desk. He splayed his palms across the metal surface, trying not to think of the what-ifs. Of things that couldn’t be undone.
Mistakes that couldn’t be rectified.
When he had himself under control, and could again wear the mask of confident, former football captain, All-American Duncan Henry, he put on his weatherman smile and left his office, heading for the production floor.
The set for WTMT-TV News looked huge on TV, thanks to a trick of camera angles and a perspective shot of the city of Indianapolis. The station was usually the Johnny-come-too-late to any Indy news, but the station’s owners persisted in the Indy look, even though they were located within Tempest city limits—because the real estate had cost less than the anchor’s annual wardrobe budget.
As part of a start-up network, WTMT-TV had had a hard time breaking the NBC-CBS-ABC-FOX quartet of power in the area. Being the next new kid on the network block made for an uphill journey, with guardians of the gate like Katie Couric and Bill O’Reilly ready to smack down any hint of a new fish in the TV waters.
So, the station stuck to covering news in Tempest and the surrounding towns. Steve made daily sacrifices to the TV gods, hoping for a story that would put WTMT-TV on the map.
Thus far, WTMT-TV wasn’t much more than a detour on the TV dial, even as the corporate honchos threw out new programming with all the accuracy of a blind dart player. With those east coast dollars behind him, Steve had hope and a decent budget. Those two things made WTMT-TV look like a real station. Faking it till WTMT-TV could make it—or die trying.
The WTMT-TV evening news anchors, Jane Betterman and Klein Wilson, sat behind a particleboard desk painted to resemble metal, their posture perfect, their veneered smiles gleaming. Jane’s protruding pregnancy was well hidden by the desk, her extra baby weight camouflaged by a dark dress. Three cameras formed a semicircle five feet away, shadowed by the glaring lights focused on Jane and Klein.
Particularly on Klein, who had requested extra lighting to conceal his expanding bald spot. A light strategically directed to the side and a few sprays of hair-in-a-can preserved Klein’s youthly image, at least on TV. Anyone who came within six feet of the in-person Klein realized the newscaster involved a lot of artfully applied makeup—
And not much substance.
Still, he was the anchor, and Duncan was just the weatherman.
When he’d bucked his father’s prescribed career path and applied at WTMT-TV, he’d been looking for a serious journalism spot. Hard-hitting investigative-type work, something that would eventually propel him to work on one of the coasts. To a job that meant something in the bigger scheme of things. His life accomplishments thus far—bringing the high school football team to three state championships, taking the college team to two—had about as much meaning to Duncan as whipped cream. He wanted more.
He wanted to make a difference. In one of his own dreams, not the ones his father had laid out, and Duncan had followed, day after day, until five years ago.
Until the day he’d seen the ad in the paper and took a chance. Decided that day to turn his back on the family façade and carve out his own path. Prove his father wrong.
Steve, who’d known Duncan all his life, had said the station was going places—and would take Duncan with it. With that friendship in his back pocket, Duncan figured the reporter job was a shoo-in, despite the blank spot on his resume for internships and experience.
“Dunk,” Steve had said during the interview, leaning back in his chair and tipping it, just as he had in English class, “I have a proposition for you. Be the weatherman, instead of a reporter. You’re simply not Geraldo Rivera material, buddy. Your S-factor is way too high.”
“My S-factor?”
“Sex appeal. The ladies are gonna love you.” Steve chuckled. “Just like always, hey, Dunk?”
Duncan had shifted in his seat. “I was looking for something serious.”
Steve laughed. “Yeah, right. This from the guy who took his English teacher’s daughter out to dinner so he wouldn’t have to take the final?”
Duncan ignored the reference to his former self. He had changed since high school, changed a hell of a lot, but no one seemed to notice. “Steve, I don’t know much about weather.”
Steve waved a dismissive hand. “What’s to learn? Sunny, partly cloudy, or cloudy. There you go. All your weather in one sentence. Read the pile of shit the National Weather Service sends over every day if you want to throw in a few terms here and there. Just look good and the ladies won’t care if you’re off by a degree or two.”
On the ride home, he’d reconsidered and decided sticking with business was safe. Predictable. The Henry way.
But the next day, rainy weather and slick roads had changed Duncan’s life, pushing whatever hope for a future he had over the proverbial cliff. And forcing him to choose between what his father wanted and what Duncan knew was best.
The whine of the Jaws of Life, the screech of metal protesting the mistreatment, all came back to him, in flashbulb bursts of memory. The car, crushed like a ball of foil, and Katie, sweet Katie, stuck in the center of twisted metal.
The next morning, Duncan had called Steve and taken the job, even though he wouldn’t have known an isobar if it hit him over the head, and he still got cumulus confused with cirrus. The station had bought him some fancy-dancy computer programs he had yet to have time to learn, then left him to flounder. Since taking the job, the only advice Duncan had ever received had been from Jim, the cameraman, who’d told him not to wear white. “You’ll bloom, dude, and that’s just not cool on TV.”
Now, Duncan headed across the room, toward the weather station, about to deliver another forecast that he hoped like hell would be right. Putting his job in the hands of a kids’ toy was nuts, but his strategy had worked thus far.
One day, he knew, it wouldn’t. In the fall, Wally, who had been here all through high school and college, would graduate and move on to a paying job, leaving Duncan to muddle through the data on his own or finally find a reporter job. By then, Duncan hoped to be standing over Jimmy Hoffa’s grave, with the national media surrounding him, his star finally lit in the crowded, competitive TV sky.
“Duncan, wait!” Shelley, the makeup artist, hurried up to him, yanking the white tissue out of his collar. “There. You forgot it again, silly.” She flashed him a smile—the kind that said his S-factor still registered in the double digits—then blushed and turned away.
Duncan slipped into place beside a huge blue screen that would, for the viewing audience, hold an image of the state of Indiana. His weather forecast would be flashed on the teleprompter, guiding Duncan through his job as easily as a Pekingese at Westminster.
In fact, as he listened to Klein and Jane wrap up the [NEWSCASTERS BANTER] ordered by the teleprompter, Duncan realized with a sinking feeling that was, indeed, all he had become—
A well-trained, pampered poodle.



Chapter 4

The double-wide hadn’t changed a bit. The paint might be peeling more, one flap of aluminum siding now bent up at a weird angle, but it still looked about as homey and welcoming as Oscar the Grouch’s trash can.
Allie stepped out of the rental car and considered ditching the whole plan. She should tell her boss Jerry to stick his associate producer job where the sun didn’t shine. Except well-tanned Jerry, frequent visitor to an all-nude beach, let the sun shine on everything.
The front door of the trailer opened. The space behind the screen door filled with a wide, squat shadow. It took Allie a minute to associate the shape with a person, and when she did, she was shocked by the change in her sister Carlene.
Once thin, pretty Carlene had become the body Allie had left behind. What happened?
“Ma, I think those freakin’ Jehovah’s Witnesses are back,” Carlene said.
“Damn! That’s it. I’m getting my gun,” Larry Gray called from somewhere in the back.
“Dad, you can’t shoot Jehovah’s Witnesses. It’s illegal.”
Allie strode forward before she ended up as target practice. “Carlene, it’s me.”
“Ma, this one knows my name. Jesus H. Christ, will you stop talking to these people and giving them cookies?”
“I’m serious. It’s me. Allison Jean.”
“Allison? My Allison?” All of a sudden, her mother squeezed her skinny frame past Carlene and out the door, down the steps, indifferent to her hair, still in rollers, her flour-dusted house robe. “Oh my Lord, it is you!” She wrapped her arms around her daughter and squeezed. “You’re skin and bones!” Beatrice drew back, cupping her hands around Allie’s face. “Did you lose your job? Oh, Lord, Larry, she’s poor. Starving. One of those homeless, scavenging in a barrel. I told you not to let her go to California.”
“I’m fine, Ma. Really. I came to visit.”
“Woo-hoo,” Carlene deadpanned. “Get out the band and parade.”
Ma ignored her youngest daughter. “Will you look at you, Allison! You are a skeleton! What did you do?”
“I got skinny.” Allie spun in a circle, showing off all her hard work. The hours in the gym, months of watching every bite.
“Well, I’ll be,” her mother said. “You did, didn’t you? Seems we best put on a heck of a spread to celebrate. I’ll get some garlic bread going. And your grandma’s special spaghetti sauce recipe.” She grabbed Allie’s arm and opened the screen door. “Come on in, baby, and let’s welcome you home right.”
“Yeah, come join us at the trough,” Carlene said.
Dad hitched his large, wide frame the last few steps across the shag carpet, the one hip still bothering him since the fall outside the factory. He stopped beside them, then reached out an arm and drew Allie to his chest. “Good to see you home, honey.”
“It’s good to be here, too,” Allie said, not realizing until she was caught in the warmth of her father’s embrace how much she had missed being here. She may not have missed the meals or how hard it had been to be on any kind of a diet when her mother was doling out pies like poker players did face cards, but she did miss being part of a family.
Her mother headed into the kitchen, her mission clear. “Ignore the mess,” she called over her shoulder. “Your father’s got it in his head that he wants to put in one of those Jacuzzi things.”
“Yeah, and that means the bathroom isn’t working.” Carlene scowled. “I hope you don’t plan on a shower in the next six weeks.”
“Plumbing,” Dad muttered, releasing Allie with a kiss on her forehead, “isn’t exactly my area of expertise.”
“I’m not planning to stay,” Allie said. She already had a room booked at the Ramada in Indianapolis. Far enough away that she could avoid any big family moments and too many lasagna-centered reunions.
Still, she loved her parents, her sister Carlene, and knew they loved her, even if they showed that love with butter cream frosting and seven-layer casseroles. That’s what had brought her here, and kept her hoping that things would change and someday they’d exchange meaningful conversation instead of platters around the dinner table.
“You know your father,” Ma called from the tiny kitchen. “He’d sooner cut off his left you-know-what than call a professional.”
Dad sank into his armchair, the vinyl squeaking in protest. “Professional is just another way to spell rip-off.”
Allie listened to her parents bicker about the failed hot tub installation and looked around the place where she had grown up. The scents assailed her first, as they always had, tickling her appetite, waking her stomach from its long slumber. Homemade bread, fresh-baked cookies, spaghetti sauce, pineapple upside-down cake.
Then the room filtered in, its shabby, cramped interior both claustrophobic and oddly comforting, like an old blanket. Overstuffed furniture, dusty, kitchy knickknacks, shag carpet, and above it all, the words BLESS THIS MESSY HOME in die-cut wooden blocks curving across the paneling on the far wall. Beneath that, a smaller plaque read FEED THE ONES YOU LOVE AND LOVE WILL FEED YOUR SOUL.
Carlene lounged across the sofa, a bag of Doritos against her ample chest. “What are you doing here, anyway? We don’t see you for years and then poof, you show up. What’s up with that?”
“Carlene!” Ma would have swatted Carlene if she could have reached from the kitchen. “Be nice.”
“Be nice? She’s gone for like seven years and you don’t even ask her about where she’s been? Why she skipped Mother’s Day, Easter, even freakin’ Christmas? All she did for the holiday was send a big honkin’ box from Williams-Sonoma.” Carlene popped a chip into her mouth.
Silence rolled over the room while everyone waited for Allie’s explanation.
“It’s expensive,” Ma said after a moment, her voice a little shaky, and Allie wanted to rush over, apologize, immediately soothe the waters. “California is very far away.”
Carlene let out a snort. “Ma, it isn’t that far.”
How could she tell them the truth? That her deepest fears had kept her away? She hadn’t known, not until she’d stood in front of that sign, whether seeing this town again would send her reaching for the nearest Hershey bar or not.
But she hadn’t. Allie had faced the sign and Duncan Henry and done just fine, no need for M&M Mars reinforcements. Allie Dean, it turned out, hadn’t just slimmed down—
She’d toughened up. A lot.
In every area but her hormones, it seemed. Her body had yet to get the message that Duncan Henry was bad news. She’d been unprepared to see him so soon and that had left her on edge.
Duncan Henry. When would that man, heck, even the thought of his name, stop turning her upside down?
“So why are you back at the old homestead?” Carlene asked, voicing the words that resided in Ma and Dad’s eyes.
“Work,” Allie said, sinking into one of the kitchen chairs. “The company I work for is making a movie and they’re thinking of using Tempest for filming.”
“Wonderful to hear,” Dad said, beaming at his daughter. “That’d put us on the map. About time, too. Been a long time since Tempest has had some good news.”
“I need you to keep the fact that I’m here quiet, though. It’s part of the…” She paused a second, formulating an excuse they’d go for and keep her from revealing her true identity too soon. “The confidentiality clause. The company will pull production if word gets out that this is my hometown. Conflict of interest and all that. Plus the director is a little…quirky.”
“Wouldn’t want him to do that,” Dad said, nodding. “This might be just the payday ticket Tempest needs. Lord knows we could use it since those damned Henrys ran the town into the ground.”
“I’m also here to visit all of you,” Allie added, avoiding the subject of the Henrys and the demise of Tempest, knowing her father would pontificate for hours. “To catch up.”
“Of course you are.” Her mother bustled over to her daughter, putting a cookie in Allie’s hands, as if she’d given the right Pavlovian response. “I always knew you’d be back. Why, when you left for California, I told your father, ‘Larry, you don’t worry one bit, our girl will be back.’ Didn’t I say that, Larry?” She didn’t wait for her husband’s answer. “Girls don’t like to stay too far from their mamas. There’s a connection between us.”
“Yeah, it’s called an umbilical cord,” Carlene muttered. “The doctor’s supposed to cut it.”
“Maybe he forgot yours,” Dad said, shooting Carlene a “get off the couch and get a job” look.
“Hey, I’m trying to get back on my feet, Dad. Once I get a job—”
But he’d already stopped listening, his thumb on the remote, increasing the volume on ESPN until the commentators sounded like they’d joined in the conversation. Carlene got off the sofa, padded into the kitchen, and exchanged her Doritos for a bag of cheese curls. Ma smacked her hand. “Save room for dinner. Your sister’s here and we’re going to do something special.”
“Ma, I can’t stay for dinner,” Allie said, knowing that if she did, there was always the temptation of slipping into those old bad habits. Plus, she had a hundred things to do before Jerry arrived. The sooner she got started, the better. “I have—”
“Oh, now,” her mother cut in, waving a hand. “You always have time for dinner. Here, sit down at the table. I’ll get you a plate.”
Allie glanced at the refrigerator. There’d been days when she’d wanted to throw that Whirlpool out the window and days when the appliance could dispense a hug better than her clingy Aunt Tilda. Shoved among the pictures of cousins and their babies, recipes cut out of magazines and magnets shaped like each of the four food groups, was a small news item, torn from the front page of the Tempest Weekly: GET THE SCOOP AT THE ANNUAL LITTER BOX DANCE!
The date on the ad was tonight. Undoubtedly, the majority of Tempest would be there, given this was the biggest event the town held. A great opportunity to find potential extras.
And to see if anyone recognized her. Allie had never attended a dance in Tempest, though she remembered watching one once from behind a chain-link fence, wondering what it would have been like if a boy had asked her to be his date. Heck if she’d been asked back then, she would have gone to a dance centered around sewer systems.
But that had never happened. Except once, with Duncan. And that disaster rivaled anything that could happen in a Kitty Kleen box.
“I can’t stay because I’m going to the dance.” Allie Dean didn’t need to wait for anyone to ask her. For a man to make her decision. She made her own rules.
Allie pivoted toward Carlene, who had again retreated to the sofa and flung herself across the floral fabric, popping cheese curls into her mouth machine-gun style. “Why don’t you come with me, Carlene?”
“To what?”
“The Litter Box Dance. Scoop Till You’re Pooped, it says.”
Carlene snorted. “I don’t think so.”
Allie looked at her younger sister and saw herself, ten years ago. Self-conscious about her weight, she’d locked herself in this house, quadrupling the problem with snack foods and sofa-cruising. Before Allie had left for California, Carlene had been the thinner, prettier, and more social of the two, dating Doug Wilkins, heading off for parties every weekend.
Something had happened since Allie left. Turning her social butterfly sister into a caterpillar.
“Come on, Carlene,” Allie said. “Go with me.”
“I told you, I don’t want to go. You come back and instantly think you can run my friggin’ life. So screw you.” Carlene’s curse merited a sharp glance from their mother.
Carlene heaved herself off the couch, padded down the hall to her bedroom, and slammed the door so hard, the bag of cheese curls tumbled to the floor.
Allie sighed and bent over, picking up the scattered orange puffs. Her mother called her to the table for a meal worthy of Henry VIII, but Allie begged off again.
That dinner table held a one-way ticket back to who she used to be. No way would she take that well-intentioned, meatball-laden train again.



Chapter 5

Duncan stood on the sidelines of the Litter Box Dance and sipped at a warm, flat beer, waiting for something interesting to happen. Esther Dunne’s oldest boy had screwed with the keg order again. Judging by the temperature of the brew, Lenny had left the silver cask in the back of his truck all day, probably swigging samples at every stop sign.
Lenny Dunne’s only claim to fame was being able to simultaneously stand on his head and pour a gallon of beer down his gullet. Last year, after he’d been fired from his job as “pump expert” at the local BP, he’d gone around proclaiming himself the area’s “beer expert.”
Not exactly the best makings for an epitaph—or a career—but it seemed to suit Lenny just fine.
Jim, WTMT-TV’s cameraman, sidled up beside him, handing him a replacement beer. “Here. Howie Lassiter brought in his own keg. Guaranteed not to have Lenny’s saliva on the spout.”
Duncan laughed and took the cup, tossing his nearly full one into the trash. “Thanks.”
“How long are we planning on torturing ourselves?” Jim asked.
“We need to tape a segment, interview a few people, then we can leave. Not too many people are here yet, though.”
Jim chuckled. “So you can make it look like Tempest is some hotbed of activity, huh?”
“No, so I can get the hell out of weather and onto something real,” Duncan said. Klein had developed a sudden case of indigestion after returning from dinner at an Indian restaurant two towns over. With Jane busy at her kid’s recital, Steve, in a panic, had asked Duncan to cover the dance. Slow news day meant coverage of the scads of county fairs and tractor pulls throughout Indiana. Last summer, Phil’s Pickle Festival had been the lead story, the summer before that, it had been the Porta-Potti plunging contest at the Indiana State Fair. That one hadn’t been repeated, not after some guy got a little too aggressive with his plunger. Turned out the yellow DO NOT USE caution tape wrapping the potties had been ignored by a few desperate elephant-ear fans.
The Porta-Potti had spewed its contents over the contestants and the reporters. Klein, always ready for his close-up, had gotten the worst of it.
Ever since, Klein kept his tetanus shot updated and did his best to avoid anything with even a hint of eau de toilette.
Covering the Litter Box Dance wasn’t the hard news Duncan wanted, but it was a beginning. And it would look a lot better on his resume than covering cloud patterns.
And maybe, if Steve saw Duncan could do a good job with this tiny event, he’d throw more such work Duncan’s way.
Hopefully, that would provide that unquantifiable something that would make him charge out of bed, ready to get to work in the morning. And would give him credentials based on more than his damned S-factor. At the top of Duncan’s Christmas list was the desire to be taken seriously.
He never had been, not by his father, not by this town. Not by anyone who saw him as the indulged only son of John Henry.
His cell phone vibrated against his hip, but Jim was setting up the camera equipment as more people filed in, and Duncan let the call go unanswered. In a few seconds, he’d have to tape his segment and he didn’t have time to get into another debate with Katie.
Besides, Mrs. Loman had stayed late, to take care of Katie, as she’d done for the past five years. Katie would be fine for the couple of hours Duncan needed. He’d be home soon enough, relieving tired Mrs. Loman, whose patience was undoubtedly already stretched as thin as floss.
He started to tell Jim they might be stuck filming Lenny’s gulping at the keg when things got interesting.
His rock-thrower showed up.
She lingered at the entrance, beneath the huge Kitty Kleen banner with its sparkling litter box and weird, scrawny black cat logo. Rock-thrower looked momentarily shy and unsure about whether to enter the dance.
His pulse ratcheted up again, taking in every inch of her. All curves and blond hair, she seemed to be an artist’s rendition of the perfect woman. A real-life Barbie doll.
Duncan told Jim to give him a minute, then made his way through the cluster of teens standing by the punch bowl.
Her gaze darted around the room, skipping over him, then she turned as if to leave. Duncan picked up his pace, weaving past Esther Dunne, who was telling Lenny to go find himself a girl while he still had almost all his teeth.
“Tell me you’re not armed,” he said when he reached her side.
She looked at him. A Mona Lisa smile curved across her face. “You again.”
“Guilty as charged.” A few people were trying to get past them, so Duncan took a few steps back, to stand by the long table holding the scooping competition.
Every year, Kitty Kleen Litter Company sponsored the annual race to clean out the clumps. This year, thank God, they’d finally gotten smart and filled the boxes with Tootsie Rolls.
Rock-thrower slid in beside him, upwind from the mint-scented litter. “You never told me your name,” he said.
That smile again. “You’ll live without it.”
He clutched at his heart. “I don’t know about that. I’m already having palpitations.”
She rolled her eyes, not impressed by his bad attempt at flirting. He’d been out of the game way too long.
“I’m going to get a beer.” And then she was gone.
“Wait,” Duncan said, catching up to her. Behind him, he heard Esther tell Lenny, “See? That’s how you go after a girl.”
“I’m not nearly as awful as you think,” Duncan said.
“And I’m not nearly as interested in you as you think.”
He put a hand to his chest again. “You hit a man where it hurts.”
She arched a brow, indifferent to his pain.
“At least tell me your name. Then I can add you to the list of women who have rejected me.”
“And I bet I’d be what, number two?”
He chuckled. The odd feeling that he knew her nagged in his brain. Duncan would have never forgotten a woman this beautiful. Still, she seemed to have some kind of inside knowledge about him. “Would it help if I said you’d be number one?”
She rolled her eyes. “Excuse me. I need a drink. Not another guy who thinks he’s all that.”
He knew he should let her go. Whatever interest he’d thought he’d seen in her eyes had evaporated. Behind them, the band hired by Kitty Kleen started up with a tinny rendition of “Stray Cat Strut.”
“Dunk,” Jim said, touching him on the shoulder, “let’s get that shot and get out of here.”
Rock-thrower turned back to him, taking in the camera, the sound equipment. “Shot?”
He nodded. “I’m, ah, covering the dance.”
“Covering it? As in for the news?”
“WTMT-TV in Tempest.”
If she was impressed, she didn’t show it. Apparently there were regions where his S-factor didn’t reach. Steve would be disappointed. “Well then, Mr. Henry, perhaps you can be…beneficial to me.”
“Beneficial?” He arched a brow. Then it hit him. How did she know his name?
Beside them, Jim flicked a questioning glance from one to the other, but didn’t say anything. His cell rang and he stepped away to answer it.
“Yes.” She grinned. “As in a little quid for my quo. That is, if you’re interested.”
Oh, he was interested, all right. In whatever quid, or quo, she was offering.
She thrust out her hand. “I’m Allie Dean, and I work for Chicken Flicks, a movie production company in L.A. I’m scouting a location for our next film as well as for extras. I could use some media coverage. Which means I could use you.”
“Well, I’m not—” Duncan cut off the words, knowing if he said he was the weatherman, he’d lose this shot to talk to her. “Sure, I’d be glad to do a story on you. But why are you working on the location instead of starring? With looks like that, you could be the next Reese Witherspoon.”
“Flattery won’t get you into my bed.”
“Then what will?” he asked, taking a half step closer.
She laughed, a deep throaty sound that awoke something hot in Duncan’s chest. “You’re one determined man, aren’t you? You really want to know what will get you into my bed?”
She leaned forward. Duncan held his breath. Damn. He hadn’t been this turned on in—
Forever.
“Uh, I hate to interrupt,” Jim said, “but that was Steve. He wants to go live in three. A quick promo for the eleven o’clock news.”
“Oh, too bad. Duty calls.” Allie slipped him a business card that had an address in L.A. and a cell phone number. “We’ll catch up later, Mr. Henry. And maybe I’ll give you that answer, Mr. Henry. Or maybe I won’t.”
“Do you promise? Or will you stand me up again?”
She tiptoed a finger up his chest. “Make me a better offer than Margie’s and we’ll see.”
Then she spun on her heel and walked away. Jim tugged on Duncan’s sleeve, heading toward the camera and lights he’d rigged up earlier. The scooping competition was about to start, and Jim moved to train his camera on the six contestants ready to get at that litter.
Lenny stumbled by, nearly crashing into Duncan. He belched out a beer-scented cloud of air. “Dude, that chick is, like, totally hot. You gonna go for her?”
“Maybe.” Definitely. But he wasn’t going to share the details with a guy who spent his days swimming in Budweiser.
“Not if I beat you to it.” Lenny lurched off in the general direction Allie had gone.
Duncan watched over his shoulder as Allie strode toward the food table, her hips an enticing swing. The feeling that he knew her returned—
He just had to figure out how and where they’d met before. And how to get to know her again.
 
Allie made it to the refreshments table without losing her cool or showing Duncan Henry that being around him had affected her one bit. She walked through the crowd, seeing dozens of people she remembered, but not one showed a spark of recognition. Her step faltered when she saw Lisa Connelly—former head cheerleader and president of the Torture Allison Gray club.
But then Allie straightened. The days when Lisa and her ilk could bother Allie were over. She had grown up and moved past them. Way past.
Lisa flicked a gaze over Allie as she tried to pass. Disdain filled her eyes, but not recollection. “Nice skirt.” But the implied tone said “not.”
Allie was tempted to return a scathing comment that could make up for all the “wearing your mother’s quilt today?” and “I didn’t think bras came in mega-cups” comments from years before. She took two steps away, then doubled back. “I like your hair,” she said to Lisa. “Not many people can pull off a blond that white without looking dead.”
Allie headed off, feeling first pride that she’d managed the kind of one-liner that had once escaped her, then regret that she’d stooped to Lisa’s level.
“Bitch,” Lisa muttered behind her.
Allie shot Lisa a smile, then made a mental note. She’d just found her first murder victim for the movie.
Allie noticed a few guys from high school, some looking exactly the same as the day they’d graduated. Jimmy Sullivan stood to one side, strumming an air guitar along with the radio playing between the band’s sets. Mike McLaughlin chatted with a very pregnant woman, clearly his wife. Harry and Henry Messinger appeared to be conspiring some mischief, same as they had all through school.
Many of the men in Tempest shot her an appreciative glance, starting at her neck and working their way down to her legs, never even bothering to look at her face. The women sent cool, dismissive looks at her—the thin blonde attracting all the attention—then went back to their chatter about preschools and meatloaf recipes.
Hidden by Allie Dean’s confident stride, Allison Gray had never been more invisible.
She glanced back at Duncan as he did a live report on camera. Heat twisted inside her, a familiar burning from years before, but very much grown up, coupled with the knowledge of a sexual woman. Oh, she knew what a man like Duncan Henry would be like.
And knew how much she wanted him, even as she knew how very bad he’d be for her heart. And still, she wanted him, like the very foods that had been so bad for her waistline.
Out of the corner of his eye, he met her gaze, and a smile quirked up on one side of his mouth. A knowing smile, exchanging the same heat.
Allie glanced down at the table of homemade cookies before her, pretending to study the selection. A little sign said they’d been baked with love by the ladies of the Presbyterian church. A whole tray of frosted cookies had been decorated with the Ten Commandments, as if warning the teens at the dance against committing mortal sins.
Allie figured Lenny Dunne had missed those particular treats, considering he’d diverted from his path toward her to opt for a quick beer stop. Thank God. Especially considering he was now spraying beer from the keg into his mouth and yukking it up with Paul Hostler and another guy Allie didn’t recognize.
“I’ll fight you for the peanut butter ones.”
Allie’s head popped up at the sound of the familiar voice. Vanessa Whitman, who had been Allie’s best—and often only—friend throughout those torturous years in Tempest public schools. A smile exploded on Allie’s face and she opened her arms, then quickly remembered where she was—and who she was supposed to be—and dropped them down to her sides. “Vanessa!” She drew her friend to the side, slipping the two of them through the plastic sides of the tent and out into the inky darkness.
“Are you in the witness protection program or something?” Vanessa said. “I haven’t seen you in two years and the first thing you do is haul me outside like I’m contraband goods?”
“No one here knows who I am,” Allie said. “And I’d like to keep it that way.”
“Well, no shit. I almost didn’t know who you were and I just saw you two years ago.” Vanessa drew back, her hands clasping Allie’s arms. “You look awesome.”
“Thanks.”
“What are you doing here? And how come you didn’t tell me you were coming?” Vanessa gave her a friendly swat.
“I didn’t know until yesterday. I planned to call you tomorrow, see if we could get together and catch up on old times.”
“Only if you promise to kick me in the butt and remind me to get to the gym. I really admire your dedication, Allie. You did it.” Vanessa patted her waist. “I still have twenty pounds left from my third rugrat. Thanks for that drum set for Joshua, by the way. I owe you a tuba when you have your first kid.”
Allie laughed. “I think I’ll wait until I go deaf before I have any kids.” Either way, she had no plans for children. Not in the near future, anyway. She’d need a relationship first, and she didn’t have one of those.
“I should have thought of that.” Vanessa’s good-natured grin was as friendly as that day in sixth grade when she’d plopped her tray down next to Allie’s in the lunchroom and declared Allison Gray her new best friend. “How’s L.A.?”
“Sunny, smoggy, filled with too much money and people in a hurry.” Though Tempest wasn’t so bad at this time of year. Spring had always been her favorite season. The fresh air, scented with a chorus of flowers, carried a promise of new possibilities. Hope.
Then bathing suit season arrived and Allison Gray had realized there wasn’t any hope to be found, especially not in anything made by Speedo.
But Allie Dean…she had learned to love summer and the freedom she’d found in her new body, as if she’d finally been released from a self-imposed prison.
“And your boss?” Vanessa asked. “Still the warm and fuzzy teddy bear I remember from that one time I met him?”
Allie chuckled. “Of course. But he finally managed to see past my breasts, which is why I’m here.”
The two of them settled on a grassy spot beside a tree. “You have to tell me this one. I always love your stories and to hear them in person is even better.”
Allie tucked her skirt beneath her legs. Vanessa had always been a great audience for Allie’s imagination, listening to her stories, back in the days when Allie had been little and just telling them. Then when they’d gotten older and Allie had started writing, Vanessa had read them and encouraged Allie to pursue her screenwriting dream. “All right. Twenty-four hours ago, I’m in L.A., sitting at that fake cherry oval conference table at Chicken Flicks.”
Vanessa snickered. “Love that company name.”
“Jerry Wiggs, company founder and full-time dictator, has just finished his Thursday morning temper tantrum. Apparently, someone at the dry cleaner didn’t put enough starch in his shirt and the maid didn’t suck up to his ego while he was eating his grapefruit.”
“I can’t believe people like that actually exist.”
“They do, in multiples.” Allie straightened, getting into Jerry-mode, giving Vanessa the full act. “He glares around the table, asking if anyone with more than two brain cells has a location idea for his next film. ‘A place that screams horrible death. Pain. Sex and violence,’ he says.”
“Ooh. You do him so good.”
“So I said, ‘Tempest, Indiana.’”
“You did not. You’ve worked for him for what, almost four years and never said anything besides how do you want your latte?”
Allie shrugged. “I got tired of him looking at my breasts. And my ass. This time, he looked me in the eyes. And he gives me this smile. You know that condescending smile of his.” Vanessa rolled her eyes, then gestured for Allie to continue. “And he says, ‘You think you can find me a better location, Sugar-pie—’”
“He needs a sugar-pie up his ass.”
“The day I quit, believe me, I’ll have one ready. He asked what made me think I could find a better location than Scotty.”
“Who’s Scotty?”
“Jerry’s scoutmeister. Who’s about as good at his job as a monkey doing brain surgery, but Jerry keeps him on the payroll because he’s Jerry’s wife’s nephew. In Hollywood, the only thing easier than sleeping your way to the top is marrying it.”
“Which didn’t work so well for you.”
“That’s because I married a bottom-feeder. Geoff was shallower than a puddle.”
Vanessa, who had been her maid of honor but like a good best friend, had been a great support throughout the whole awful marriage, laid a hand of sympathy on Allie’s, then brightened. “But you’re rid of him.”
Allie nodded, grateful she’d gotten out of the short-lived marriage when she had. Why had she thought Geoff would be different from any of the other men she’d met since her weight loss? That he would see the true Allison? “The divorce is final in four days.” But the scars…
Allie shook off the thought. “Anyway, I ignored Scotty’s death rays. I was, after all, usurping his useless position. The whole room is silent, Jerry is glaring at me, letting his latte get cold—never a good sign. I’m thinking I’m definitely getting fired, so I decided to hell with it, why not go out in flames? I reminded Jerry that Scotty had set his last three films in Bucharest. Apparently Scotty has a thing for Romanian men. Something about the way they stay bundled up and how he likes to unwrap them.”
“Oh.” Vanessa’s eyes widened. “Oh. Eww.”
Allie laughed. “I told Jerry that if he wanted a cheap location with lots of atmosphere and plenty of crazy extras, I knew just the place for filming Sorority Slumber Party Slaughter. Tempest.”
“What did he say?”
“Nothing, at least not for a while. I think he was shocked someone finally stopped sucking up to his ego.” Although Allie sounded like she’d been full of bravado now, in truth, she’d been holding her breath that day. She’d taken the job as Jerry’s production assistant because she’d believed Jerry when he said it was the smartest path to becoming a producer. He’d promised to take her under his wing, to teach her everything he knew.
Instead, he’d sent her for coffee and forgotten she existed. She was tired of being a glorified stewardess, even if the job paid pretty damned well, probably because no one in their right mind wanted to work for Jerry.
But after two years of knocking on doors and waiting tables to pay her rent, Allie had been desperate. L.A. was a tough town, and finding a job in the competitive film industry had been harder than she’d expected. She had a degree from film school, an internship at Twentieth Century Fox, but no connections.
What connections she might have had Geoff had gone and burned anyway. There was nothing like divorcing a former entertainment lawyer to kill your name in Hollywood.
“Finally,” Allie went on, “Jerry said, ‘You’ve got till Friday. Bring me a goddamned miracle and I might even let you produce Bikini Zombie Babes: Back in Doubles next year.’”
Vanessa made a face. “You really want to produce that kind of thing?”
“Hell, no. But it’s a start. And I need something on my resume besides latte-maker. That’s about the only thing Jerry’s ever let me make. So that’s why I’m here, back in hell.”
“Oh, Tempest isn’t that bad.”
“It wasn’t that good either, Vanessa.” Allie got to her feet, brushed off her skirt, and the two of them started walking back toward the dance. “That’s the real reason I’m here. To…” She paused. “Get even, I guess.”
“Don’t tell me you’re going all Stephen King.” But a smile of understanding spread across her face.
“No blood and pig guts at the dance, I promise. Although I considered a Carrie sequel when I ran into Lisa Connelly.”
“Oh, her.” Vanessa sighed. “She’s still the witch we all remember. She now owns Curl Up ’N’ Dye, inherited it from her aunt, and thinks that gives her the right to pass judgment on everyone she sees.”
“Still gets her perm rods all in a twist about a fashion faux pas, huh?”
Vanessa laughed. “Oh, yeah. Judging others is a part-time job for her. So are you planning on getting back at her for all those awful things she did and said?”
“Maybe. This all happened so fast, I haven’t had time to come up with a plan.” Allie shrugged. “Except…I would like to give Duncan Henry a taste of his own medicine.”
Vanessa’s brows popped upward in surprise. “Wow, you have changed. All bold and brazen now.”
“It’s the waistline,” Allie said. “It’s a lot easier to be bold when you’re a size six. Something happened that day in the conference room, Vanessa. It’s as though all that dieting and working out and all those changes I made to myself suddenly turned on a switch inside me. I realized I was the one with the power and I was finally ready to take charge of my life. Which also meant coming back here and dealing with all that crap from before.” She met her friend’s green eyes, the ones that had always known her best. “I’m here, not as Allison Gray, but as Allie Dean, so that people see me, not my looks, but just me, who I am on the inside.”
“Aw, Allie,” Vanessa said, her gaze softening, “you were always fine, no matter what size you were.”
Allie drew her friend into a hug. Nevertheless, she knew the truth. “If I’d been fine just the way I was, people would have noticed me back then, talked to me. A man would have fallen in love with Allison Gray. And I think that if people find out that’s who I really am, that’s all they’ll still see, because I think they’re blind.”
Vanessa just shrugged, as if she disagreed, but didn’t want to say anything.
“Anyway,” Allie went on, “I’d rather not revisit the old days or talk to anyone from high school. So please don’t tell anyone it’s me.”
“No one’s figured it out?”
“Are you kidding me? Believe me, all they’ve seen is this.” She ran a hand over her figure. “Especially people like Duncan. Speaking of him, what do you know about him now? Besides the fact that he’s only gotten sexier with age?” Allie and Vanessa began to stroll along the perimeter of the tent. Inside, the band launched into “What’s New, Pussycat?” with a high-pitched version of Tom Jones.
“I don’t know much,” Vanessa said. “Hardly anyone sees him around town anymore.”
“Really? He was like the poster boy for social butterfly.”
Vanessa shrugged. “Ever since the car accident, he’s been kind of reclusive. Sticks to himself and doesn’t hang out at the Wild Hare anymore.”
“Car accident?” A memory tickled in Allie’s head, a conversation with her mother that she’d cut short because she’d been running late for work or something.
“It happened years ago. The Henrys, of course, kept it pretty hush-hush. You know how John Henry was. More power than God over Tempest.” She rolled her eyes at the thought. “All I know is Duncan’s sister was hurt and another girl was killed. Rumor has it there was a carload of teens, coming back from or leaving a party. Drunk and driving. Not the best combination.”
Allie absorbed that information, trying to fit it with what she already knew about Duncan. “He’s the last person I’d expect to become a recluse. Maybe he’s just working a lot?”
Vanessa shrugged. “Maybe. He’s on WTMT-TV, doing the weather.”
“Weather? He didn’t tell me that part. Just that he was on TV.” So Duncan hadn’t fulfilled his true dream after all. Allie didn’t know whether to be disappointed for Duncan or in Duncan. Why hadn’t he gone after the reporter job he’d dreamed of, the secret career he’d shared with her once? Had he been too scared? Not good at it? Or had his father’s dreams once again taken precedence over Duncan’s? “When he told me, I think he expected me to be impressed.”
“And were you?”
Allie trailed a hand along one of the ropes keeping the tent staked to the ground. The rough fibers chafed at her skin. “It wasn’t what I expected.”
“He gets it right ninety percent of the time, which means even I watch him. Indianapolis Monthly did a feature on him and named him, get this, ‘one of the most desirable bachelors in the state.’” Vanessa put little air quotes around the phrase. “Apparently he has a lot of fans in the cornfields.”
Allie laughed. “Same old Duncan.”
Vanessa cast a glance toward the tent. Inside the yellow-and-white striped canvas, human-shaped shadows danced. “I don’t know about that, Allie. I mean, I really only see him on the news, but even when he’s telling us how much rain to expect or whether that cold front will move in, he seems…different.”
Allie scoffed. The real Duncan Henry had showed his colors years ago. The chances of him having an epiphany in the years since high school were slim. Particularly given the outrageous way he still flirted, as if he was God’s gift to female-kind—and a side of cake to go along with his personal entrée.
“I’m glad you’re back, though. It’ll be fun to catch up.” Vanessa gave her a smile. “Just like old times.”
“I don’t think so. Old times are the one thing I definitely don’t want to revisit.”
Vanessa laid a hand on her friend’s arm. “Somehow, I doubt you’re going to be able to leave town until you do.”



Chapter 6

Allie pulled the rental car onto the gravel shoulder of State Road 89 and shut off the engine. She’d spent the entire day driving around Tempest and its outlying areas, with Jerry calling her hourly, screaming for updates.
Finally, she’d found it.
The perfect location for Sorority Slumber Party Slaughter.
She’d missed the house on her drive into town yesterday, too focused on her return really to look around. But here it was, a half mile past the welcome sign. Exactly what she’d been looking for.
Allie lingered in the driver’s seat for a second, just looking at the land. On one side sat what had once been a cornfield. Probably pretty lush and thick in its day, but the field had decayed, the plants nothing more than dried stalks sticking out of the ground like skeletal fingers giving one futile last wave in the wind. One the other side, grass, six inches high, thick and green. Two hundred yards back sat a farmhouse, a big one by Tempest standards, two stories, Georgian-style, with a long, wraparound porch and wide white columns.
Or at least they had been white at one time. Now they were as gray as a cloudy day, and peeling, like the rest of the house. The brown paint had faded to a dark tan, and several clapboards had peeled away, as if trying to make a break for it before the house collapsed.
It was ugly and pitiful.
And perfect.
Allie flipped out her cell phone and punched in Jerry’s number. “I found your location.”
“It better be scary as crap. And it better damned well be available. We need to start shooting in two weeks.”
“Two weeks?” Allie squeaked. “Why so soon?”
“Sugar-pie, I got bills to pay and nothing pays the bills like a hit. If we can get Sorority Slumber Party Slaughter wrapped up in the next forty-five, I’ll get a Christmas release date. Put that in your stocking, Wes Craven.”
Panic put a stutter in Allie’s pulse. Could she pull it off?
No. She would pull it off. This was her chance and by God, Allie was going to take it. “Jerry, I still need to check out a few things here.”
“Check ’em and get back to me. If that location’s a bust, Scotty’s got a great lead in Taiwan—”
“It’ll be perfect,” she promised, though she had no idea if the place was available and wanted to kick herself for calling before she’d secured permission. She’d simply been too excited, and had overlooked the most important detail. But she’d fix that mistake, one way or another.
“I’ll be the judge of that, Sugar-pie. Send me some photos,” Jerry barked, then hung up.
Allie cursed his name a few times, then took a couple of quick pictures of the house with the cell’s camera feature, and zipped them off to Jerry’s cell. A second later, she had a text message saying “Book it, Danno.”
Later, she’d send better quality images, so that the script and production people could get a good feel for the place as they did the rest of the preproduction work. For now, she slipped the cell back into her purse. Soon as she had some production experience under her belt, she would leave Jerry and find a job where “being treated like dirt” wasn’t part of the job description.
“We meet again.”
She wheeled around. Her heart skipped a beat. Her muscles tightened. And a few other parts went loose and hot. “Duncan.”
“Miss Dean.” He gave her his trademark grin, then took a step forward. “What are you doing here? On my land?”
“This is yours?” Allie thought back and couldn’t remember ever hearing that Duncan had lived on a farm, or heck, even come near one. The house where he’d lived—and maybe still did—had been on the end of Washington Street, an imposing edifice that sat as the crowning glory of Tempest.
John Henry had loved lording his wealth over people. Parking new cars in the street, flashing thousand-dollar bills at the local grocery store, knowing full well they couldn’t change it first thing in the morning, insisting on ordering his plants from other countries, his food from other states, just because he could.
Old Man Henry had died of a heart attack nearly five years ago, according to Allie’s mother’s long, rambling annual Christmas letter. The town hadn’t seen a thousand-dollar bill since.
Duncan looked out over the property, his gaze shaded by his palm. “Yeah, this place is mine.”
“Well, serendipity brings us together twice.” She smiled. “I’d like to use this house for the movie.”
“No.”
She leaned back, surprised. “No, just like that? You haven’t heard the offer or—”
“No,” he repeated, his eyes an unreadable storm, then he turned on his heel.
She hurried after Duncan. Damn. What had she been thinking? Telling Jerry she had the location before she’d gotten ink on the contract? That was Film 101. Lock the deal, then tell the boss.
And worse, she’d sent the pictures to Jerry. Undoubtedly, he was already counting his box-office chickens. If she blew it now, he’d fire her. “My employer will pay a fee for the use of the land and return it to its original state after—”
“I said no.” He kept on walking.
“Why?”
“I don’t have to give you a reason, just like you didn’t give me a reason for not having lunch with me, even though it was clear you were interested.” He paused halfway up the path to the house, then gestured behind them, to his Miata, parked behind her rental Taurus. “You’d better get back to town. A storm is coming.”
Clouds marched across the sun, standing like sentries in front of its rays. A dark wind had sprung up, whisking at her skirt, lifting it as easily as a balloon. Allie splayed a hand along the fabric, keeping it from giving Duncan an unobstructed view of London and definite parts of France.
“Rain, the joy of farmers, bane of sunbathers.” His gaze swept over her, lingering on the skirt, then her legs. A breath passed between them. The tension increased, doubled. The house was forgotten. “Do you sunbathe out there in L.A.?”
She lifted one shoulder, trying to act as though his perusal meant nothing. Didn’t affect her a bit. “Sometimes.”
“How?”
She laughed. “I lay out in the sun like everyone else.”
“No, I meant, do you wear a swimsuit or do you sunbathe…” He paused for a breath, his gaze on hers. “In the nude?”
Heat pooled in Allie’s gut, rushing along her veins, tightening her nipples, her stomach. She stood there for a second, Duncan’s dark eyes watching her, amusement giving them a spark.
She wanted him, dammit.
Oh boy. Her plan had one serious flaw—and she was looking at him.
“Nude,” she lied, to see his reaction, to feel her own.
One brow arched upward, and the spark in his eyes became a flame. “Ever get burnt?”
“Oh yes, many times.” By more than the sun.
Duncan took another step forward, and ran a finger down the bare skin of her arm. His touch was chased by goose bumps, then desire, a desire she willed herself not to feel, but doing that only seemed to intensify the feeling. “Such pretty skin to have it hurt like that.”
She nodded, mute, her mission forgotten.
“Does it burn now?”
“A little.” But neither of them meant by the sun. That had long gone away, hidden by the clouds, the storm moving in, whipping the wind into a vortex. Her skirt, forgotten when Duncan had touched her, skated upward, over her hips, exposing her pink, lacy panties to a quick glance, then just as quickly dropped again. Duncan’s eyes widened and he inhaled.
“I should—” But then, the clouds opened up, releasing the rain in a fast patter, soaking them in an instant.
Duncan grabbed her hand. “We need to get inside.” Before she could protest—or drown in the sudden downpour—they ran the rest of the way up to the house.
Duncan flung open the unlocked door, then paused, letting her cross the threshold first. Once inside, Allie shook off the worst of the water. She smoothed down her hair, gaining her bearings, taking a moment to remind herself she wasn’t supposed to be attracted to Duncan.
That wasn’t the plan. Resurrecting old feelings. Acting on them was a no-no. She had to remember not to touch the candy in the forbidden jar.
Be tempted by it—and maybe tempt it back—sure, but never, ever let it pass her own lips.
Duncan flicked on a light switch. Allie bit back a hallelujah when she spied the house’s interior. Creepy, dusty, drafty. And oh-so-horrific.
She couldn’t have asked for a more perfect setting if she tried. The rooms were large, but dated, as if someone had stuck them in the Victorian era and left them there. The long hallway had the perfect mix of shadow and light for a good chase scene. The parlor on her right had high ceilings and an ornate fireplace, ideal for the first murder scene.
Long strips of wallpaper curled and dropped to the floor, revealing the original plaster and lathe below. The woodwork was dark, probably highly polished at one time. Cobwebs bridged the doorways, the windows. Sheets covered the furniture, giving the rooms an ethereal look. The script of Sorority Slumber Party Slaughter ran through Allie’s mind, the scenes mentally filmed within these walls.
The house wasn’t just perfect. It was a job promotion and a box-office hit, all wrapped up in a three-thousand square-foot bow. Allie resisted the urge to zip off a few more pics to Jerry. Secure the permission first, then get the pictures.
“Holy cow. This house is cool. It’s going to be perfect.”
The words killed the mood as fast as the rain. Duncan stepped away from her, any hint of attraction gone with the last hints of the summer sun. “It’s not going to be anything. I don’t want strangers tramping all over this place just to plop it on two thousand screens nationwide.”
She decided to try a new conversation direction. “How is it that a weatherman owns a place like this?”
“By default. It belonged to my aunt. She died. I inherited.”
Harsh, sharp words—back to square one. Duncan had shut the door on the location discussion again. “It’s chilly in here.” She rubbed at her arms. “Do you have some coffee?”
“Sure.”
She followed him down a narrow hall, her shoes making little noise on the thick, faded Oriental-style runner. The kitchen, like the rest of the house, was stuck in a time warp, a blending of linoleum and chrome that spoke of an update fifty years ago. Duncan searched through the cabinets, finally finding a box of Lipton tea bags in the back, behind a few Corelle bowls. “Tea okay?”
She nodded.
“No milk or honey, sorry.”
“That’s okay. I’m a plain tea kind of gal.”
He grinned. “A woman after my own heart.”
A heart she knew too well. A heart she’d drawn a thousand times in high school, her name centered with his, hiding the words in the back of her notebook back then, so afraid that if he found out, he’d stop asking her for help with his math homework. Stop talking to her before class. Stop dispensing that easy smile, something he gave out like beads at Mardi Gras.
He let the water run a while, then filled a teakettle and set it on the stove. The gas, however, refused to spark. The stove clicked, but nothing happened with any of the burners. “I need to find some matches.” Duncan pulled out a few drawers, but they all came up empty.
Allie ran her hands up and down her arms. “How long has it been since anyone lived here?”
“Five years.” Duncan didn’t elaborate. “I can’t get this damned stove to work.”
“That’s fine. I don’t really need the tea.” What she could use was him—his arms around her, his body against hers, but she was not about to say that.
Or make that mistake again.
She moved to sit down, but he stopped her with a hand on her arm. “But you’re soaked. You must be freezing.”
No, now she was hot.
Nothing about her felt cold, not anymore, not with Duncan’s eyes on her. Damn the man for still having that power over her, for still being able, even after all these years, to ignite a flame with nothing more than a glance for kindling, a smile for tinder. “Yeah,” she said, breathed really.
Get a grip, Allie. You’re over him.
“I’d hate to see you get sick,” he said, touching her nose, trailing along her cheek, her lips. “Having the sniffles in the summer is terrible.”
“Mmm…really terrible,” she echoed.
“I’m sorry I don’t have anything to offer you. I wasn’t expecting company.”
“What were you expecting, Duncan?” For that matter, what was she expecting? She’d come here to do a job, maybe flirt with him, ramp up his testosterone then roar out of town, leaving him wondering who that blonde had been and where things could have gone, had she stayed around longer. Never had she intended to lure the spider into her own complicated web.
“I wasn’t expecting you, that’s for damned sure.” His finger traveled along the edge of her blouse, lifting the damp collar away from her skin. Cool air rushed in, raising prickles of skin. “I won’t give you what you want, you know.”
“How can you be so sure what I want right now?” Because L.A., Jerry, and the film had been Pluto’d—ripped right out of her immediate solar system.
And, apparently, also out of his, she realized, as their gazes met. Held.
A moment passed. Another. Rain slashed against the windows, pattered the glass. Wind whipped the clapboards, whistled along the roofline. But what Mother Nature brewed outside barely compared to the storm inside.
The smile Allie had memorized, the one that had starred in her dreams, stared back at her from the Tempest High yearbook, curved across his face, only this time with a sexier edge. Allie tried to steel herself against its power, but this was not like resisting the last piece of fudge on Aunt Tilda’s crystal-cut angel platter.
This was Duncan. And he carried way more temptation than a bunch of cocoa and sugar.
“I think,” he said, low and sexy, his voice a heated whisper in the empty, half-dark house, “what you want is to get out of these wet clothes.”
Oh yeah.
His gaze dropped to the pale fabric of her blouse, flattened against her bra, now as transparent as Scotch tape, parading lace and skin, the faint outline of her rosy, peaked nipples.
She should leave. But the rain continued to pound outside, and her clothes were drenched and Duncan Henry’s hand held hers, so warm and strong, and everything she’d dreamed of in those late-night teenage fantasies.
But that had been high school. And this was all very, very grown-up stuff.
“Duncan, maybe I should…”
“Not argue with me,” he said, putting a finger against her lips. She wanted to open them, to taste his skin, to quench her curiosity finally. But she held back, waiting for him to speak, to say something—anything—that would push past all the reasons she had against getting involved with him.
Because that’s all she needed, a whisper of a reason to stay.
“You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “Incredible.” The words sliced through the silence of the house, punctuated by the rain’s continual tap-tap against the glass.
She averted her gaze, oddly uncomfortable with his perusal, which surprised her. This was Duncan. She should have been elated that the man who had seen her at her worst finally saw her as the beauty queen.
And yet, for some weird reason, she wanted him to see past Allie Dean, to know Allison Gray stood before him. To see past the very façade she was protecting.
And for him to still feel the same way about her. To still want her, no matter what.
He tipped her chin up to meet his gaze. “And smart. And bold. You’re not like anyone else I’ve met in a long, long time.”
“Because I go after what I want?”
“Exactly. And I hope that one of those things you want right now is me.”
Did she want him? When had there ever been a day when she hadn’t?
“I want your house,” she said, and his face fell, “but I want you more. Much more.”
The grin curved across his lips again and the tension between them rose and twisted into a thick chain. “Then follow me.” Duncan took her hand and led her out of the kitchen and up the creaky staircase.
He opened the door at the end of the hall and flicked on the light, illuminating a large bedroom. A chandelier hung over an ornate cherry queen-size bed covered with a white comforter that had yellowed with age. In one corner stood a matching cherry wardrobe, framed by a full-length mirror. The bright blue area rug had faded beneath the window, the frilly lace curtains hung limp and trimmed with cobwebs, but all in all, this room looked like it had been lived in more recently than the rest of the house.
Why this space? And only this space? And by whom? Allie looked at Duncan, but he didn’t explain.
Instead, he crossed the room, opened the wardrobe, then stepped back. “Help yourself.”
A few outfits hung in the closet. Immediately, Allie’s shopper’s eye cataloged them. Size six, maybe size eight. Two pairs of jeans, a few Ts, a dark blue sweater and an IU sweatshirt with a frayed hem. A mismatched pair of flannel PJs, the red-and-white checked pants also sporting the college logo, a black shirt with some kind of concert memorabilia. And then, on the bottom shelf of the wardrobe, a pair of Elmo slippers, adult size. A dark green backpack with a flip-flop key chain hanging off the zipper, a key dangling off the ring. The top of a bikini and a pair of sunglasses, tilted at an angle, as if they were staring back at Allie.
Watching her.
Female clothes. Who did they belong to? The clothes—only enough for a weekend, not a lifetime of living here—were too young, too hip, to be Duncan’s aunt’s. Were they a girlfriend’s?
A wife’s?
A weekend lover’s?
Allie looked again to Duncan, but he had drifted to the window. “Won’t whoever owns these clothes need them?”
He leaned one hand on the jamb, the other flat against a pane. His gaze ranged over the fields beyond them, fields which eventually led to Tempest. “She’ll never miss them. Trust me.”
Allie’s resolve fumbled in the vulnerability in his voice. The hunch in his shoulders. This wasn’t the Duncan Henry she remembered from high school. This man had experienced deep pain.
Could the clothes be his sister Katie’s? Or some other woman who had meant a great deal to Duncan? Someone he had loved—and lost?
Before she could discern anything else, he pivoted and moved to her, the familiar grin on his face again. “I promised you tea, didn’t I? I need to find some matches. And you probably want me to leave so you can…” He gestured toward the clothes, but stayed where he was.
She nodded, as still as Duncan. The rain had molded his clothes to his chest, his thighs, outlining the body she had never forgotten. He’d been handsome in high school, but age had tightened and defined him, giving the planes and valleys she remembered an intriguing edge.
Hot desire twisted in her gut, multiplied onto itself by the knowledge of a woman who knew exactly what it would be like to go to bed with a man like Duncan. It would be good. Very good.
Love him. Leave him. Climb into his bed—and then try to forget him?
Who was she kidding? Her gaze roved over his body, and Allie knew that if she had sex with Duncan, she’d never forget it.
Right now, she was more than willing to pay that price of admission. Worry about the consequences later.
If someone had asked her what had headed her Christmas list for more than a dozen years, it would have been this.
Duncan Henry. Looking at her with desire. Followed by the bonus of a night in his bed, no strings, no morning after. Just him, and a satisfaction to the cat’s curiosity.
Before the anticipation killed her.
In a few days, she’d be back in L.A. Duncan would be back in front of his blue screen, pointing out cloud patterns. When would she ever again have this opportunity?
A bed. A nearly naked Duncan. And a nearly nuclear desire so intense and red she could have painted the Empire State Building with it and had enough left over for the Taj Mahal.
To hell with Jerry. To hell with the location. The movie.
This moment was about her. And Duncan.
“You’re so wet,” he said, stepping closer, his finger slipping beneath her collar again, fire against her skin. His dark eyes caught hers. She watched his Adam’s apple bob up. Down. “Maybe I should go before we end up doing something we both—”
“Stay,” Allie said, the decision already made. She was grown up, a bold Allie Dean now, no longer the nervous, afraid-to-be-rejected Allison Gray. “I might need help with a button…” She grinned. “Or something.”
“Or something,” he echoed. His gaze roamed over her face, intent. Studying her, deep and piercing. “Who are you?”
For a second, she panicked, thinking he’d guessed her identity, then she caught his gaze and saw the tease in his blue eyes. “Me? I’m just Allie.”
“Well, Just Allie, you’re making me forget.”
“Forget what?”
He traced along her jaw, his gaze so intent, she nearly had to look away. “Everything.”
More lingered in his words, his look, than Allie wanted to deal with. She intended revenge, a love-him-and-leave-him strategy, not to care about Duncan Henry or what he was trying to forget.
Get in, get out, her mind screamed.
But her heart flickered to life, demanding she care about this man. That she remember the boy who’d called her Grace and once told her he liked her eyes because they were the only honest ones he knew.
Her plan was going wrong, but it was the kind of blissful wrong she couldn’t turn away from, couldn’t stop. Want pulsed through her veins, throbbed in her pelvis, overriding every sensible thought.
“Forget with me,” Duncan whispered.
She was a goner. To hell with the plan. “You’re right,” she said, watching him, smiling and loving the way he smiled back. Loving that power. “I better get out of these wet clothes.” She began to unbutton her blouse, one tiny pearl button, then another.
Duncan’s hungry gaze followed the movement of her fingers. The last button stuck a little but she wriggled it out, then parted the two front panels of the shirt. His eyes took in her breasts as she opened her shirt, then let it fall to the floor, heedless of the dust, the wet fabric.
“My, my, Allie Dean. Are you seducing me?” A grin teased at his lips.
“Is it working?”
“Oh yeah.” He slid a finger along the strap of her bra, the thin silk skipping beneath his touch, her skin prickling with aching fire beneath it. He took another step, closing the gap between them, her breasts crushing to his chest, pained, tight nipples sparking with the twins of agony and ecstasy. He paused, only a moment, before lowering his mouth to hers.
Allie had fantasized about Duncan Henry kissing her. Whenever their pencils had touched, those math problems bringing him to her desk, his head so close she could catch the scent of his cologne, discern the flecks of gold in his dark brown hair. And her imagination would run, distracting her from cosines and tangents.
She’d imagined every type of kiss. Soft, hard, slow, fast. A hundred scenarios, as varied as cable channels.
But she had gotten it all wrong.
Duncan kissed her sweet. Tender. Easy, as if he treasured her, couldn’t believe he had her in his arms. She’d expected heat and passion, speed and strength. Not a man who took the time to stoke the fire within her one ember at a time, his thumb tracing an agonizing pattern along her jaw, making her feel—
Special.
Cherished.
Oh damn. This was so not part of the plan.
She ran her hands up his back, the slick fabric sliding easily beneath her touch, giving her access to every ridge, every ripple. Her mouth ranged over his, tasting the warmth and salt of his skin, feeling the skip of stubble across her chin. It was everything she’d imagined and more, so very, very much more.
His cell phone began to ring, the tinny sound cutting the mood like a knife. Duncan cursed, then broke away, regret clear in his features. He glanced down at the number, then back again at Allie. “I have to go.”
“Go?” She could barely breathe and he was leaving? This kiss, a kiss she had dreamed of for years, was ending before it had barely begun.
“I’m sorry.” He glanced at her lips, then met her gaze. “You have no idea how sorry. But I’m already late.”
Reality slammed into Allie. She’d almost made a huge mistake and gotten involved with the very man who had broken her heart seven years ago. If anything, that cell phone had been a wake-up call, not an interruption—and a reminder to get back to her real reason for being here.
“Don’t apologize,” Allie said. “Because I’ll be back. After all, we still have unfinished business.” Before he could say anything, she placed a finger on his lips. “I changed my mind, Mr. Henry. I want your house more than you.”
Then she picked up and slipped on her shirt, turned, and left before she could believe any of that moment had been real.
And that Duncan Henry was anything other than the charming playboy she used to know.



Chapter 7

The plate was the first to come winging its way toward Duncan’s head. He ducked and the plate hit the door behind him, shattering. The pieces fell to the floor, shooting outward in a dangerous, stoneware shrapnel arc.
The bowl came next, but Duncan lowered his head, heard the second crash, and pressed forward into the room, grabbing the mug from Katie’s hand before it too could become ammunition. “Stop, it, Katie.”
“Where were you?”
“Out.”
She yanked her hand back, trying to get the mug loose, undoubtedly intending to crack open his skull. “You were supposed to be here an hour ago. You promised we’d play Scrabble.”
“I know,” he said, sinking onto the bed. He couldn’t tell her he’d been out at the house, debating for the thousandth time whether to sell it—or torch it. His aunt had loved that big Victorian, and so had Katie. Until—
Duncan pushed the thoughts away. He peeled Katie’s fingers off the mug and laid it on the floor, pushing it away with his foot. “I’m sorry.”
“Mrs. Loman is terrible. I think she hates me. And she can’t spell, for God’s sake.” Katie pouted, then leaned against the pillows. Her eyes were bleary, her words starting to slur, the esses becoming shs. It wouldn’t be long, Duncan knew, before the worst sides of Katie emerged. Well, finished emerging, given the stoneware attack.
One of her friends—most likely Darla—thinking she was doing her a favor, had probably come by today, bringing along a bottle of rum, or vodka, or whatever Katie’s taste ran toward that day. They’d tell themselves they were doing Katie a favor, even as they left the bottles on the nightstand and fled the room, leaving behind the shell of the Katie they used to know.
For five years, Katie had been his responsibility. He was expected to be the guardian of the gate, the one who kept the Darlas of the world away. Saved Katie from the punch of Captain Morgan’s—and herself. Duncan was her older brother, the only one Katie had left.
He was supposed to take care of his little sister. But so far, he’d done a truly shitty job.
He tried. He failed. And every day, he woke up with better intentions and hopes that someday, life would return to some semblance of the normal he used to know.
Even as doctor after doctor told him that was impossible. That the sooner he accepted his sister’s condition, the better.
If he accepted the permanent paralysis, the hopelessness of Katie’s future, that meant accepting his part in making her that way. To Duncan, his guilt was the eight-hundred pound gorilla in Katie’s bedroom, weighing on his chest every time he crossed that threshold.
So he ignored the guilt by laying out the Scrabble tiles and telling Katie jokes about his forecast, Wally, the wonders of the Magic 8 Ball, always avoiding the real truth.
Because if he allowed that weight of fault to rest on his shoulders, it would surely crush him.
And where would that leave Katie?
Duncan planted his hands on either side of his sister, fixed his gaze on the telltale cracks of red in her eyes. “Who brought it to you today?”
She averted her gaze. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I cleaned all the booze out of this house yesterday. And last week. And the week before that. And every damned week since you decided a bottle was a better way of dealing with this than therapy.”
She flung back the blankets and showed him her legs. Immobile for five years, they were thin and pale, more like birch sticks than limbs. “Therapy isn’t going to fix this, so go to hell, Duncan.” Her anger flared a momentary spark in her defeatist drunk. “If I want to drink, I will. It’s the only thing I have.”
“You have me, Katy-bird,” he said, lapsing into her childhood nickname, wishing he could as easily turn back the clock. For him, but most of all for Katie.
Tears shimmered in her eyes but she whisked them away with the back of her hand. “You and this friggin’ prison. Yeah, sure, I can take a ride in that stupid chair”—she winged a hand toward the seat that had gathered more dust than anything else—“but it’s a goddamned circle, isn’t it? It always comes right back here.” She smacked the bed and looked away.
Every day, he lost the battle, but Duncan still fought with arguments, orders, pleas. And Katie went right on drinking away her pain.
And he went right on being Atlas, only with a load of guilt on his shoulders instead of the four corners of the world.
He leaned forward, pulled open her nightstand drawer and removed the half-empty bottle of Bacardi.
“Bastard,” she whispered, then turned away and buried her head in her pillows. “Get the hell away from me. I hate you.”
Duncan left the room and shut the door, leaning against it. He put the bottle on the hall table, closed his eyes and drew in a breath. Maybe he should listen to Doc Wilson and finally do what the doctor had been advising for years—
Send Katie away.
He’d have freedom. He’d have a life again. And in a rehab hospital, she’d get the treatment she needed, whether she liked it or not, because the hospital staff wouldn’t cater to a woman who threw stoneware at their heads. There’d be someone more adept than he at getting her to talk, to work her physical therapy exercises. To get her to look forward to something other than the next drink.
In his head, though, he still saw the Katie he used to know. The laughing tomboy who’d sooner scramble up a tree than put on a skirt for church. The all-star baseball player who’d had a full ride to college, a promising future in front of her. The sister who’d adored him, because he was older and bigger and there to protect her whenever the world got a little too scary for his tough-on-the-outside but total-marshmallow-on-the-inside sister.
He’d been there every time. Except one.
“Duncan?” Katie’s voice, small and vulnerable now, on the other side of the alcohol coaster.
He sighed.
“Don’t leave me. I’m sorry.” She started to cry. “Please. I can’t do this without you. I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.”
His shoulders sagged. Duncan drew in a breath, released it, then he reached for the cold, hard doorknob.
“I need you, Duncan.” But he was already there, vowing to try one more time to reach the Katie he remembered.
To keep trying, and maybe, he’d finally repay his worst sin.
 
Black coffee.
Allie despised black coffee. She’d drunk enough of it in the past few years to want to throw the mug at the wall. All in that quest to avoid calories. Sugar. Fat. The triplet enemies of an hourglass shape.
Still, here she sat in Vanessa’s kitchen, sipping a mug of Chock full o’Nuts and pretending the taste didn’t make her want to hurl. But it was either that or extra time on the treadmill and for Allie, the choice was easy. She hated the treadmill more.
Vanessa slipped into the seat across from Allie at the oak table. “You sure you don’t want any creamer?”
Allie nodded and forced herself to take another sip, the caffeine a welcome benefit to the bitter brew. “Too much creamer and I might as well just wear the cow.”
“You have more willpower than me.” To add an exclamation point, Vanessa sloshed a generous amount of hazelnut-flavored creamer into her cup.
Allie watched Vanessa stir the beverage from dark to light, inhaling the scent of toasted nuts. Longing rumbled in her stomach. She tamped it down with another swig of coffee. “Duncan kissed me.”
Vanessa’s teaspoon landed with a dancing clatter on the hardwood table. “You kissed Duncan Henry? And you just drop it on me like that? Allie, you have to build up to a thing like that. Let me prepare for a bombshell.”
Allie laughed. “Okay, I guess it is pretty momentous news.”
“Are you kidding me? Around here, news like that makes the front page.” Vanessa leaned forward, arms crossed on the table. In the living room, her two oldest children started arguing about whether to watch SpongeBob or Jimmy Neutron. “Tell me what happened. In detail. I’m a married mom. I spend my days changing diapers and eating the crusts off peanut butter sandwiches. The only thing I have is living vicariously through you or Desperate Housewives.”
“Details it is then.” Allie told her about finding the farm yesterday, then getting rained on, and then the kiss, which had now tattooed itself on her memory. So much for focusing on working. She could barely remember she had a job right now.
“So where does it go from here?” Vanessa asked. “Just kiss him and go? Will there be more? A Duncan Part Two?”
“Neither. I’m not interested in his body. All I want is his property.” Uh-huh.
“His property? Is that some kinky thing I haven’t seen on HBO yet?”
Allie laughed. “No, it’s a cool Victorian house, a farm, actually, that he owns.”
“Duncan Henry owns a farm? Geez. And here I didn’t think Tempest had any secrets.”
Allie grinned. “Apparently, there are a few.”
“I don’t see Duncan as the Mr. Green Jeans type. Maybe more the Mr. Tight Jeans.” Vanessa wiggled one of her brows.
“He is that. And a bag of Doritos.”
“So, what’s it like? Is he growing corn or something?”
“Nope. It’s run down as all hell. I don’t think anyone has lived there in years. Dusty, overgrown.” Allie didn’t go into the details about the woman’s clothing in the wardrobe. There was a piece missing to the house’s puzzle and to Duncan—and until Allie knew what it was, she’d leave those details out.
Vanessa shuddered. “Sounds awful.”
“It only sounds awful if you’re a Realtor. To Jerry, that’s the sound of money at a box office. It’s exactly the right location for the next Chicken Flicks movie. But—” At this, Allie sighed. “Duncan refuses to talk about leasing it to the production company. My boss called twice last night to find out if I’d gotten permission yet. He wants to move up filming and get started in a couple of weeks at most. So, I need to find a way to convince Duncan that renting it to Jerry is a good idea.”
Vanessa rose and refilled her coffee, doing the whole sugar/cream ritual again. Allie shook her head at the offer of a refill. One was about all she could stomach—literally. “Once you get your hands on Duncan’s ‘property,’ are you still going to stick to your plan?”
“You mean dump Duncan, just like he did me?” Allie steeled her resolve again with a flash of memory of her standing outside the prom, crying, her heart broken by the callous football player who’d had no idea what going into that room with him had meant to her, what any of it had meant—four years of sitting beside him, hanging on his every word, hoping, believing he’d seen past her chubby face. “Of course. I won’t fall for him. Not again.”
“Even if he kisses better than any man you’ve ever met?” Vanessa smirked. “Hey, I’ve heard the rumors about Duncan. He’s known for more than just his forecasts, believe me.”
A surge of jealousy sparked in Allie. She pushed it away, refusing to allow the feeling any room. She didn’t own him, didn’t want to own him. She only wanted to give him a taste of his own medicine.
Regardless of that momentary lapse of judgment back at the farmhouse.
“Well, he won’t win me over with his mouth, that’s for sure.” Uh, yeah. Right.
“And if he uses another part of his anatomy?” Vanessa lowered her voice below SpongeBob’s nasal tittering so the children wouldn’t hear the innuendo.
“I’m not so easily swayed.” Yet even as she said the words, Allie knew her truth was as diluted as Vanessa’s coffee. She needed to reorder her priorities. Get the house. Make the movie. Get the hell out of Tempest.
Heart and soul intact.
The problem? If Duncan had proposed a little swaying, heck, even whispered the hint in her ear, she would have done a lot more than kissed him yesterday.
And that, she knew, was the one bug in an otherwise perfect plan.



Chapter 8

“Mr. H.?” Wally Messerschmitt stuck his head into Duncan’s office on Monday morning, his face as flushed as a marathoner’s. Every time Duncan saw him, the twenty-year-old kid brimmed with eagerness. His reed-thin body practically quivered, making his spiked red hair dance. “I have the forecast ready. Do you want it now? I hope it’s accurate. I mean, I’m still learning all that software.” Wally thumbed in the direction of the Doppler radar. “Man, there is a lot to learn for this job. I don’t know how you do it.”
Duncan chuckled a little. “I, ah, don’t know how I do it either.”
“Gosh, Mr. H., you make it look so easy. I mean, you just pop that forecast right out. Bada-boom, bada-bing. I hope I’m half that good when I’m doing the weather myself someday. That is, if I survive being an intern.”
“You’ll do great. You’re smart, Wally. And you have a genuine quality about you. Viewers like that, particularly in Tempest.” Over the past five years, Wally’s continual, quick study had amazed Duncan—and saved Duncan’s ass more than once. But Wally only had two weeks left in his internship.
Which would leave the entire forecast in the hands of the not-so-capable Duncan Henry and the even less capable but more accurate Mr. Magic 8 Ball.
“Do you think you could help me study the Doppler software later?” Wally asked. “I took one of those courses, you know the kind NOAA offers? But, geez, it’s pretty complicated.”
Complicated was the Sunday New York Times crossword puzzle. Complicated was a Mensa test. Those two combined, with a couple of quantum physics equations thrown in for good measure—that was the Doppler software.
Duncan kept as much distance between it and himself as possible. He already had his hands full with his Magic 8 Ball and its triangle of twenty possible answers.
Not to mention the growing triangular mess of his own personal life. Meeting Allie Dean had added one more complication at a time when he definitely didn’t need complications.
In the early days of his weather job, he’d signed up for a few classes through the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s local offices. They held regular seminars to help weather forecasters stay current, or add to their resume. But always, when Duncan had attended one, some emergency had come up with Katie. He’d ended up leaving early, absorbing only the lecture gravy—and none of the meat.
“I hate to bother you because I know you’re pretty busy.” Wally’s face nearly matched his red hair. “If you could sit with me, just while I go through it”—he hastened to add, his hands waving exclamation points—“to let me know if I get off on the wrong track—”
“Wally, I really don’t have—”
“Don’t say no, Mr. H. Please.” Earnest appeal took over Wally’s ambitious face. “You’re the only one who’s ever taken any time with me.” Wally scowled. “That Elvin at Eleven has no patience at all.”
Duncan bit back a chuckle at the reference to the evening weatherman, known for his posturing and not much else. Steve had tried getting rid of him several times, but the station owner liked Elvin and thought the late night forecaster had “Willard Scott appeal.” Either way, Duncan suspected most of the Willard Scott audience was snoozing well before the eleven o’clock broadcast. Even if they weren’t, Elvin’s deadpan delivery and lack of a Smucker’s smile undoubtedly worked better than a handful of Ambien.
“Please, Mr. H.?”
“All right.” Duncan rose and exited his office. Maybe in going over the software with Wally, Duncan would learn a thing or two. Or ten.
And be distracted from his thoughts of Allie Dean. He hadn’t gotten much done today anyway, because every time he looked at his computer or tried to sort through the paperwork on his desk, he saw her. Thought of her.
Of what had almost transpired at the farmhouse—until his real life had intruded once again.
Wally nearly bounded over to the WTMT-TV weather station, a bank of eight computers, each running different forecasting tools. The center computer held the Doppler software, the crowning glory of WTMT-TV’s state-of-the-art weather delivery system. Wally looked at it, reverence clear in his eyes, nearly salivating on the screen.
“Why don’t you sit there?” Duncan gestured to the chair in front of the screen. To the right, a monitor ran a continual radar image, sweeping every few seconds over the Tempest area. Nothing but clear skies, not so much as a drop of rain, though Duncan could see a green squiggle wending its way in from the west.
Wally slipped into the chair, wriggling it closer to the laminate counter. Mouse in hand, he clicked through different screens, taking notes on the pad beside him. “This is just so cool. I love this program.”
“Why don’t you, ah, tell me what you’re doing as you do it,” Duncan said as the screens whipped by in a confusing array of data. “You know, kind of a verbal rehashing.”
“Good idea, Mr. H.” Wally tapped the screen. “I’m reading the beam values at different radii from the radar, then checking the wind shear within the beam value. Like this.” Wally demonstrated with a few mouse movements, chattering the whole time about the wonders of the program, using words like radial velocity and spectrum-width data. Duncan nodded as if he understood, but the majority of it whizzed past his brain. No stopping at Go, no paying two hundred brain cells into the clueless-weatherman head.
“So, when a tornado springs up,” Wally said, “we can tell right away.”
“Because we’d see the path,” Duncan replied, interjecting what little he remembered from his classes and what he’d picked up over the years. The knowledge was there, in the back of his mind, but standing on it felt about as reliable as quicksand. So he stuck to the basics, shying away from anything too concrete. “Storms like that can gather strength and go from nothing to something pretty damned serious in a hurry.”
“You ever experience one, Mr. Henry?”
“One what?”
“A tornado.”
Duncan shook his head, grateful for that one bit of luck. “You know Indiana—tornadoes are as plentiful as corn in the summer. But Tempest has been lucky. No twisters have touched down here in fifteen years.” And with any luck it wouldn’t while he was at the weather helm. By the time he pieced together the stream of data the Doppler software was spitting out, the red zone would already be here—and Tempest would be reduced to rubble.
“Geez, a tornado would be so cool. I hope we get one someday. I mean, not a big one. I don’t want to see people get hurt or anything, but still, I’d love to be here when it happens.”
“Yeah.” Not. Duncan didn’t want to be the one in charge when a tornado came calling. The Magic 8 Ball didn’t have a triangle for HOLY SHIT: HERE COMES A SPIRALING CONE OF DESTRUCTION.
“What’s this thing again?” Wally pointed to a screen that referred to “backscattering convariance matrix.”
“Uh, that’s complicated,” Duncan said. “We’ll get into it another time.”
Wally spun on the stool and looked at Duncan. “But Mr. H., it’s storm season. If I don’t know about this stuff, how can I help you?”
The kid had been pressuring Duncan for months to spend a full day going over everything in more depth. Hell, Duncan should be asking Wally to do that for him. But the intern, like all of Tempest, believed Duncan was some kind of weather god, and all because of that damned toy. Five minutes into explaining and it’d be clear Mr. Magic 8 Ball should be the one on the credits, not Duncan. “You know plenty, Wally. Don’t worry about it.”
“But, but—”
“Wally, I said I don’t have time for this. God, you’re like a terrier with a rawhide. Let it go for today, will you?” Duncan said, harsher than he’d intended. “I have a damned forecast to put together.”
The look of admiration dimmed in Wally’s eyes. He spun out of the chair.
“Aw, Wally, I’m sorry.” But the intern had already shrugged into his IU jacket and started heading for the door.
In the end, the Wizard of Oz had been exposed as a fraud. Duncan knew it was just a matter of time before someone peeked behind the curtain and saw that he was all an illusion, too.
 
Allie stood on the wide verandah of Duncan Henry’s palatial downtown house, trying to get up the nerve to knock. An hour ago, she’d gotten a figure from Jerry—bartering with the stingy producer like a used-car dealer, practically begging him for an extra few thousand.
“I didn’t get to where I am by throwing money around, Sugar-pie,” he’d said. “I got it by being a tight-fisted greedy SOB. People respect that shit in the land of milk and honey.” He took a drag off a cigarette, then exhaled. “You going to get that location sewed up today, or do I have to send in Scotty to finesse the deal?”
“Scotty couldn’t finesse a tree.”
“You got that right.” Jerry laughed. “Scotty’s about as smooth as a whale in a fishbowl. But he’s got experience, Sugar-pie, and he knows how to get people to sign on the dotted line.”
“I’ll get it done,” Allie promised. “Jerry, I need—”
“Good. Make it happen.” He’d hung up, e-mailed the contract to her—or more likely had the new PA e-mail the contract—with another dire warning about the unemployment line if she screwed up.
Allie drew in a breath, then raised her hand to knock on the door.
“You one of those people selling magazines out the back of their car? To pay for your college trip to Germany or some other hooey?”
Allie turned. Earl Hickey, Tempest’s mailman for as long as Allie could remember, stood on the sidewalk beside his rusty pickup. The truck idled hard, shaking like a go-go dancer.
“No, no magazines. I’m here to see Duncan.”
Earl tipped back his John Deere cap, revealing blue eyes so light, they looked gray. He studied her, a scowl etched into a face as lined as a wet napkin. “You’re an outie, aren’t you?”
“Outie?”
“Out-of-towner. They come here, get a kick out of watchin’ the corn grow or pickin’ pumpkins, and then they complain about the lack of ‘services,’ like they expect Tempest to be some kind of mini New York City.”
Bad memories were one thing that never died in Tempest. When John Henry had bought and promptly bankrupted—the state’s largest tire factory it had made national news for a day or two, drawing in reporters from the major networks, giving Tempest its moment in the sun. Driving locals, especially Earl, crazy with the overrun of “outies.” Earl had complained up a storm, sitting in Margie’s diner, holding court until the hubbub subsided and something else caught the NBC peacock’s attention.
Allie wasn’t surprised Earl didn’t recognize her. He’d shoved the mail into the Gray family’s bent, beaten mailbox faster than a ten-year-old swiping a pack of Doublemint at the 7-Eleven. He’d never been much for conversing—only complaining, as her dad liked to say.
“I’m not here to watch the corn. Just a little…business. That’s all,” Allie said.
“Well, good.” He harrumphed, studied her some more, his eyes squinted against the sun. “Name’s Earl. Earl Hickey. You need something—something beside your mail”—he held up the stack meant for Duncan’s house—“you come see Earl. I also own the tire shop at the end of Main.” He glanced back at her Taurus. “I’ll give you a deal on some steel-belted radials. Good for long-distance travel. Should you be going back to where you came from.” He arched a brow in question.
“I’m all set, thank you,” she said firmly. “That’s a rental anyway.”
“Glad to hear it. Last thing I need is another house on my route. People movin’ in, buildin’ property where there weren’t any before. Messes up the whole science of mail delivery. Tempest is just fine the way it is. We don’t need any kind of population explosion.” He eyed her, as if she meant to pop out a set of quintuplets.
“I assure you, I’m here for business only with Duncan.” Yeah, good luck sticking with that, her hormones chided.
He plodded up the steps, brushing past her to slide the mail into the slot, stepping back and waiting for it to hit the floor inside with a soft thud. “I ain’t going to ask what you want with Duncan. But you keep one thing in mind. That boy and his sister have had a spate of bad luck.” Earl didn’t elaborate, just glanced at the top floor of the house, let out a sigh, then turned sharp eyes on her. “I don’t pass the sins of the father down onto the son, but that boy, he’s been carrying the Henry load on his shoulders for years. Gave up his whole life to do it. Ain’t many people like that in the world. Duncan’s a good man and speakin’ as a representative of the people of Tempest, I’ll tell you we won’t stand by and see anyone messing with him.” Once again, Earl raised his gaze to the upper floors of the Henry house. “Or any of the other Henrys.” Then he left, puttering down the road, stuffing envelopes into streetside mailboxes.
Once again, the Duncan Henry of today and the one she remembered appeared to be complete opposites. Either he had a split personality, or maybe…
Duncan was no longer the boy who had stood her up at the prom? Whose family had ruined hers and so many others in this town?
Allie would not soften her stance where Duncan Henry was concerned. He was still a Henry, and regardless of what Earl might have said, she knew better than to trust a man with that last name.
She’d get Duncan’s signature on this agreement and stay away from him.
No one answered her knock, even though Duncan’s car sat in the driveway. Allie went down the porch steps and around to the back, a path she had followed once when Vanessa and she had tried spying on Duncan while he swam in his backyard pool.
She paused, closed her eyes, seeing that day again so clearly she could almost smell the suntan lotion on her skin, hear the soft lap of the water in the pool as Duncan swam laps. Even at fifteen, he’d had a body that would have made Brad Pitt’s pale in comparison.
She’d stood there, agape, staring at the flash of pale skin that showed along his waist when he did a turn at the end of the pool, sending Allie’s adolescent hormones into over-drive. She and Vanessa had erupted in a nervous fit of giggles and ended up scrambling out of his yard before they’d been caught spying.
After that, Coppertone-laced fantasies haunted her dreams for a year straight. She’d never looked at a tan line the same way again.
The pool had been closed up, but Duncan was still this evening’s main attraction. For a second, she watched as he worked a garden plot in the back of the Henry land. She forced her pulse to slow, her body not to react—business only—but she’d already lost the battle.
She might as well have asked time to stop. Her body didn’t give a damn what his last name was. Didn’t bother with past history. With the ramifications of attraction.
He’d taken off his shirt, and a fine sheen of sweat glistened on his chest, the droplets running a skinny river down the center of his back and disappearing at the edge of his dark blue shorts. He had a spade in his hands, and he was turning over the soil with a vengeance, leaving behind a wide ten-foot long swath of freshly turned dirt.
He dug in, biceps flexing, chest muscles bunching, thighs hardening as he bent, then flipped the huge hunk of dark, rich earth to the side. He moved to repeat the whole process, then caught sight of her and shoved the spade down.
Damn. Just when she’d been enjoying the view, too.
Duncan leaned an arm over the spade and smiled, his eyes unreadable behind dark sunglasses. “Are you here to tell me the answer to my question?”
“What question was that?”
“What’ll it take to get into your bed?”
“Are we bargaining now?” She inhaled and forced her mind back to the reason she was here, not the Coppertone fantasies running rampant inside her. “Because I want your farmhouse and I’m prepared to pay for it.” She held up the contract from Jerry. “Four thousand a day.”
He scowled. “I don’t care if you offer me forty thousand an hour. I said no.” He went back to his digging.
“Why? The place is only collecting dust.”
“As it should.” Another hunk of dirt, with the hunk in front of her ignoring her presence.
She kicked off her heels, then stepped barefoot into the fresh earth, stopping in front of him. “What’s a girl got to do to get your attention?”
He didn’t pause, didn’t look up. “Strip? It worked pretty well before.”
She let out a gust of frustration, then put her foot down on the clod of earth caught in the spade’s belly. “I’m trying to negotiate with you, Duncan.”
“What you want is nonnegotiable.”
“I’m from Hollywood. Everything there is negotiable.”
“Everything?”
She thrust her fists on her hips. “What’s your price?”
“You.”
“I’m not for sale.”
“Then neither is my property.”
“Listen, if this is some scheme to get sex—” and a part of her wished that were true, because after his kiss, every ounce of her did—and always had—want to have sex with Duncan Henry, “—then you can forget it. I’ll give you a check. Not my body.”
“Pity.” The lazy grin she’d seen him give a hundred other girls spilled across his face. When she’d been seventeen, she would have sacrificed an entire Oreo cookie factory to see that smile on his face when he looked at her.
Two days ago, she’d fallen for that smile. She’d let herself be distracted by the fulfillment of that adolescent fantasy and nearly become another page in the Duncan Henry legend. She was already a footnote, an aside entitled HOW TO DITCH YOUR PROM DATE AND STILL GET HER NOTES ON TRIG.
Stupid. Even rats in a maze learned from their mistakes.
A burst of unresolved anger surged anew in her chest at that grin. And at its continued power over her.
“Duncan, you are the same—” She cut off her words before she finished the sentence and undid her careful cover.
“The same what?”
Damn. “The same as…” She glanced down at her feet, sinking into the soft earth. A squiggly pink line slimed across the surface. “This earthworm. Low and dirty.”
He laughed, a deep sound that came from somewhere far inside him. “Thanks.”
She’d expected outrage, upset. Anything but laughter.
Damn this man. He kept tossing her plans upside down. “For comparing you to an earthworm?”
“No. For making me laugh. I needed that today.”
“Did you give a bad forecast and now everyone hates you? Nicolas Cage already made that movie, you know.”
Duncan glanced toward the house, then back at her. “Something like that.” He paused a moment, then released the spade. Set deep in the dirt, it stayed upright. “I’ve had a hell of a day and I’d like to end it on a nice note. Would you like to go to dinner? You and me. No strings.”
She considered him. Considered playing with fire a second time. “Will you let me plead my case about your property?”
“Only if you let me plead my case about kissing you again.”
One corner of her mouth turned up. Traitorous hormones, staging a mutiny. He was the enemy. To her family, her goals. But every time she tried to remember that—
Well, she forgot.
Was that Coppertone she smelled, too?
Work. Concentrate on work. She’d get the job done, then leave Duncan in the Tempest dust.
“Dinner?” Duncan asked again. He grinned at her, and she lost the battle with sound reasoning.
“Okay. I’ll pick you up at seven.”
He arched a brow. “You’re picking me up?”
She took a step closer to him and ran a finger down his chest. Her pelvis tightened at the feel of his hard, hot skin, but she refused to acknowledge the twinge. The way everything within her ached with want, and a bone-deep need to have more of him. Once she had what she wanted from him, she was dumping Duncan. Just as he had done to her years ago.
“When I negotiate kissing, Duncan Henry,” Allie said, watching his reaction, ignoring her own answering rise, “I like to be the one driving. So wear your seat belt tonight because it might just get dangerous.”
Then she picked up her shoes and left him. The scent of Coppertone hanging in the air, and reminding her that he wasn’t the only one who better remember to wear a seat belt tonight.



Chapter 9

After leaving Duncan’s house, Allie headed downtown. Which meant traveling exactly half a mile, past one four-way stop and three cross streets. She parallel-parked outside the offices of the Tempest Weekly. One way or another, she would convince Duncan to let Chicken Flicks use his property.
She didn’t get it. If the farm was unused and vacant, why did he have such an aversion to the production company using it? Maybe he worried Jerry’s crew would tear the place up, like that Thai island where The Beach was filmed. If she could reassure Duncan nothing bad would happen, and find a price he would agree to, then she’d have her location.
And then be one step closer to the producer job she’d dreamed of when she left Indiana for California. She wanted to make movies that mattered. Movies that spoke to women like her. That didn’t paint some idealized picture of a size-one woman who found true love in an e-mail.
Love didn’t work that way. Men who said one thing usually meant another as soon as the sheets cooled. Geoff had taught her that—and taught her well.
The only way to avoid a bad rerun of her past was to keep her mind on work, not men. Especially one particular weatherman who looked amazing without a shirt.
The sign outside the offices of the Tempest Weekly said Ira Levine, son of founder Marvin Levine, now presided over the small-town paper. Ira, she remembered, had sat beside her in English class and cheated off her vocabulary tests. Apparently his synonym handicap hadn’t hindered his ability to take over the floundering family paper.
A well-thumbed copy of Roget’s lay on Ira’s cluttered, paper-strewn desk. His “Editors Stet with Style” coffee cup anchored a stack of files, the coffee within it long gone solid and green.
“Ira?”
Ira swiveled in his leather office chair, lowered his glasses, and studied her. He was still tall and thin, a stick of a man whose hair had gone wispy and nearly bald.
In school, they’d been friends. Well, not friends, exactly, more allies in an environment hostile to them both. Ira, the nerdy science whiz who’d been hated for his grades, his tiny size, his glasses. He’d been relegated to the end of the line, the back of the room. As the two exiles, she and he had talked often, even been lab partners more than once. She’d helped him with vocab words, and in return he’d helped her memorize the Periodic Table of Elements.
“May I help you?” he said.
“I’d like to place an ad.”
He nodded, grabbed a pad of paper from beside him, then glanced at her again. His gaze narrowed and his copper-rimmed glassed slipped down the bridge of his nose. “You look awfully familiar. Have we met before?”
Allie’s breath caught in her throat. “Uh—”
Ira laughed. “Sorry. That sounds like the world’s worst pickup line, doesn’t it? Trust me, I didn’t mean it that way. Not that you’re not…well…stunning.” He reddened, fumbled with his glasses, cleared his throat. She wanted to reach out and ease his embarrassment, but instead she tightened her grip on the strap of her purse. “As my father would say, yours is a portrait I’ve glimpsed before in the museum.”
Same old Ira. Full of odd sayings and a tendency to overexplain. “I arrived in Tempest recently,” Allie said. Not a total lie, which made it far easier to pull off.
“Oh, okay.” But his sharp, analytical gaze stayed on hers. Allie’s pulse ratcheted up, her heart hammering so hard in her chest, she was sure Ira could hear it. If her identity was exposed too soon, the whole plan for the movie would fall apart.
And, if people found out who she was, what kind of respect would she get around town? How many people would listen to her?
None. Allison Gray had been a nobody. A big piece of trash to circumvent in the halls. Lithe, blond Allie Dean, however, commanded attention. She’d seen that in the gas station kid’s gaping, in Ira’s stammer. In Duncan’s kiss.
Allie Dean could—and did—get things done.
“I never forget a face,” Ira said, still looking at her. “And though it may sound crazy, I know I’ve seen yours in the Tempest Weekly. Not lately, but…sometime.”
The image catapulted through Allie’s mind, frame by frame. Her, running from her graduation ceremony, tears streaming down her face, the extra-large navy-colored gown too small to fit her girth, the parted panels of fabric flying out behind her like blue wings. She couldn’t remember the photographer’s name—probably one of the suck-up kids from the Photography Club who worked for the paper in exchange for a college reference—but she remembered the headline: VALEDICTORIAN DITCHES IN MASSIVE CASE OF NERVES.
“No,” Allie said quickly, stuffing the memory down, down, down. Away with the Thanksgiving dinners, the too-small cafeteria chairs, the continual hum of whispers. “I was never in the paper.”
“Huh.” Ira shrugged. He rubbed at his eyes, then slipped his glasses back on. “My apologies. After too many hours in front of a computer screen, everyone starts to look like a celebrity.” He unearthed a pen from somewhere on his desk. “All right, what can I do you for?”
She handed him the classified ad she’d composed last night, handwritten on the Ramada’s stationery. “Can you get this into next week’s issue?”
“Nice handwriting,” Ira said. “My dad always said good penmanship is the mark of good personship.” He glanced up at Allie, flashed her a smile, then bent down to read the words. “Extras sought, for movie set in Tempest. Seeking males and females, between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five. Acting experience not required but a definite plus.” He glanced up at her, surprise in his features. “A movie? Filmed here?”
She nodded. “We start shooting in two weeks. I’d like to round up the extras before the director and the producer arrive. There are several shots we can get out of the way before we bring in the talent.”
“You get permission from Earl yet?” Ira asked.
“Earl? As in Earl Hickey? The mailman?”
Ira chuckled. “He’s the mayor, too. No one wanted the job and Earl won on a write-in vote a couple of years ago. He’s the resident complainer, and I guess all his carping finally paid off because they made him the guy in charge.”
“He’s the mayor?” Oh hell, that really screwed things up. She’d never get permission from that man to film within the Tempest city limits. The last thing Earl would want was more strangers traipsing all over Tempest, disturbing the peace. “I’ll be sure to talk to him.”
Ira’s chuckle became heartier. “Good luck. He’s not exactly a fan of tourism.”
“I’m sure once Earl sees the money something like this can bring to the town, he’ll change his mind.” She hoped.
Once again, Ira gave an unconvinced shrug. He tapped the ad. “Okay if I cover this for the paper?”
She hesitated, then chided herself. The chances of Ira connecting the thin, blond Allie with the fat brunette girl who had sat in front of him in Mrs. Anderson’s English class were slim. And if she refused to cooperate, she’d lose her chance at some decent prepromo. The only thing Jerry found sexier than a stripper on a pole was free publicity. “Sure. I’m Allie Dean, the location scout for Chicken Flicks.”
“Allie.” Ira noted the information on his pad. “Is that short for Allison?”
Panic rushed through her. Of course someone would connect her nickname with her given name. How could she have been so stupid? She’d never even thought about using a different first name. She glanced at Ira’s pen, perched over the pad. To his right sat a camera, the Nikon’s lens seeming to wink at her. If Ira ran her picture, how long would it be before someone else put the pieces together?
Someone like Ira, who was still watching her intently, wheels turning behind his glasses. “It is Allison, isn’t it?”
Allie dug in her purse, fished out a twenty, and dropped it on his desk. “I’m sorry. I really don’t have time for an interview right now. Here’s the payment for the ad.”
She turned away, hurrying toward the door.
“Wait!” Ira called. “Don’t you want a receipt? And what about the interview?”
“Later,” Allie said over her shoulder, then bolted from the office.
Ira Levine may not have been able to figure out the meaning of “pseudonym” if his life depended on it, but there was nothing the former Sleuth Club president loved more than a good mystery.
That was the last thing Allie needed to add to her growing mountain of problems—a homegrown Columbo.
 
Duncan was back at work and sat behind his desk, a remote control in his hands, replaying the video from last Friday night’s Litter Box Dance report over and over again. He’d smiled too much. Came off as too glib. He looked about as much like a serious reporter as a Fluffernutter looked like gourmet food.
At this point, given how slow Tempest moved, he was going to have to generate some major national news of his own. Or—
Wait. He didn’t need to pull a single news rabbit out of the Tempest hat. He already had his story. He shut off the TV, then crossed into Steve’s office. “You got a second?”
“Sure,” Steve said without looking up from his computer. “Let me just say good-bye to my Russian love.”
Duncan chuckled. “Don’t tell me you’re still looking for true love in a chat room.”
“Hey, these women are in dire straits. Natasha just escaped an abusive marriage and is looking for a man who likes long walks on the beach and piña coladas.”
Duncan laughed. “Uh-huh. And that’s exactly why you’re chatting with her, to share rum recipes?”
“Hell no. I like her because she has an awesome set of 36Ds. She showed them to me last night. I’m hoping to see what’s below them later today.” Steve’s brows went up and down.
“You’re a hound.”
Steve pointed at Duncan. “You run in the same pack, so I wouldn’t say anything.”
Not anymore. Duncan hadn’t dated anyone in ages. The few times he had gone out with a woman had been a disaster. Katie inevitably had a crisis, which meant calling him a half dozen times between the appetizer and the entrée.
Duncan hadn’t gotten to dessert—or anything more—in over a year.
The image of Allie Dean appeared in his mind, all legs and breasts and attitude. Standing there in his garden, confronting him with that fire in her eyes, making him wish he hadn’t closed up the pool years ago so he could have thrown her and him into the clear blue water—sans swimsuits. The woman drove him crazy—
In so many ways, he’d lost count. What would it be like to have dessert with her?
Or even better, to make her dessert? Take a little whipped cream and smear it all over that lithe, sweet body, then see how long he lasted licking it off.
Definitely not the kind of thoughts Duncan needed in a meeting with his boss. He cleared his head, then refocused on his reason for being there. “I have a story idea.”
Steve, still busy typing, nodded. “Run it by Klein, see if he’s interested. He might have something similar in the hopper.”
“I don’t want to give it to Klein or Jane,” Duncan said. “I want to cover it myself.”
Steve stopped typing with a jerk. “You? After that Litter Box Dance thing, I thought you’d give up on the reporter idea.”
Duncan cringed. “The piece wasn’t that bad.”
“Jeremiah Parson’s cat decides to sneak a little feline bowel activity into the middle of the litter-scooping contest and you don’t think that’s bad?” Steve snorted. “We were live, Dunk. I damned near had a heart attack. John’s been reaming my ass all morning about it.” Steve shook his head. Half the station had heard the advertising manager’s furious rant earlier today. “Listen, Dunk, you’re great at the weather. Why not stick to your strengths?”
Because reporting the weather wasn’t his strength. He didn’t leap out of bed, excited to get to the Doppler radar and cloud patterns. He wanted a job that earned him respect, not perfumed fan letters packaged with lacy panties. “I want to do real news, Steve. I’ve been doing weather for five years. I want out of that box. Let me cover this piece.”
Steve leaned back in his chair and balanced a knee against the edge of his desk. “All right. What’s the scoop?” He chuckled. “Pun intended.”
“A production company is looking at shooting a movie in Tempest.”
Steve’s mouth made a little O of impressed. “Now that’s a scoop. Tell me the Ws.”
The What, When, Where, and Why. “I’m working on those.” Duncan realized he knew very little beyond what Allie had told him. “Give me a couple days, and I’ll get an interview together.”
“Klein could do this, you know. It’s right up his alley.”
“I’m the one with the source, Steve. I want this shot.”
Steve considered for a moment, toying with the wireless mouse on his desk, the Russian 36Ds temporarily forgotten. “You want me to allocate valuable resources to this?”
“What valuable resources? It’s me, a cameraman, and a couple of tapes. If you don’t want the piece, I can always see if WISH or WTHR is interested,” he said, naming two of the main Indianapolis stations.
“Blackmail, huh?”
Duncan placed his palms flat on Steve’s desk and looked him in the eye. “I took the weatherman job because you said it could lead into reporting. So far, it’s been a way into nothing. I want more.”
“Your piece on the dance wasn’t all bad,” Steve mused. “If you discount the live shot of a tabby dumping her partially digested 9-Lives.”
“And I’m the only one with the inside scoop—pun intended—” Duncan said, shooting Steve’s words back at him, “on this deal. We’d have an exclusive.”
Steve tapped a finger against his chin. “It would be nice to have our little upstart network scoop the big three. That is, after all, how Fox got started.”
“Exactly.”
“All right. It’s yours. Get me something by the end of the week so I can beat those Indy guys to the punch.”
Excitement bloomed in Duncan’s chest, something he hadn’t felt in years. It reminded him of the feeling he’d had when he’d met that reporter from NBC, seen how the guy had taken on John Henry, gnawed at the Henry patriarch’s cocky arrogance. “Count on me, Steve,” Duncan said and turned to go.
“Dunk?”
He turned back. “Yeah?”
“Wear the blue shirt when you tape. The latest station survey says the women go nuts when you’re wearing blue.”
Just when Duncan thought he was being taken seriously—it all came back to his damned S-factor. This time, he intended to use the S-factor and Allie Dean to get what he wanted.



Chapter 10

Having Allie in the driver’s seat gave Duncan a decidedly nice view. She had worn a skirt, which showed off her long, lean legs, and high heels with little tiny straps and even tinier gold buckles. He wanted to run his hands down those legs, slip off those delicate shoes, then raise her onto his hips and put an end to the desire that had been pounding in his head ever since he met her three days ago.
He’d put his own life on hold for so long, he’d forgotten what it was like to have one. “So, where are you taking me?” he asked, before he acted on fantasy number one hundred and ten.
He was supposed to be working on getting her to agree to do an interview for WTMT-TV. But the station—and his reporter aspirations—had never seemed so far away.
Focus, Duncan.
Yeah, he was focusing all right. On her legs. Her breasts. Her lips. Not his job.
“Do you like Thai food?”
When he nodded, she smiled. A recognition bell dinged in his head. Her smile, so familiar. Had he seen it somewhere before?
“Good,” she continued. “I know this little place, on the outskirts of Indianapolis. I’ve got this thing for anything with cilantro and lemongrass.”
He chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Once again, the feeling he knew her returned. He’d known someone who’d been a fan of Asian foods, who’d loved this little Chinese place that had opened in Tempest, but hadn’t lasted long. A few years or so, because foreign food hadn’t exactly been a hit with the stoic, traditional Midwest palates. But the memory, just a snippet of a conversation from years ago, flitted away before he could grasp it. “You know a lot about this area for someone new to it.”
“I’m a location scout. I’m supposed to be exploring.” But her smile held a hint of a secret, as though there were more.
Duncan shook off the feeling. They were talking Thai food here, not international espionage. “They say what someone eats says a lot about them.” His gaze roamed over those incredible legs again. “Hot and spicy, is that you?”
She grinned. “Not all Thai food is spicy.”
“And not all women eat Thai. Either way, you didn’t answer my question.” The memory again tickled at the back of his mind, surrounded by the haze of high school.
Then, it hit him. Allison Gray. His study partner in Trig, hell, most of his math classes. He’d sat beside her, noticed she grasped the tricky math concepts and one question after class led to another, led eventually to early morning study sessions that saved his butt senior year.
Allison Gray. He glanced again at Allie Dean.
Could it be? Two women, similar names, both liking Chinese food?
Then he shook himself. Given the proliferation of egg rolls across the USA, he’d be hard-pressed to find someone who didn’t like Chinese. And the fact that these two women, one from his past, one from his present, had similar first names, was just coincidence. They had nothing in common looks-wise, and as far as he knew, Allison Gray had moved far from Tempest immediately after graduation, maintaining few, if any, ties with anyone in town.
Especially him.
“Duncan? Were you listening?”
He drew himself back to Allie. “Sorry, got distracted there. What’d you ask me?”
“Whether you like hot and spicy food.”
“I do. But you never answered my question. Are you hot and spicy, too?”
She paused a moment, eyes on the road, avoiding his gaze. “I am now.”
“A woman of mystery,” he said, intrigued—by her, by the unanswered puzzle in his head. “Are you going to tell me more?”
This time, she flashed her smile right at him. Dead-on, that gesture had a whole lot of wattage. “I’d need to know you much better before I play too much show-and-tell.”
“I thought we got to know each other quite well back in the farmhouse.”
Her face flushed. He liked the heightened pink in her cheeks. It gave her an air of vulnerability, another shade to her personality.
“I like to keep you on your toes,” she said.
He chuckled. “You do that well.”
“That’s my plan.”
“Speaking of your plan, tell me what a location scout does. Besides show up on people’s doorsteps and demand to use their property.”
“Hey, I wasn’t on your doorstep and I didn’t demand.” She cast a teasing glance his way. “Yet.”
“The house isn’t for rent, no matter what you say.”
He saw her bite her lip and decided he didn’t just like the way she looked when she was wet, or embarrassed, but also when she was frustrated.
“Everyone has a price.”
“Not me.”
“We’ll see about that,” she said, her voice dark and husky.
He liked the determined side of her, too. Hell, did the woman have a side he didn’t find intriguing?
That sent his mind straight down a path paved with whipped cream again. So much for his plans to advance his career. So far, all he was advancing was his libido.
They reached the restaurant and pulled into the parking lot before Duncan—who couldn’t remember being at a loss of words before—thought of a rejoinder. By then, a petite Thai woman had led them to their table, giving them a quick bow. Her gaze stayed on Duncan, though, and she stammered out a quick, red-faced “Mr. Henry” before she returned to the hostess station.
“You have multinational appeal,” Allie said.
“Yeah, well, all they see is this.” He waved a hand around his face.
“And you’d rather be seen for your brains not your brawn, is that it? For what’s inside instead of what’s out?” Something flickered in her gaze—understanding?—then it faded.
“To get that, I should have gone into something other than TV. Law or something respectable, like business. Then my father would have been proud.”
“He didn’t agree with your career choices?”
Duncan shook his head as he took his drink from the waitress. “I never quite lived up to any of my father’s expectations.”
Before they could take the conversation further, they were interrupted by the task of ordering. Relief ran through Duncan. He’d rather visit Timbuktu than his past. His father’s continual disapproval, no matter how many touchdowns he scored. The impossible standard to which Duncan never measured up. The perfectionism that dictated an image, an image all based on a lie.
The two of them ordered a variety of dishes, to have a sampling of the menu. The population of Indianapolis clearly hadn’t discovered the My Thai restaurant yet. Only two other couples sat in the restaurant, talking quietly, sipping at hot green tea.
“You haven’t told me anything about yourself,” Duncan said as he loaded his plate with a little pad thai, gai yang, and yam nua. The array of scents from the Asian spices, coupled with the familiar scents of grilled meats, awakened his appetite and he dug in, pleased to find the food as good as Allie had promised.
“Maybe I want to remain a mystery.”
“Then this won’t be much of a date, will it?”
“Is that what it is?” Allie spun a lemon wedge in her icy water with a straw. “A date?”
“A man, a woman, alone, having dinner. Seems like a date to me.”
“You already know my name, my job. What I’m here for. What Chicken Flicks wants with Tempest.”
“Chicken Flicks. I still can’t get over that name.” He chuckled.
“Hey, don’t laugh. You were the one covering a live tabby dump on TV.”
He grinned. “You have me there.”
“Besides, it’s the perfect name for a company that makes your standard movies about some guy in a hockey mask wiping out teenagers engaged in various levels of sin.”
“And is that the kind of movie you want to make?”
“Of course.” Her nod came a bit too quick, a bit too short.
“You don’t strike me as the horror film type.”
“I love to be scared.” She looked at him, her emerald eyes dead-on with his. “You, for instance, scare me to no end.”
“I’m not scary,” Duncan said. “Not at all.”
“Oh, but you are, Duncan Henry. You’re the kind of guy mothers warn their daughters to stay away from. The kind fathers chase off with a shotgun. The kind who has ‘broken-heart expert’ tattooed on his bicep.”
He took a sip from his tea, avoiding the reputation she’d just nailed. Allie Dean had skated very close to the kind of man he used to be—or at least the perception he’d given off. Part of the Henry legacy, the part he disliked the most. “Sounds like you have personal experience with that kind of man.”
“Very personal.” Her gaze met his and the uncanny feeling that he should know her struck again. But there was nothing familiar in her deep green eyes, in the crimson curve of her mouth. “So, what do you do at WTMT-TV? Exactly?”
He had the feeling she already knew the answer to her question. And why shouldn’t she? He was on every afternoon and evening. That’s what he got for trying to pretend he was something he wasn’t. “I’m not exactly a reporter. I’m the weatherman.”
“So did you know it was going to rain that day at the farm, or was that just a convenient little storm?”
He grinned. “Both.”
She laughed. “What does a weatherman do, anyway? I guess I thought they just read the forecast, but I bet there’s a lot more involved than just that.”
“You really want to know?”
“We’re in sister industries. Of course I do.”
“Well, I look at the sky, then at the computer, and tell people whether it’s going to rain or”—at this, he grinned—“be sunny.”
“There’s more to it than that,” Allie pressed. “Tell me how it works. How do you really know what the temperature is going to be?”
With every other woman Duncan had dated, the short, one-sentence explanation, coupled with a bit of flirting, had been enough. No one he’d dated had ever been interested in more than the sound-bite version of his job.
“It’s, ah, pretty technical.” Leave it at that. Don’t probe any further. His witty set of answers only went so far.
“I work for a production company. I understand technical.”
Oh, shit. He couldn’t explain what he did. Hell, even he didn’t know what he did. And the Magic 8 Ball was back in his desk drawer, its little set of twenty answers far away.
“I don’t want to talk about work,” Duncan said.
“Then what shall we talk about?” Allie put a finger to her chin. “Oh, I know. Chicken Flicks using your property for its next film.”
He leaned forward, arms crossed over the cloth-covered table. At least she’d changed the subject, albeit to one he liked less. “Why my farmhouse? This is Indiana. You can’t sneeze without running into a farm.”
“I like yours. It has…atmosphere.”
“Or is that an excuse?”
She arched a brow. “Excuse?”
“To get to know me better.” Was she, like him, using the job to spend time with him? Who was he kidding when he’d proposed that idea to Steve? Sure, this movie thing was a scoop, a really great one, but would he be half as excited about it if the location scout had been some balding guy in his fifties?
Hell, no.
Allie leaned back, arms across her chest. “You really think I couldn’t possibly be here for a legitimate reason? That maybe this isn’t about you and me, but about my job?”
“And is that what you were doing back inside my house? Taking off your shirt, kissing me? All part of your job?”
“Well…no,” she said with a grin that said he’d touched on the truth. “That was purely for fun.”
Against his hip, his cell phone vibrated. Duncan wanted to take it off, throw it across the room. Chuck the responsibility for just one night. But he couldn’t. He already knew full well where one night could lead.
“Excuse me,” he said to Allie, cursing the timing, the interruption, but unable to ignore it. He flipped out the Motorola. “Duncan Henry.”
“Out on a date?” Katie asked.
“Yes. Did you have an emergency?”
“Mrs. Loman—” Katie’s voice broke off.
Duncan bit back a sigh and turned his body slightly away from the table. “Mrs. Loman what? Didn’t give you what you wanted?”
“No, she fell. She’s hurt and you don’t even care because you’re out with some woman on a date.”
“She fell?” Panic rose in his chest. Another accident, and again, he’d been away from home, from Katie. “Are you sure?”
In answer, Katie pulled the phone away from herself. He could hear the faint strains of someone moaning.
“Did you call the paramedics?”
“You really want Tempest’s finest volunteers in here?”
Duncan cursed under his breath. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
Katie didn’t answer him, she simply hung up. Duncan immediately signaled to the waiter and asked him to grab a cab. Duncan knew he could have just as easily asked Allie to drive him back but that would have meant explaining—and explaining about Katie was something Duncan didn’t want to do.
“Seems I’m ditching you again,” he said to Allie, reaching into his wallet for enough money to cover the bill—and his conscious at leaving early. “My…employee had an accident and I need to get over there.”
“At the TV station?”
“No.” He couldn’t tell Allie about Katie. Hell, he couldn’t tell anyone about Katie.
When the accident had happened, his sister had begged him to keep it quiet. Devastated by what she had become, she’d refused to leave the house, and refused to have anyone but Mrs. Loman, their nanny when Duncan and Katie were children, come and care for her.
“Well,” Allie said, clearly frustrated by his second inopportune ditching. “Another time then.”
“Another time,” Duncan echoed, leaving one more attractive woman at a dinner table, leaving before he could ask her about the interview that would get him closer to his career goals, and wondering whether there ever would be a time for him.



Chapter 11

“Allison Gray, that’s who you are.”
Allie froze. She’d left the My Thai restaurant shortly after Duncan, leaving half-eaten plates of food on the table and refusing the waiter’s attempts to box up the leftovers. Exhausted by the day, she’d been thinking only of the comfy hotel bed.
Not who might be waiting in the shadows to expose her.
“Am I right?”
She had to face him sometime. Allie pivoted. Ira Levine stood behind her, a bag of Thai takeout in his hands, a mousy woman standing several feet away by a small dark Honda. Ira wore a cat-that-figured-out-the-canary’s-weak-spot smile.
“Excuse me?” she said.
Ira moved closer. “Seven years ago. High school graduation. You were the valedictorian, but you ran away from the ceremony before you delivered your speech. Randy Newsome captured your picture and we ran it on the front page of the Tempest Weekly.” He leaned back and beamed. “I told you, I never forget a face. Though you did make it hard by changing your hair color and the style. Not to mention losing all the weight. I mean, you look awesome.” His face reddened. “Not that I mean anything untoward by that…Oh, geez.”
“You remember my face, all these years later?”
“Well, that and your handwriting.” A sheepish grin took over his face. “That’s really what gave it away. I’ve seen you write the words ‘production’ and ‘experience’ before. I recognized the loops in your ps and ts.”
Panic clutched at her. Ira was the editor of the paper. She might as well take out a billboard and announce her identity. She wasn’t ready for her secret to be exposed, not yet. Not until she had all her pieces in place, her success assured.
Allie reached for Ira’s arm, his skin warm and flushed from the food inside the bag. Behind them, his date’s eyebrows arched possessively before she got in the car and slammed the door. Ira either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Ira, you can’t tell anyone.”
“Why not? You’re like the story of the century, at least for this bottom-of-the-barrel town.”
“No, Ira, I’m not.” She had to make him understand, to stop him. Of all the people who knew her, wouldn’t Ira get it?
Ira stepped closer, his eyes glittering with excitement. “Allison, you’re one of those inspirational stories. Those, what do they call ’em, beef stew or—”
“Chicken Soup,” Allie supplied, then kicked herself.
“Yeah, Chicken Soup things. Hell, look at you. You’re as gorgeous as a model. I could run that graduation photo beside one of you now and—”
“No,” she said. “No, no, no.”
“Why not? Don’t you think there’s some girl sitting at home right now, overweight and crying, thinking her life will never get better? Or some nerdy kid who was shut in a locker and forgotten about until seventh period, just because he wore glasses? Think of all those misfits who are lonely and wishing someone understood them.”
“I’m sorry that happened to you, Ira. To me, to us. But I’m not here to be a poster child for the outsiders. I want to keep that past where it is—behind me. Don’t you think it’s better to forget those days in the locker? That fat girl in gym class? What good is it going to do to bring all that up? I’d rather people see who I am now than who I used to be.”
He thought about that for a second, then shook his head. “You can’t really grow up and move on if you don’t deal with the past, don’t you agree?”
“No.” Nothing would make her go back there. Allie was all about the future. She had only visited the past to give the people who had tortured her a taste of their own medicine.
Ira took a step forward, the steam from his bag wafting up to give Allie a mini-facial. “Sometimes, the overweight girl doesn’t know how much her friendship meant to the nerdy kid. How it made him feel like he wasn’t the only one on the wrong side of the popularity line.”
“I’m glad,” she said softly. The scent of pork fried rice and egg rolls and their shared memories filled the space between them, like a Chinese buffet of their past. “And I’m glad you were there for me, too. But I still can’t go back there. You don’t understand.”
“A story on you can make a difference, Allie, to some girl, sitting at home, feeling left out, misunderstood.”
Allie ground her toe into the parking lot, smushing the stone dust into nothing. “I’m not going back to being Allison Gray, Ira. Not for you, not for some other overweight girl, not for anyone. If you print anything about who I was, I’ll sue you for slander.”
“Slander’s spoken. Libel’s written.”
“Whatever.” She threw up her hands. “All I want to do is get this movie set up, then get the hell out of this town and never come back. I’m Allie Dean now. Allison Gray is dead and buried, along with her Slim-Fast bars and her Jenny Craig menus. Leave her be.”
Ira studied her for a long time, then gave one quick nod. “Fine. Besides, what do I know? I’m just the editor of a small town, mean-nothing paper. Forgive me for confusing you with someone else. A friend I thought I knew.”
Then he walked away, shoulders sagging with disappointment. She watched him get in his car and leave, guilt and regret weighing on Allie more than all those pounds ever had.
 
Duncan Henry had reduced himself to begging. Pleading. Offering untold sums of money.
But Mrs. Loman remained resolute. “You know I’d do anything for you, Duncan. Anything but this. I love Katie, but when she drinks…” her voice trailed off and she threw up her hands.
He looked down at the cast on Mrs. Loman’s ankle, white on white against her hospital bed. Katie, drunk again, had thrown a bottle across the room in yet another temper tantrum. Mrs. Loman, not expecting the puddle of alcohol on the floor, had slipped and fallen on her way into Katie’s room with a dinner tray. When Duncan got home, he found the hall littered with pea-and-carrot shrapnel.
“I understand, Mrs. Loman,” Duncan said. He sat down on the edge of her bed and laid a hand on the arm of the sixty-five-year-old woman who had been part caretaker, part grandmother to him for so many years, he couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t seen Mrs. Loman inside the Henry house. “I appreciate all you’ve done.”
Her eyes filled with unshed tears. “If anything changes, call me.”
He nodded, knowing that wasn’t likely to happen. Katie’s drinking was spiraling out of control. The chances of his sister seeing the light and getting on the wagon were slimmer than a one-dollar bill. “I will,” he promised.
“Do you want me to call one of the neighbors to help you?”
“I’ll be fine. I’ll take a few days off of work, take care of Katie while I’m looking for a private-duty nurse. I could use the time off anyway.”
Mrs. Loman’s aged face softened and she laid her opposite hand on top of his. “You do, dear. You’ve done more than any one man should have to.”
Duncan cleared his throat. “Before I go, can I get you anything?”
“No, but thank you for offering, dear. My sister is coming into town to help me.” Mrs. Loman laughed a little. “Imagine that. The caretaker needing care. But I appreciate the offer.”
He rose, pressed a quick kiss to her L’air du Temps—scented cheek, then said good-bye. In the hall, he checked with the doctor one more time, directing the hospital to send all of Mrs. Loman’s medical bills direct to Duncan. It was the least he could do.
On his way back to his car, his cell phone rang. For a moment, he froze, not in the mood to deal with Katie. Not now.
Then he saw the Caller ID displaying Steve’s office number, drew in a breath that didn’t have stress all over it, and answered the call.
“Dunk, you got your chance,” Steve said.
“My chance at what?”
“To be my lead anchor. Klein’s mother or mother-in-law or someone died and he has to go out of town for a few days.”
“What about Jane?” Duncan asked.
“She’s going out on maternity leave next week and says she’s not sure she’s coming back. So, the job is all yours, if you want it.”
Excitement surged in Duncan’s chest. Finally, the chance he had been waiting for. “Sure, I’d love to,” he said. “Do you want me to get started on some stories or—”
“Klein has left plenty of taped pieces in the hopper. You just look show up, look pretty, and read the teleprompter.”
“Steve, I can—”
“I bet the ratings go through the roof this week. Klein’s okay, and the owners love him, but he hasn’t got your sex appeal. The man’s too serious, like he thinks he’s the next Dan Rather or something. Always after the story, not thinking about what the viewers really want.”
Duncan bristled. “Which is what, exactly?”
“Sex, of course. Hell, the whole world revolves around it.” Steve chuckled. “And I have Indiana’s best sex symbol at my station.”
“Steve, I don’t want to be the station’s sex symbol. I want to do serious news.”
Steve snorted his opinion of serious news. “You’re working on that one piece, aren’t you? The movie thing?”
“Yeah, yeah.” Though he hadn’t done much work at all tonight on anything other than trying to figure out what made Allie Dean tick. Hell, who was he kidding? If he didn’t start taking his own career seriously, how could he expect anyone else to?
“All righty then. Do a bang-up job on that and maybe I’ll throw a criminal probe or two your way.” Steve snorted. “Assuming anything more exciting than a tractor pull ever happens around here.”
It would have to do. Duncan resolved to be the best damned anchor Tempest had ever seen. He’d show Steve, and all the naysayers in Tempest and everywhere else in southern Indiana that he was more than just a former football captain. More than a pretty face.
That he had more going for him than his damned S-factor and a blue shirt.
Then his gaze turned back to the hospital and he realized he had a massive problem on his hands. Without Mrs. Loman, he had no one to sit with Katie. It would take at least a couple days to find a nurse with the right combination of sternness and a thick hide.
That meant he needed help. A favor, really.
He could think of only one person who needed something desperately from him. Duncan Henry was about to find out exactly how desperate Allie Dean was.
And how far she’d go to get what she wanted.
 
Lunch at her parents’ house had been a bad idea. Allie had intended to avoid her family as much as possible, especially when Ma was armed with apple pies and mashed potatoes. She needed to resist temptation, not show up on its doorstep.
Yeah, and she’d done such a good job of that with Duncan Henry last night.
So far, she had about as much control over her willpower as a ninety-pound guard trying to hold back the tide of bargain-hunting brides-to-be at the annual Filene’s wedding gown sale.
She’d already disappointed her mother by first refusing a meal. Then not giving her mother the opportunity to tell the entire town that her daughter was here representing a movie company—the biggest deal to hit Tempest since the media invasion surrounding the Henry/Whiteside Tire Company debacle—had made Ma petulant and sulky all weekend, which finally made Allie cave and agree to this meal.
“I had to bite my tongue—twice—at Joe’s Sav-a-Lot,” Ma sighed as she sank onto one of the green vinyl and chrome kitchen chairs. “And you know how I hate to let that Eloise Connelly get the upper hand in a conversation. She was going on and on, blabbing her skinny little chicken head off. She heard from Pauline Clemens, who heard from Linda Crowell, who heard from Margene Whitfield that there was some federal-type in town, looking for illegal aliens at the gas station. They think you’re with the government, Allison.”
“Must be those shoes,” Carlene said.
“What am I supposed to tell people?”
“Nothing, Ma. Just let them think what they want to think.”
“Allison Jean, this is Tempest. You can’t let people actually think in this town or all hell breaks loose.” Her mother grabbed up a serving spoon and dug into the first dish on her right.
Allie inhaled some of the summer breeze that wafted in through the white eyelet kitchen curtains, trying not to inhale the tempting scents of dinner with it. “So, Ma, what’s in this green bean casserole?” she said, trying to deflect the conversation.
“Oh, you know, the usual.” Her mother smiled, then cupped her hand beside her mouth. “And my secret ingredient.”
The never-divulged secret ingredient was, Allie suspected, sugar. Her mother had always said you couldn’t add too much sweet to a dish, and given the way she went through the Domino, her theory applied to everything from cake to carrots.
“Tell us more about this movie thing,” Dad said, dishing up another scoop of potatoes. Carlene shoveled her food into her mouth, fast as a driver in the final laps at the Indy 500. “Why are you shooting it here anyway? Tempest isn’t exactly a tourist trap.”
“That’s what makes it perfect. It’s remote, off-the-beaten-path, and it has that empty quality about it.” Allie tried to roll off the thick cream-of-mushroom soup coating on the green beans, but it stuck like Elmer’s glue. She opted instead for a small bite of fried chicken.
“Tempest is about as exciting as a barium enema except without the neon green,” Carlene said. “It’s where bad towns come to die.”
Allie didn’t bother to point out that Carlene had yet to change her own zip code. “I found this farmhouse that would be a perfect setting for the movie, but so far, the owner’s been…resistant.”
“Who’s the owner?” Dad asked. “Maybe I know him from the factory. I could talk to him for you.”
Allie swallowed. “Uh…Duncan Henry.”
Silence suffocated the table.
“Duncan Henry. Gee, isn’t he the same guy you had a crush on in high school?” Carlene’s voice ranged into high and innocent, as if she didn’t know her words danced on a hornet’s nest.
“Why you’d ever like a Henry, I’ll never know,” Ma said.
“Bunch of bastards,” her father grumbled. “I hope John Henry rots in hell for what he did to us. What he did to Tempest. Steer clear of Duncan. Any son of a Henry comes with trouble in his genes.”
Ma patted Dad’s hand. “Larry, don’t get yourself worked up. Here,” she said, reaching for the dish of fried chicken, “have some more dinner. You’ll feel better.”
Dad waved off the Crisco-laden heart-attack-on-a-wishbone. “If it hadn’t been for that John Henry, I’d be collecting retirement instead of asking for extra hours at the Dollar Market.”
“And we wouldn’t be spending Allie’s ‘gifts’ at the grocery,” Carlene said. Ma smacked Carlene’s hand and shushed her.
Heat invaded Allie’s cheeks. She’d sent the money once a month for five years, increasing the amount in the envelope as her income did, knowing things at home were tight, had been ever since the factory had shut its doors.
And yet, she knew, even as she’d signed the checks, that she’d sent the money not to help her parents cover the bills, not to repay their help with her college tuition, but to assuage her guilt at staying away from this town. From Duncan Henry and all the pumpkin pies that came with him and this place.
“Allison means well,” Ma said, giving her eldest daughter’s hand a squeeze, but the notes in her voice didn’t ring true.
“Doesn’t matter what you do or say,” Carlene said. “Duncan Henry isn’t going to let you into that farmhouse. Nobody’s been in that place for years. It’s where the accident happened.”
Ma and Dad’s heads both swiveled in Carlene’s direction. “It is?” Ma said. “But I thought…didn’t the paper say it was out near State Road 89 or something like that?”
Carlene colored. “Yeah, well, that’s where the farmhouse is. I heard it was, like, a family place or something. Katie had a party there.”
Ma sighed and shook her head. “Such a tragedy that was, too.”
“Damned parties,” Dad said. “Nothing but trouble.”
Ma leaned forward. She’d taken out her rollers ten minutes ago and her hair bounced as she talked, little gray ringlets dancing like poppies in a breeze. “I always warned you girls to stay away from parties. Nothing good ever comes from boys and rum.”
“The twins of sin—men and mai tais,” Carlene muttered under her breath.
Allie bit back a giggle and shared a conspiratorial smile with her sister. The words brought back a memory of the two of them, in the back bedroom of the trailer. Carlene, home late from a date, and a comeuppance from Ma for her tardiness, whispering the details of a party at Darla’s house to the envious Allison, who had, as usual, stayed behind with a bowl of extra-buttery popcorn and a rented movie. She’d lived vicariously through Carlene in those days, hearing all about the men and mai tais that Carlene had experienced, wishing just once it could be her at those parties, her getting those kisses.
“I heard,” at this, Ma lowered her voice, “Mr. Henry funded the whole thing. That man always did try to buy his kids’ love. They wore only the best, lived in the best house.”
“He bought the whole damned town.” Dad snorted, then leaned back in his chair, his gaze going to a photo on the wall of himself and his buddies outside the Whiteside Tire factory, a month before John Henry bought the business, three months before it shut its doors and Tempest nearly imploded. “But we all have our price, don’t we?”
Ma pursed her lips, then buttered a roll and handed it to her husband. “All those kids, drunker than skunks. The sheriff said the place was a mess.”
“Lenny Dunne wheeled in a couple of kegs through the backdoor and drank half the Bud himself,” Carlene said to Allie. “He ended up passed out in his own puke on the front lawn. One of his finer moments.”
Allie laughed. For a moment, she was transported back to those days, her and Carlene laying in the dark, their beds pushed together, whispering about the kids at school, daydreaming about boys.
“But Katie and her friends,” Ma added, shooting both girls a glare as if they were about to do that very thing, “got in a car, is what I heard. Poor things, they probably didn’t even know how drunk they were.”
“Where were they going?”
“Katie got upset,” Carlene said, her attention on her food, the words slipping out so quietly, it was almost as if Carlene didn’t realize she’d said them. “Drank too much and got into a fight with someone about something they said about her father. So she got the keys to her car, grabbed her friends, and said they’d decided to leave.”
Allie glanced at her sister. “How do you know so much?”
Carlene’s head jerked up and she scowled, the moment of connection broken. “I read the friggin’ paper.” She grabbed her plate and utensils, then rose. “Jeopardy! is on. I’m going to eat in front of the TV.”
“Carlene, your sister is here—”
“And this table is too damned small for four.” Carlene stomped off to the sofa, winging out a cornucopia-decorated TV tray with one hand. She plopped onto the floral couch and flicked on the television, thumbing the volume upward.
Dad looked over at Carlene’s position with clear longing.
“Don’t you even think about it,” Ma said. “Our daughter is here and we will eat with her, not on the sofa like a bunch of heathens.”
As long as Allie could remember, they’d always eaten on the sofa. Even Thanksgiving dinner had usually migrated to the cushy seats, so they could have the game and their turkey, too.
“You tell the rest of the story, Larry,” Ma said, probably to distract him from his clear remote-control envy.
“There isn’t much to tell.” Dad shrugged. “And really, no one knows much. All I remember is what I read in the paper. Katie’s car hit a tree, it snapped a branch that landed on her side. Crushed the thing, too.”
Allie thought of Duncan, and a shiver of sympathy went through her. How hard it had to have been on him to see his sister like that. The Katie she remembered had been a vivacious, energetic girl. A cheerleader and a softball player, always friendly and perky. Whether Duncan had broken her heart or not, she wouldn’t wish a tragedy like that on anyone.
“That Whitmore girl died, poor thing,” Ma said, apparently forgetting who was supposed to be telling the rest. “Katie broke her back, ended up paralyzed, is what I heard. But that Darla Reynolds came out without a scratch, like she had a guardian angel looking over her.”
“Or a seat belt across her lap,” Dad said.
“Duncan’s sister was paralyzed?” Allie sat back in her chair, stunned. Vanessa had said hurt, not paralyzed. Once again, sympathy for Duncan crowded against the old feelings of betrayal, pushing aside her resolve to hurt him as he had once hurt her. “Forever?”
Her mother shrugged. “Who knows? We only have rumor to go on. John Henry kept most of it out of the papers. I swear, he had the Levine family in his pocket. Ever since the accident, no one ever sees Katie. She’s a recluse,” she added, whispering the last word.
“You know how those Henrys are,” Carlene said from the sofa. She stuck out her pinkie finger, imitating what their mother called “uppity” people.
Dad reached for another biscuit, slathering on some butter. “Old Man Henry died pretty soon after that. I think it broke his heart to see his little girl like that.”
Her mother harrumphed. “You give him too much credit. He was always a mean old bastard. Wouldn’t have given a naked man the shirt off his back in a blizzard.”
“Ma, you didn’t finish telling Allison about your grocery store encounter.” A smirk played on Carlene’s lips.
Dread sank to the pit of Allison’s stomach. This couldn’t be good. Already, everything that could possibly go wrong with the location scouting had gone wrong, from Ira to Duncan’s refusal to sign over the property. She’d come here with determination, and yet it seemed like every time she turned around, another roadblock had been thrown in her way. Allie glanced at her mother, whose face had gone red.
Ma rose suddenly, clearing plates in a quick swoop. “I should get these dishes. Food needs to go in the fridge—”
“Beatrice,” Dad said, trying to grab back his plate, “I’m not finished.”
“Ma, what did you do?”
“I’ve got to wrap up this chicken. I’d hate for it to spoil.”
Allie caught her mother’s hand before it got tangled up in Saran Wrap. “What did you do?”
“Nothing. Really. Just idle chitchat in the Ten Items or Less lane.”
“With Lisa Connelly’s mother,” Carlene put in.
“Ma?”
“I tried to tell you but we got distracted by the conversation about that party. And it’s nothing, really. I just told her you were home, that’s all. I didn’t mention the movie or—”
“You told her that I was in town? I asked you not to say anything to anyone.”
Her mother spun around, her curls doing a little jig. “I didn’t give her specifics. Besides, why don’t you want anyone to know you’re here? Are you ashamed of us?”
Her mother’s voice broke on the last words and Allie wanted to take it all back, to rewind her life. The times when she had wanted to pretend she was anyone else but a Gray. The daughter of a well-meaning mother who had embarrassed her a hundred times with her overprotective, worried visits to school, her hand-wrapped bologna sandwiches and slices of chocolate cake, when all Allie wanted was to buy the school lunch like the rest of the kids, or better yet, to skip lunch all together. “No, of course not.”
But she was and she knew it showed on her face. There were only so many things that CoverGirl could cover.
“I’m glad you went and got yourself all pretty, Allison Jean,” her mother said, but her makeup wasn’t hiding much either. “But let me tell you one thing. You can dye your hair blond. Put on a smaller size. Even change your last name. None of that changes who you are on the inside. And if you aren’t happy with that, none of this”—she waved a hand over her daughter’s form—“is gonna matter more than a hill of beans.”
Then she left the kitchen, leaving the chicken to spoil. The relationship between mother and daughter had already gone bad.
Allie, who had dreamed up Hollywood endings all her life, knew she wasn’t going to be able to write her way out of the mess she’d just created in this trailer.
Before Allie could make amends, her cell phone rang. She dug it out of her purse, noticing how her father and Carlene suddenly found Alex Trebek intensely interesting. “Hello?”
“You still want my farmhouse?” Duncan asked.
She had to think for a second, to clear her head of this moment, and get back to the other. “Yes, yes, of course.”
“Then be at my house in an hour. I have a proposition for you.”
She hung up the phone, then began wrapping up the chicken.
One mess at a time.



Chapter 12

Duncan paced the front room of the house he had lived in all his life, twice, three times, the wait agonizing.
Finally, there was a crunch of gravel, the purr of an engine. He sent a glance up the stairs, but Katie had either gone to sleep or back to not talking to him after he told her he’d hired a new caretaker.
But not before also telling him where he could put his new hire. Katie’s constant watching of HBO had clearly expanded her vocabulary.
Before Allie reached the door, Duncan opened it and stepped onto the porch. “You came.”
“You said you had an offer I couldn’t refuse.” She grinned. “That’s the kind I like.”
Now that the moment had arrived, Duncan hesitated. He hadn’t shared Katie’s situation with anyone outside of Mrs. Loman and the medical team in Indianapolis. Even the visiting nurses, who came whenever Mrs. Loman couldn’t, were brought in from outside the area, at a hefty expense to Duncan, because Katie had demanded her privacy, and Duncan had given it to her.
He had no other choice. He had to work. Katie needed a caretaker. And that meant he needed Allie.
“Let’s have a seat.” He gestured toward a white wicker porch set, lowering himself to the loveseat while she took the chair opposite. He clasped his hands together in his lap. He hesitated. Was Allie the right person for the job? What if things went wrong? What if Allie got hurt—or worse, what if Katie did?
Could Duncan live with that? He looked toward the empty, tomblike house, most of the furniture long ago sold off, the antiques carted off by a dealer. He had little left, except a sister who needed round-the-clock care.
“You mentioned some kind of deal…?” Allie said, breaking the near oppressive silence that seemed to extend outward from the massive house, draping over the landscaping, causing even the roses that ringed the porch to droop in a listless funk.
He nodded, cleared his throat. “I’ll sign the paperwork for Chicken Flicks to use the farm, but in exchange, I need help and I need it now, because I have a forecast to deliver in thirty minutes.”
“Just like that, you’ve changed your mind.” Her gaze narrowed. “What do you need help with?”
“My sister. She was in a car accident and she’s…” He drew in a breath. The words had never been easy to say. “She’s paralyzed.”
“Oh, Duncan, I’m so sorry.” Allie reached forward, her hand linking with his. The unexpected comfort surrounded him with warmth and added a dynamic he hadn’t expected—
A connection.
He rose, brushing off the touch before it could affect him further. He didn’t have time for a relationship, particularly with a woman who would go back to California soon. Business only, that was his intent.
Yeah, if that was the case, then what was all that back at Aunt Mae’s farmhouse a few days ago?
“I need someone who can care for Katie while I’m at work,” Duncan explained, clearing his throat, forcing off the feeling of connection before it invaded his heart, “just until I find another nurse to take over for Mrs. Loman. She was…injured yesterday. I tried a temp today, but that didn’t work out so well. Katie has this thing about, ah, throwing stoneware when she gets upset.” Duncan cringed at the thought of the poor young woman who had left in tears a few minutes ago. Allie, however, didn’t flinch or seem to be upset by that, so he went on. “Visiting nurses will be in and out for Katie’s medical needs, but she really needs someone to…” He paused. “Well, frankly, baby-sit her. Right now, I can’t take any time from work to watch her.”
“Why not hire a private nurse from the outset?”
“Katie can be…difficult. The last time Mrs. Loman went on vacation, I had to interview fifteen people before I found one willing to take her on.”
“Oh, she can’t be that bad,” Allie said, but her smile wavered. “Can she?”
From inside the house, he heard the sound of his name being called, then cursed in the same breath. “Maybe you better meet her and see. You may change your mind.”
Allie’s eyebrows arched, but she followed Duncan into the house and up the stairs. Katie’s swearing and listing of Duncan’s worst attributes gained in volume with each step.
“She’s got quite the vocabulary,” Allie said. “Does she get that from you?”
“She watches a lot of Wheel of Fortune.”
Allie laughed. “I had no idea Vanna and Pat had moved into such colorful territory. No wonder their ratings are still high.”
Duncan paused on the last step and glanced over at Allie, who seemed to be taking the entire thing in perfect stride. Maybe this would work after all. Then he thought of Mrs. Loman, who had loved and known Katie all her life. Even she’d been driven away in the end. “You can always change your mind.”
“Duncan, I can’t find that goddamned remote!” Katie’s voice echoed off the walls, bounced off the wood floors. “Get in here and change the channel.”
Duncan hesitated at the first door on the right, his hand on the knob. “She’s a little, ah, demanding.” Understatement—his new skill.
Rather than turn away, Allie grinned. “Has she ever worked in Hollywood?”
Duncan chuckled. “No, but she’s working on a resume in diva.”
Allie smiled, then gestured toward the door. “Trust me, there’s nothing she can throw at me that I haven’t heard already from a leading actress.”
“Okay.” Duncan pushed open the door while at the same time wanting to close it, to protect his sister from the inevitable questions and stares.
To protect her from being hurt again. He couldn’t abide the pain in her eyes. Or worse, the knowledge that he had caused it.
He turned to Allie, to say he’d changed his mind, when Katie’s voice cut in. “Who the hell is she?”
Damn. As much as he’d hoped otherwise, Katie was drunk. Darla must have been by again this afternoon, while he’d been delivering the noon forecast. There were days when Duncan swore his sister had a Camel backpack of rum stashed between the mattress and the box spring.
“Katie, don’t—”
But Allie had already skirted around him and into the bedroom. “Hi, Katie. I’m Allie.”
Katie crossed her arms over her chest. “You his girlfriend or something?”
“Yeah, right.” Allie laughed. “You know your brother. Would you be his girlfriend?”
To Duncan’s complete amazement, a smile curved across Katie’s face. “He’s not exactly boyfriend material, is he?”
“Doesn’t matter. He’s not my type anyway.” Allie moved closer to the bed. “I’m here to help you and keep you company.”
“So how’d he talk you into the pity case? Did he tell you all about me?” For proof, she ripped back the blanket, exposing her paralysis.
Allie paused, her gaze drifting over those legs, taking in the pale sticklike appearance. Duncan’s heart clutched and he took a half step forward to cover Katie up, but Allie put out a hand to stop him.
“Pity case, huh?” Allie put her hands on her hips. “To me you’re just another wannabe hard-ass with a bad attitude and a hell of a hangover.”
Duncan sucked in a breath, did a quick scan for breakable dishes. This had been a bad idea. A very bad idea.
Katie blinked. “You’re not like the others, are you?”
“No, and I don’t play games, nor do I hold bourbon parties. So if this is going to work, you’re going to have to stay sober.”
“Go to hell. I’ll stay sober when you live five friggin’ years in my bed.” Katie turned away, her gaze going to the wall, shutting down, blocking them out.
This was when most sane people left, before the stoneware hit the fan. But Allie remained. In fact, she took another step forward. “I already did, except mine was more like eighteen years.”
“Bullshit. You’re not paralyzed.”
“You don’t have to be paralyzed to lock yourself in a prison, Katie.” Allie’s voice spoke of a shared world. Duncan glanced at her, but couldn’t imagine this beautiful woman ever battling self-imprisonment.
Katie’s head swiveled back toward Allie. She stared at her, openmouthed, for several long seconds.
Duncan suspected his sister was gearing up for a long diatribe and raised his hand, hoping to head her off at the pass. “Katie, I don’t think this is going to—”
“Where are you from?” Katie asked, as normal as apple pie, ignoring her brother.
“Los Angeles.”
“L.A.?” Katie’s eyes widened. “I always wanted to go there. Blow this lousy ass town and be something.” Wistfulness, sliced with anger, washed over her features. “But shit happened.”
“Trust me, L.A.’s not all that different from Tempest. There’s as much cat crap there as you find here. At least in Tempest the cats use a litter box.”
Katie laughed. Duncan rocked back on his heels, stunned by the sound. The smile on his little sister’s face. “You can get out now.” Katie waved at her brother. “She’ll do.”
Still, Duncan hesitated. Allie barely knew Katie. Not to mention, Allie wasn’t wearing body armor or a helmet to deflect stoneware tantrums. But his sister had already gone back to talking to Allie, the conversation sounding so normal, that for a few minutes, Duncan could believe he had the old Katie back.
Before he walked out the door, Duncan looked back at Allie, at this stranger who had dropped into his life. He heard Katie giggle and wondered if maybe there was a possibility of happiness for all of them.
Or if he was imagining a future that didn’t exist.
 
After several hours of talking and watching a movie, Katie had fallen asleep, leaving Allie free to wander the faded, empty grandeur of Duncan’s house. And marvel at the irony of it all, of how her world had been turned inside out. Duncan’s house, now empty of the wealth it had had years ago. Katie, the belle of the ball, confined to bed, while Allie, the former reclusive wallflower, was now the one getting second looks from men and enjoying her days in the sun.
At first, she’d been worried she’d have nothing to talk about with the defiant, argumentative Katie, but she’d soon found she shared a common denominator with the girl who had once been social and was now restricted by her body, just as Allie had been.
The difference was that Allie had the tools to change her situation, while Katie’s paralysis was permanent. She’d asked Katie about the possibilities of rehab or an operation, and Katie’s eyes had welled up. After that, the young girl had been snappish until Allie suggested a good comedy, complete with air-popped popcorn, to change the mood. Allie hadn’t brought up the topic again and after Julia Roberts had rescued Richard Gere on the fire escape, Katie’s eyes closed.
Allie had popped out the DVD of Pretty Woman, wondering at the irony of them watching a movie about the transformation of a woman’s looks, when most of the people around her still saw her as the streetwalker. Everyone except the hero in the end. Allie shook off the thoughts then switched the channel, and landed on the local Tempest station. Duncan Henry appeared on the screen, even more handsome, if that were possible, on-screen.
She didn’t hear the predicted temperature. Couldn’t have cared less if a blizzard was on its way into town. All she saw was him.
And the fantasies conjured up by his smile. Not to mention that little laser pointer in his hands.
 
A small anniversary clock on a hall table chimed once for six-thirty. Duncan’s house seemed barely lived in, as if nothing had changed since the days when John Henry and his wife Matilda had lived in the spacious mausoleum he’d built her after they’d married.
Built in the Victorian Italianate style, it was an ice-cream sundae of yellow columns and peach balustraded balconies. Hooded moldings hung heavy dark peach eyebrows over the tall double-paned windows.
The house was large, especially by Tempest standards, but empty of the grandeur John Henry had boasted of around town. The rare paintings were gone, leaving only lighter spots on the wall where they had once hung. The furniture—ordered from Italy, she’d heard—had clearly been pared down to the minimum, and she saw none of the crystal and antiques the Tempest gossip mill had mentioned existing in Henry’s possession.
“If you’re looking for the silver, there isn’t any,” Duncan said from behind her.
She pivoted, to find him grinning at her. He wore the dark blue suit he’d had on earlier, still neat and pressed as it had been on TV, only he’d loosened the maroon tie and undone the top button of his blue shirt. He looked tired—and incredibly sexy. The distance imposed by the television screen was gone. He stood before her, touchable and real. The space she’d meant to impose—the emotional space she’d vowed to keep since she’d arrived in Tempest—disappeared. “Hi.”
“Hi yourself. How’d it go today?”
“Great. Katie talked my ear off, then we watched a chick flick, and she fell asleep about an hour ago.”
“Really?”
She nodded. “Not so much as a Dixie cup flying at my head.”
Relief flooded Duncan’s features. “Good. I half expected to come home and find a chalk outline of your body on the hall floor.”
Allie laughed. “I made sure we ate off paper plates, just in case.”
“Smart woman.”
“Thanks.” The intensity of his gaze proved too much and Allie dropped her attention to the threadbare armchair in the corner. “Katie’s really had it rough, hasn’t she? I mean with all she’s gone through since the accident, that explains why she’s so…”
“Complicated,” Duncan replied. “To put a nice spin on it.”
“Beneath it all, though, she’s a nice girl.” Allie remembered the Katie who’d been a few years behind her in high school. She hadn’t known Duncan’s sister very well then, but today she’d found a vibrant young woman lurking under the bitterness, pain—and alcohol.
“She used to be so different than she is now.” He sighed. “The accident changed her.”
“And you,” Allie said quietly, knowing now what had put that tension in his shoulders. Why Earl Hickey had been so protective of Duncan.
Could it be that her perception of Duncan was wrong? Could he have changed?
Or could she just be wishing for a change? A big happy ending that she could take with her back to Hollywood? Hadn’t she already learned all happy endings were manufactured?
He shrugged. “She’s my sister. Of course I had to take care of her.”
Allie looked at Duncan Henry and realized her plan of loving and leaving him wasn’t going to go off without a hitch. Because she’d started to care. And that was dangerous. The first rule in her business—never, ever involve your heart. Get into bed with the actor, the producer, the screenwriter. But never fall in love with any of them.
“We’ve all had a long day. I should go. Let you…get some sleep.” She moved toward the door.
Duncan caught her hand. Warmth skated up her veins. “Thank you.”
“I didn’t do much, really. Just—”
“You made her laugh today.” His voice cracked a little on the last word. “And I haven’t heard her laugh in…well, in a long time.”
Duncan’s blue eyes captured hers. He reached up a hand to cup her jaw, the wide, solid strength of his palm so tender against her cheek. So tempting.
Too tempting.
“I should go.”
“You already said that.”
“Or, I could stay…” She raised a shoulder, let it drop, along with an implication.
What was she doing? She needed to leave, to get away from his touch, his eyes. And most of all the thought that he wasn’t the man he used to be. The one who’d fooled her into falling in love, then shattered her heart as easily as a fastball pitched into a plate glass window.
“If I what?”
“If you needed me…for anything else. Anything at all.”
“I can muddle along from here. I’m not the best nursemaid, but Katie survives.” He gave her a smile, but it was one filled with exhaustion, from years of carrying a burden she’d barely tasted today. Sympathy ran through her.
“Katie’s sleeping right now. Why don’t we walk the gardens? That way, you can hear her if she calls you. And you get some time out of the house.” Allie reached for Duncan’s hand before she could think twice, and went outside with him.
Love him, leave him. Break his heart, just as he did yours.
The words sounded, distant and soft, in the back of her head. She pushed them aside. Maybe it was the super-sugary chick flick.
Whatever it was, something she refused to name had softened her stance toward Duncan Henry. At least long enough to get him to enjoy a sunset. As she twisted to the side to circumvent an overgrown vine, the papers in her jeans back pocket rustled.
The agreement. His signature. That’s what she needed. Not him.
Yeah, right, her body said, painting her a liar as surely as the setting sun painted the quiet, enclosed yard in hues of orange and red. The lingering warm rays settled on her shoulders, and Allie hesitated to grab the papers. For a moment, she’d enjoy the end of the day. This moment.
She walked with him in silence, the comfortable quiet of two people who had known each other for years. Except she was the only one who knew that.
Then her cell rang, playing the distinctive ringtone of “Take This Job and Shove It.”
Jerry. Damn.
“I’m sorry, Duncan, I have to get this.” She flipped open the phone and stepped to the side. “Hello?”
“Unless you want to find yourself in the unemployment line with your ass getting groped by a newly paroled sex offender, get me my goddamned contract so I can film my movie.”
“But—”
“You know the fax number.” Jerry hung up.
Allie hung up the phone, reclipped it onto her jeans and turned back to Duncan. She reached into her back pocket and pulled out the papers. “I forgot to have you sign that.”
“Ah yes, the contract. Always business with you, isn’t it?”
She grinned. “Maybe not always.”
Duncan reached forward and plucked the papers from her grasp. “Do you have a pen?”
“No, not on me.”
“Allie Dean, unprepared? After all the wrangling you did to get me to sign, too. You surprise me.” He reached into the breast pocket of his suit and withdrew a ballpoint. “Good thing I used to be a Boy Scout.”
“You were never—” She cut off the sentence.
“And how would you know?”
“Uh…you don’t seem the Boy Scout type. You’re far too charming.”
“You think I’m charming?” He took a step closer, the pen dancing a lazy circle in his hand. “And how is that bad in Boy Scouts?”
“All those little old ladies would get too distracted by your blue eyes and your smile.” She moved closer, touching his face. “And they’d forget why they wanted to cross the street in the first place.”
“And you don’t?”
“Not at all.” Her breath got caught in her throat, her heart tripled its beat.
“Then I’ll sign this and let you be on your way.” His gaze darkened and dropped, slowly, down. Past her lips, to her chest, lingering for one long, hot moment. “If that’s what you want.”
“Of course.”
Duncan scribbled his name across the contract, then stepped closer—as close as he could, their torsos meeting, nothing between them now but a flicker of air, a few tendrils of sun rays—and trailed a finger down the skin exposed by the V of her shirt. “Do you have what you want now?”
Allie drew in a breath, her breasts rising to meet his touch. “My papers are signed, right?”
“Of course. A promise is a promise.” Gruffness rasped along his words. “Our business is concluded. Isn’t it?”
Her belly tightened with want and her blood quickened with desire. This had nothing at all to do with the rental agreement. With her vow to stay away from him. With Jerry or the damned movie.
He pressed the papers into her hand and slid the pen back into his pocket. “Everything you wanted.”
She shook her head. “No, not everything.” Then she reached up and cupped his jaw. Before she could think twice, remember why this was such a bad idea, Allie pressed a kiss to Duncan’s lips, then paused a moment to inhale the warm, male scent of Duncan before drawing back.
“God, Allie, what are you doing to me?” he said, his voice still rough as sandpaper.
“Kissing you. Nothing more.”
He shook his head. “You’re weaving magic because you’ve got me looking forward to coming home. Thinking about you when I’m supposed to be working. Dreaming about you every time I close my eyes.”
“What kind of dreams?” Allie asked, breathless, caught up in his spell and in the words she had longed to hear from him for so many years.
A grin quirked across his face. “Well, most of them start with you in my arms.”
She slid into his arms, placing his free hand against her back. She knew those dreams. Heck, she could plot the sequels. “Done.”
“Then there’s a lot of kissing,” Duncan added, his grin widening.
“Sounds like a good idea.”
And wasn’t that exactly her plan? Rile him up, as he had done to her, scrambling those jets of desire. And then, sometime later, when her brain wasn’t some fuzzy thing, she’d drop the bomb.
Assuming, that was, she remembered to push the button.
Allie kissed him again, no longer tentative or sweet, but with a desire that crackled and burned. She slipped her tongue into his mouth, tangoed with his. He tasted of coffee, with the softness that came with the end of a long day.
She could fall into this kiss. Fool herself into thinking it was real and as comfortable as a long marriage.
Her arms stole around his back, pulling his chest to hers, pressing him against the painful, throbbing ends of her nipples. She tilted her pelvis, meeting his, feeling the erection that signaled his want.
Yet, even as enjoyment soared inside her, she pulled her emotions back, told herself to keep above the desire, hold her heart out of the fray. Hadn’t she seen actresses do this a hundred times? Pretend to fall in love for a role? A paycheck?
And then, once the contract was signed, the scene was shot, they were on to the next man, the next payday.
She could do that, too.
But as Duncan’s lips worked their magic, sweeping over hers, playing a ballad she had long ago sung alone, her heart tangled itself in the mix and refused to let go. Her hands traveled down, farther, over his shoulders, his waist, his hips, then came around to cup him in the front. He groaned against her and tangled one of his hands in her hair, the other reaching down to her buttocks.
“Duncan,” she murmured against his lips, wanting to say a thousand different things, but knowing she couldn’t say a one of them. Couldn’t tell him the truth. Couldn’t open that door to what lay inside her thoughts.
“Allie,” he whispered back, his voice hoarse with desire. “You are…incredible.” And then, he pulled away, laying his forehead against hers, his breath short and ragged. “Too incredible. That’s why I can’t.”
“Can’t what?”
“Can’t get involved with you. A relationship doesn’t fit into my plans.”
“A relationship in general,” she said, then forced out the next words, “or a relationship with me?”
With Allison Gray. Although he didn’t know that, did he?
“Both.” He drew back, ran a hand through his hair, looking again like the weight of the world sat on his shoulders. “I need…” He let out a breath. “Hell, I don’t know what I need, but it isn’t this.”
“What, you don’t need sex? Did you become a monk in the last five seconds?”
He laughed. “I’m not a monk, believe me. But I’m not going to just sleep with you. I’d like to get to know you better first. I’m not eighteen anymore. I want more…meat in my life, more substance if I’m going to invest time into a relationship with a woman. And I get the feeling that time isn’t something you’re interested in giving. You’re not exactly a forthcoming woman. I know more about the janitor who works at the station than I do about you.”
Exactly the plan. “I don’t think we have to become best buddies in order to go to bed with each other.”
He blinked. “That’s all you want, a one-night stand?”
“What’s wrong with that?”
He took a step forward, invading her space, confronting her with nothing more than his presence. “You don’t strike me as the type. In fact, everything about you is a contradiction. You’re hiding something, Allie. In fact, I think you’re hiding a lot of things.”
“And you’re so upfront, is that it?” Anger flared, replacing the desire, the second fire blazing hotter than the first. “So aboveboard and honest? What you see is what you get?”
He glanced away, and Allie knew she had hit a nerve. “We’re not talking about me.”
“Then don’t talk about what I’m hiding until you start playing show-and-tell, Duncan Henry.”



Chapter 13

The mayor had a rifle leveled at Allie’s head.
Earl Hickey closed one eye, squinted the other through the sights of the Remington.
“Mr. Hickey?” Allie stood in his office the next morning, determined to get the movie made and just as sure she was going to get killed in the process.
Earl expended a “pow,” then dropped the rifle. “Getting ready for duck season.”
It didn’t sound like a question, so Allie just nodded. “I’d like to talk to you.”
He swiveled away from her and took bullet-free target practice on the stand of Things to Do in Tempest brochures. Of which there were exactly three—tour the factory of the Kitty Kleen Litter company, visit Madame Rosy’s On-target Tarot readings, or sample Aunt Ruby Mae’s homemade rhubarb jam, Tuesdays through Thursdays, at the Jam Crib on State Route 93 (take the right by the bent mailbox shaped like a rhubarb plant).
He let out a gust. “You’re still around?”
“I work for a movie production company. I’m scouting out a location for our next film. And Tempest is perfect. We’d like to use it.”
“Ain’t interested.” He raised the rifle, this time directing it toward the complimentary wall calendar from Jim’s John Deere Sales & Service, and pretended to assassinate the entire week of June tenth.
She would not be dissuaded that easily.
“This will bring in much-needed revenue to the town. Tourist dollars.” She glanced over at the trio of tourist attractions and doubted Aunt Ruby Mae would see a spike in sales with the body-conscious Hollywooders. “As well as exposure for the town, not to mention, jobs for—”
“I said no.” Earl took aim at the duck decoy sitting atop a bookshelf crammed with popular fiction and a few weighty—and dusty—tomes like Guide to Indiana Municipal Government.
“Mr. Hickey, this could be a great opportunity for everyone involved.”
Another pow, and an invisible cranium shot to Daffy. “What kind of film you talking about?”
“It’s like a thriller.” Sort of. If she told him it was one of those cheesy horror films with half-naked teens, there was no way he’d agree. She sent the rifle a wary glance.
“I don’t like thrillers,” Earl said, feigning a ceiling fan murder. “Had enough of that damned stuff with that Henry thing. Near ruined the town, he did.”
“You don’t have to watch it.” Allie ignored the reference to the Henrys. “Just allow Chicken Flicks to use a few town locations for certain scenes.”
“Find another damned town. This one ain’t for sale.”
Allie bit back her frustration. Jerry would be here in a matter of days, and if she didn’t secure permission to do some location shots in the town, she knew he’d have her head. And her job. The farmhouse was great, but Allie knew the script, and knew there were scenes that needed to be shot in the “ordinary world” of downtown Tempest.
Earl’s monkey wrench meant the town could end up being off-limits to the crew, the equipment, and the caterers—raising costs. Raising Jerry’s temper.
Never good.
She worried her bottom lip, as Earl ignored her and went on pretending to kill the light fixtures. “Duncan Henry is letting me use his farmhouse. Surely—”
Earl lowered the gun. “He is? You got his signature on your little Hollywood paper and everything?”
She nodded.
“Well, hell. I’d never expect he’d do that, given the history of that place.”
“You mean Katie’s accident.”
“That ain’t all that’s happened out there.” Instead of elaborating, Earl sighted the doorknob.
Allie decided not to ask. “Since Mr. Henry has agreed, surely you can understand—”
“Sorry, no can do. Come back when you’re filming a western.” He laid the rifle on the desk, crossed his arms on top of it, then looked at her, expectantly.
Waiting for her to leave.
“You can fill out the paperwork,” he continued, “even drop a check on my desk made out to the town of Tempest. But there ain’t no way I’m letting a bunch of uppity Hollywood vultures make a mess of my town. Like those damned TV jerks did when Whiteside Tire went under. I ain’t letting anyone make my town look bad ever again.” Then he got to his feet and opened the door, gesturing toward Allie. “Thank you for stopping by, Miss Dean. But you best find another town for your trash.”
“Mr. Hickey—”
He stepped back, and the glass door shut with a whoosh, leaving her on the sidewalk. Allie let out a gust of frustration. Maybe Earl was right. Maybe she should just go back to L.A., admit her failure to Jerry, and put an apron on, because the only job open to her in Hollywood would be one asking “Do you want fries with that?”
Then she paused. Drew in a breath. Regrouped.
Steven Spielberg wouldn’t have let one grumpy town manager turn him down. Francis Ford Coppola probably would have wowed Earl with some homemade manicotti.
And Allie Dean sure wasn’t going to be beaten back by a Smith & Wesson. She needed a plan. And an ally. Preferably one packing bigger heat.
“No luck with Earl?”
Allie pivoted to find Ira Levine standing behind her, a notepad in one hand, a bag of takeout from Margie’s in the other. “He was…pleasant.”
Ira chuckled. “Which means he turned you down flat and probably used his rifle to drive home the point.”
“How’d you guess?”
“Earl fancies himself a hunter but has never hit so much as a squirrel’s tail. He takes every opportunity to practice on inanimate objects.” Ira leaned in closer. “Personally, I think he’s got trigger-pulling issues.”
“And tourism issues. He refused to see my point about letting the movie crew in.”
“Maybe you should get a local to talk to him. A local like…Duncan Henry?” Ira gestured over his shoulder toward Duncan, who was coming out of the post office, a book of stamps in one hand, car keys in the other.
In the day and a half since she started helping Duncan with his sister seeing him had become an added complication. Every time he was near, the temptation whipped up between them out at the farmhouse erupted again. The last thing she should do is entangle herself further with him. Every twist of that connection brought her closer into the very dangerous territory she was trying to avoid—
Where he could break her heart again.
“I don’t know if asking Duncan is such a good idea,” Allie said. “I can handle this on my own.”
Ira laughed. “Maybe if you call in the Marines. Besides, I wouldn’t worry about anything where Duncan Henry is concerned. You always did have him wrapped around your finger.”
Before Allie could ask Ira what he meant, he had left, strolling down the sidewalk toward the offices of the town paper. At the same time, Duncan turned, saw Allie on the sidewalk, and smiled.
Fireworks exploded in her chest, forcing her to wonder who had who wrapped around a finger.
He strode over to her, pocketing his keys and stamps. “You seem to be everywhere I am.”
“Your very own personal stalker.” She grinned. “Though I do work for you, remember?” This afternoon, a visiting nurse was with Katie, providing some therapy, giving Allie a couple hours to make the run downtown.
If it keeps up, I might just need to call in the law.” He grinned, teasing her.
“In a town like this, I take it that means some guy who volunteers on the weekends, after his shift gets over at Charlie’s Do-It-Yourself?”
Duncan grinned. “You sure you didn’t grow up in a small town? Because you nailed the life.”
“Speaking of small towns,” Allie said, avoiding the question, “what do you know about convincing the mayor that a movie is in Tempest’s best interests?”
“I take it you tangled with Earl?”
“Him and his rifle collection.”
Duncan looked her over, the grin still on his face, teasing her. “No visible bullet wounds, which is good.”
Two elderly women who looked vaguely familiar came ambling up the sidewalk, their bright floral housedresses competing for most garish. “I told you, Esther, give up on them tulips. Squirrels eat those things like candy.”
“But MaryAlice Walters gets them to bloom with no problems at all.”
“That’s ’cuz Joe shoots every squirrel that comes on their land. Either find yourself a husband with a twenty-two or switch to Trumpet daffodils for your spring fauna.”
The ladies paused in their conversation, noticing Duncan. “Oh my, if it isn’t Duncan Henry. You’re better than my Farmers’ Almanac.” Esther reached over and gave his cheek a pat. “Are you married yet?”
“Uh, no, ma’am.”
“I have a niece, you know. She’s thirty-five, got three kids by two different men, but she’s a real keeper. Hardworking, can change a tire and fix a pot roast—”
“Not at the same time,” Jane interjected.
Allie bit back a laugh.
“I appreciate that, Miss Winters, but I’m currently spoken for.”
Esther leaned back in surprise. “You are? By who?”
Duncan grinned at her, the twinkle in his eye that Allie recognized from the television clearly part of what had gotten him voted Indiana’s sexiest forecaster. “Now, if I told you, whatever would you nice ladies have to gossip about?”
Esther gave him a good-natured slap on the shoulder. “We do not gossip, young man. We…” She turned to Jane for help.
“Extrapolate.” With one last smile at Duncan and a curious glance at Allie, the ladies continued on their way.
Duncan chuckled and shook his head, then turned to Allie. “You know you’ve just become part of the gossip chain.”
She laughed. “I became part of that the minute I showed up in a rental car. Just so long as no one figures out—”
“Figures out what?”
“Figures out why I’m here before I get permission from Earl,” she finished. Too fast, Duncan thought, almost as though she were lying. “I’d hate to see him turn me down because the town twisted the whole story around.”
“Yeah. Things do have a habit of getting turned around in Tempest. Everything you think is true…isn’t always.” Above them, the sun cast her hair in shades of blonde, but at the very roots, he could see a darker shade.
Not a natural blonde.
That didn’t bother him. Hell, virtually every woman he knew did something to color her hair, from the lemon juice highlights he’d seen his sister apply on summer days to the full-out frosting his grandma had done to ward off the elderly gray kiss of death.
“What?” she said. “You’re staring at me. Do I have some lunch on my face or something?”
“Oh, no. Sorry. Let’s, ah, go in there together and talk to Earl again. I think I can help you change his mind.”
“Thanks. If you do, I’ll owe you again. Maybe another dinner or…something else?” Allie smiled at him, and he promptly forgot exactly why the color of her hair bothered him at all.



Chapter 14

The last light faded, the teleprompter went black, and the crew headed off the set and back to the green room to scarf up any remaining donuts. Duncan, however, remained behind the anchor desk.
Waiting to feel excited. Thrilled. Something. Anything.
This was, after all, his dream. To become a reporter, to go after the truth. And he had that dream in his hands, albeit only until Klein returned, yet it didn’t fill him with the triumphant, excited, climbed-that-mountain feeling he’d expected.
If anything, it left him feeling even more empty than predicting six inches of snow.
Steve came up and took a seat on the edge of the particleboard anchor desk. “I don’t know what I was thinking, giving you this job.”
“Hey, I didn’t miss a line.”
“Exactly. You were a natural.” His boss gave him a clap on the shoulder. “A couple more days of this, you’ll have a good resume tape together and before I know it, some hotshot network in Boston will steal you away from me.”
Boston. New York. Chicago. Any of the major metro networks. That had been Duncan’s dream the minute he’d met that reporter from CNN. The guy who had stood in front of Duncan’s father and actually made the great John Henry quiver.
“You always were bigger than this place,” Steve went on. “Frankly, I’m surprised you’re still here.”
“I’ve got my sister to think about,” Duncan said. Steve was one of the few people who knew any of the specifics about Katie, beyond the paper’s speculations and town rumors. And even he knew very little.
“Yeah. But you know, there’s doctors and stuff on the coasts. You can move her.”
Duncan swallowed. “She wouldn’t like that.”
“You deserve a life too, man. Can’t spend your days being a nursemaid. You’re her brother, not her keeper.”
Duncan rose. “Thanks for this opportunity, Steve. Appreciate it.”
“Dunk—”
Duncan left the room, skipping the after-broadcast snacks and beer down at Smokey’s Bar. He loosened his tie and headed out of the building, home to Katie, and hopefully, to Allie, if she was still there. More and more, he found himself looking forward to seeing her. To getting used to her presence.
He’d had his dream, fleeting as it might have been. He’d savor it for a second alone, then hand the anchor chair back to Klein when he got back.
Then go back to the weather and try to forget what those few minutes under the lights had felt like.
 
Allie stood in Katie’s room, her hands on her hips, and regarded the stubborn girl. Things had gone well the first couple of days, but then Katie’s attitude had resurfaced. Maybe she’d read something in the obvious tension between Allie and Duncan. The push-pull of attraction—and Allie’s resolve not to get involved emotionally with a man who needed a shoulder.
Uh-huh. So why had she stayed for dinner last night? And the three nights before that? Being here had become a regular habit, particularly the part where she saw Duncan.
Each day, she found herself lingering longer and longer, for a glass of wine on the patio with Duncan, or a walk around the overgrown gardens, to watch a sunset, share a kiss.
Because she didn’t want to get involved. Yet, every time she tried to remind herself that she was going to walk away at the end of this, leaving Duncan with the broken heart, something tugged her back.
Whether that something involved lingering feelings from long ago, or growing feelings from today, Allie didn’t know. Wasn’t going to ask.
Either way, she needed to get with the program, focus on the job at hand. Today was her last day with Katie, because Duncan had found a nurse, and she wanted to make these last few hours memorable.
She refused to think about how it would feel at the end of the day to walk away from this house and not be here tomorrow when Duncan got home from work. To not have another meal with him sitting on the other end of Katie’s bed, laughing at jokes and smiling at her over a glass of iced tea.
She shook off thoughts of him and regarded Katie, who had gone back to redefining defiant. “If you think I’m falling for that ‘I’m asleep’ crap again, you’re wrong.”
“Screw you.” Katie twisted her upper body to the side.
“And you’re not staying in that bed. Not today. Or in this damned room. Enough TV. Enough movies. Enough complaining.” Allie had kept Darla away, after Duncan’s warnings, which had added, she was sure, to Katie’s grumpiness. But the girl was sober, and that was good.
Katie’s head swiveled back, insolence sparking her blue eyes. “What are you going to do, throw me over your back?”
“If it comes to that, yes.”
Katie snorted. “So where are we going on our grand adventure? The living room sofa?”
“Outside.”
Katie swallowed, then looked at the window. “I can’t do that.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t go outside.” Nor did she go downstairs or to the kitchen table or anywhere but this damned bed. Allie was tired of this single view, and she would bet a million dollars Katie was, too, but getting the girl to admit it was like getting a vampire to take a whirl on a tanning bed.
“You do now.” Allie strode forward, flung back the covers, then handed Katie a summer dress. Allie glimpsed the fear in Katie’s eyes and for a second, her mind rocketed back to her own teen years. To the days when she’d watched the world go by from a bedroom window, too afraid of the teasing, the laughter, that too-small, too-mean world outside her door.
Allie knew all about that. She wondered at the irony of Duncan picking her, of all people, to work with his sister. Maybe Fate had put her—the only person who could understand—with this self-imprisoned girl. If there was one thing she could do, for Katie, for Duncan, before she left today, it was to force Katie out of this room. Maybe that would help the girl see the possibility of a life beyond the disability the accident had saddled her with. Allie gestured toward the dress. “Get dressed.”
“You can’t order me around.”
“If you don’t get dressed,” Allie said, giving Katie a sharp-edged smile, “I won’t feed you.”
“Hey! You can’t do that. That’s, like, against the law.”
“Go ahead, call the cops.” Allie crossed her arms over her chest. “Or…”
Katie waited, watching Allie with the wariness of a dog hit one too many times but hoping this time, the hand held a hot dog, not more hurt. Allie’s heart softened and she lowered herself onto the bed.
“You can go outside with me, enjoy the sunshine, and have a picnic.”
“A picnic?” Katie’s eyes widened, and a hint of a smile played on her lips.
“Yep. So get dressed and we’ll go.”
Katie looked down at her legs, then at the yellow dress beside her. Petulance returned to her pout. “I can’t get dressed by myself. You have to do it for me.”
Allie was damned if she’d hear that girl whine one more time. “For the past five days, I’ve been dressing you, practically hand-feeding you. Your legs don’t work but your hands still do. And so does your brain.”
“So?”
“So I know what it’s like to be stuck in bed. To be stuck at home, to have no life. I used to be that way when I was younger—” Allie weighed the wisdom of what she was about to say next, then figured hell, Katie was, as Allie’s mother had said, a recluse, who was she going to tell? “When I was younger, I used to be heavy, really heavy.”
“You? No way!”
“Yes, way. So heavy that…” Allie drew in a breath. “I didn’t have many friends. I didn’t have a life at school or outside of school, because I didn’t fit the mold of what a girl should be or…I thought I didn’t. I used to lie in my room every night and think that if I were thin and pretty, everything would change. That people would see the real me.”
Katie leaned forward, her attention rapt. “And so you did, you got thin. Obviously.”
Allie nodded. “I dieted. I exercised. I worked my ass off.” She chuckled. “Literally.”
“And did it work? Did everything change?”
Allie paused for a long moment, tracing a finger along the light rose pattern of Katie’s comforter. “The real change came from inside me. I worked on the outside but it wasn’t until I changed my attitude and saw myself differently that I really escaped that prison.”
“What do you mean?” Katie scoffed. “You’re gorgeous. All it takes is one look to get you a date.”
“But that doesn’t mean that the men who look, or the men I go out with, are good choices. I fell into a lot of bad relationships and made a lot of mistakes. Even after I got thin, I didn’t see myself as fitting the mold, either, if that makes sense.” Allie struggled for the words to explain, to wrap up the emotions that had been so tangled up in pounds and body image for so many years. “That, Katie, was always the problem. It wasn’t the other people—it was me.”
“You?”
“Yeah. If I’d been confident in me, I wouldn’t have let the pounds or anything else hold me back. Once I learned to be confident in my own skin, that was when the barriers came down.” She reached forward and touched Katie’s hand. “That’s what you need to do. Be comfortable with who you are today, instead of wishing to be someone else.”
Katie shook her head. “I’d rather be anybody but me. Preferably someone who can walk.”
“Why? You’re already perfect, Katie.”
She snorted and looked away. “Easy for you to say. You have two working legs. What man is going to want me, Allie? Like this?” She pointed at her legs, and Allie’s heart lurched.
“A man who sees who you are inside,” Allie said softly. “And who loves that Katie. That’s the only man you want.” That, Allie realized, was all she really wanted, too. All she’d ever really wanted, regardless of her weight.
But she wasn’t going to find that, not as long as no one knew her real identity.
“Do you really believe that?” Katie asked, her voice small, hopeful.
“Sure I do.”
A ghost of a smile appeared on Katie’s face, then disappeared. Doubt crowded back into her features. “I don’t know. I’ll believe it when I see it.”
“It’ll happen. I’m sure of it.”
“Yeah. Let me know when Ashton Kutcher comes calling.”
Allie laughed. “Soon as he and Demi aren’t an item anymore, you’ll be the first to now. For now, let’s forget about men and simply start with going outside. And to do that, you have to get dressed.”
“I don’t feel like it,” Katie said.
“If you don’t,” Allie said, sweetening the pot, “you won’t find out about the surprise waiting for you in the yard.”
Katie flicked a glance Allie’s way, then practiced her ignoring technique, holding on to one last vestige of stubbornness.
Allie left the room but stood outside the door. Inside, Katie cursed, grumbled several unflattering things about Allie. Then, finally, Allie heard the sounds of her slipping into the clothes, with a few more curses thrown in. “I’m ready now, Nurse Ratched.”
Allie returned to the room. Katie had exchanged her nightgown for the yellow summer dress, its pale color making her skin seem more vibrant, particularly against her dark hair, which Allie noticed hung limp and slightly tangled against her shoulders. “Let’s brush your hair,” Allie said, rising to retrieve Katie’s brush and hand mirror from her dresser. “Make a whole beauty day of it.”
“I don’t want to. Who’s gonna care what I look like?”
“You.”
Katie shook her head. “I stopped caring a long time ago.”
Allie curled her palm around the soft boar’s hair bristles. Katie had a hell of a wall up, and every time Allie thought they’d taken out a brick, Duncan’s younger sister threw another one in its place. Time to pull out her personal sledgehammer and start knocking a few of those down. She couldn’t leave Katie like this, couldn’t return to L.A. knowing the girl was still in this bed. “Do you know I went on my first date when I was twenty-two?”
“Bullshit.”
Allie drew a finger under Katie’s chin, waiting until the girl’s wide blue eyes met her own. “I’m serious. When I was younger and overweight, I didn’t have boyfriends. I was only asked out once and I think”—Allie drew in a breath, surprised that the thoughts pained her still—“he only did it to get a laugh out of his friends.”
“What kind of loser does that?”
Your brother. The one guy I thought was different from all the rest. Allie shook off the thought and pasted a bright smile on her face. “Anyway, all I’m trying to say is that things can change. You can change.”
Katie was quiet for a long while, then she reached for the hand mirror and traced a circle along the plastic rim. “I used to do this, you know. Worry about my appearance. I invested in more Revlon than RuPaul.”
Allie laughed. “So you do have a funny bone.”
“I used to.” Katie sighed. “I used to have a lot of things.”
Allie’s hand covered Katie’s. “And you can again. You have a lot of gifts, Katie Henry, but they’re going to waste in this room.” Allie swiped at her eyes and saw Katie do the same, then the two of them shared a laugh that erased the emotional moment. “Come on, let’s brush your hair. Put on some lip gloss.”
“That’s not much of a beauty day,” Katie said, brightening finally, a smile curving across her lips, her eyes glistening as they met Allie’s, the sadness giving way to a tiny sparkle of hope. “A true beauty day is when you paint your nails some ungodly bright color and pluck your eyebrows and try on really bad eye shadow.”
“Then that’s what we’ll do.” Allie retrieved her purse from downstairs, then dumped the contents onto Katie’s bed. Three bottles of nail polish tumbled onto the comforter. “Pick a color.”
A grin curved over Katie’s face. “Red, of course. Because I’m a bad girl.”
Allie laughed. “Red it is.” She slid down to the end of the bed and moved the blanket aside. “Okay. Toes first.”
Katie shook her head so hard, her hair whipped across her cheeks. “No.”
“I can’t do your hands first,” Allie explained. “You won’t be able to brush your hair or do your makeup.”
“Don’t waste your time on those,” Katie said, indicating her feet with an angry flick of her wrist. “They’re useless and ugly.”
Allie put a hand on Katie’s bare, pale foot, not because she thought the girl might feel the touch, but to show her that her paralysis didn’t disgust or repel her. “You’re still a girl, Katie, regardless of what happened to you. And a girl paints her toenails.” Before Katie could protest, Allie had twisted the top off the bottle of OPI and began applying the vibrant cranberry color.
Katie got busy brushing her hair, at first with quick, angry strokes, then with shorter, slower ones, her face turned away as though she didn’t care what color her toes were.
But out of the corner of her eye, Allie saw a tear slip down Katie’s cheek, puddling in the dimple of her smile.
 
Duncan stood outside his house, battling a lump in his throat. Shock rooted him to the spot as surely as the hundred-year-old elm beside him. “Katie?”
His sister turned in her wheelchair and flashed a smile at him. “I’m not a painting, Duncan, so stop staring at me.”
But he couldn’t help himself. His little sister looked radiant, with the kiss of sun on her face, the muted floral fabric of her dress. An afghan was draped over her lap, keeping her legs warm and hidden, but the rest of her was out in the sun, pushing her chair along the garden path as adeptly as Jimmie Johnson.
Allie came striding up and slipped her hand into his. “She was being a brat so I made her go outside and play.”
“I heard that,” Katie said, laughter in her voice. “And I am not a brat.”
Allie arched a brow. “That’s right, you’ve been an angel all day. I must have you confused with your brother.”
Katie threw back her head and laughed, the same teasing light in her eyes Duncan remembered from years ago, and had thought was gone forever. He had to remember to take a breath.
“He is a brat,” Katie said. “Ask him about what he did to my Barbies. Forced them all into the army. For your information, Duncan, Barbie does not look good in camouflage.”
Duncan chuckled. He remembered when he’d done that, back when he was eight, maybe nine. “Hey, I didn’t have enough GI Joes for my war.”
Katie laughed again, then shook her head at him. She pushed off with her hands, sending the chair sailing down the brick path. On the opposite side, Duncan glimpsed a large, golden ball of fur trotting alongside her. “What the hell is that?”
“Incentive,” Allie said. “His name is Ranger. He’s a Helping Hands dog.”
Duncan turned toward Allie. “How did you do that?” A year ago, he’d put in an application for a dog to help his sister, a canine assistant to get the phone, open doors, keep her company. And been put on a waiting list.
“Katie told me you’d applied for a dog and had been waiting for a long time. I happened to have a connection,” Allie said. “Someone owed me a favor.”
“That’s a pretty big favor.”
“It was a pretty big debt.” Allie’s face squinted up and she turned away. “My ex.”
“Ex-boyfriend or husband?”
“Husband. Divorce was final this week.”
“Sorry to hear that.” But he wasn’t sorry at all. It meant Allie was a hundred percent available. Already, his interest had gone from merely piqued to completely intrigued. This woman had done more than open a window—
She’d blown open every door and window that he’d thought he’d sealed shut.
Duncan and Allie began walking the perimeter of the yard, a space that had once been tended by a full-time landscaper. Now the plants were overgrown, the weeds creeping in amongst the stone steps. “Were you married long?”
“Almost two years. But Geoff was gone long before that.”
“Gone?”
“Emotionally, physically, take your pick.” Allie toed at a dandelion, then smushed the yellow head into the ground. “I wasn’t what he wanted.”
She didn’t elaborate. What kind of man would divorce Allie Dean? She was smart, witty, sexy as hell, and one of those honest, forthright people who didn’t take anything from anyone.
He wanted to ask Allie what she’d meant, but his priority right now was rolling across the wide brick patio, the dog’s leash dangling from her thin, pale wrist. When he knew Katie was okay, and well on the path to sobriety and recovery, then could he think about his own life.
For now, he had Allie, the gardens, and the waning sunlight.
“Anyway,” Allie said, clearly done with the subject of her divorce, “my ex, once a Hollywood lawyer, owns a company that trains animals for a living. They do both the Hollywood kind and he has a partner who runs a division training Helping Hands dogs. When I called him about Katie, he had a dog sent out here from his partner’s place.”
“Thank you,” Duncan said, watching his sister’s face light up with delight as she took a stick and threw it across the yard, laughing as the dog snagged it, jogged it back, and waited while she did it again. “How much do I owe you?”
“Nothing.” She waved off the idea of money. “It’s a gift. For Katie.”
“And a hell of a lot better one than the jam the ladies from the Presbyterian church keep sending to the house.”
She laughed. “They’ve got good intentions but terrible cooking skills.”
“You’re personally acquainted with the baked goods of the ladies of the Presbyterian church?”
Allie paled, then let out a little laugh. Duncan’s radar picked up on the nervous gestures. Once again, the feeling that Allie wasn’t who she seemed nagged at him. He glanced at her face, and something within him said he knew her.
Crazy thought. But yet…
She seemed familiar somehow. How could that be?
“I tried the cookies at the dance,” she said with a grimace. “The Ten Commandments ones were the worst.”
“I think that’s their eleventh commandment: Thou shalt not want sugar,” Duncan said, brushing off his doubts. A couple bites of those cookies would warn anyone off the church ladies’ recipes.
Duncan looked over at the dog and then at his sister. She’d stopped her wheelchair beside the fountain. Long ago, the stone decoration had gone silent, moss now covering the urn in the concrete girl’s hand. Ranger sat three feet away from Katie, as still as the statue, watching and waiting for his name to be called.
Of all things. A dog.
When he and Katie had been little, how many times had they begged their father for a pet? A dog, a cat, hell, a lizard or a fish? And always, the answer had been no.
Too much mess. Too much work. Too much distraction. From their grades. Their chores. But most of all, from their perfect house, their perfect clothes, their perfect image.
The decades-old rage boiled again inside of Duncan’s chest but he pushed it down, quieting that beast. His father was dead and his sister had already paid the price for that too-tight leash.
“Look at this dog, Duncan. He totally loves me.” Katie now had Ranger half on her lap and had buried her face in his neck, laughing and petting him.
Clearly, Katie was going to spoil that dog rotten and make him no good for helping at anything. But he was already helping her be happy. For Duncan, that was miracle enough.
Duncan gestured toward the stone bench that fronted the lilacs. They took a seat, Allie turning her face up to greet the sun, a contented smile on her face.
He hated to interrupt the moment, but he’d put off asking her long enough. “I wanted to ask you something. A favor of sorts.”
“Sure.”
“I want to do a piece for WTMT-TV about the movie. And I’d like to interview you.”
“Interview?” The contented smile disappeared, replaced by something closer to panic. “On television?”
“Sure. I thought all Hollywood-types loved free PR.”
“We do. Just, ah, closer to shooting and the ad that’s going to run tomorrow in the Tempest Weekly. That way, I can time it with the search for extras.” Her face quirked up into something approaching a smile again. “Wouldn’t want a bunch of wannabe Johnny Depps flooding me with resumes.”
“Yeah.” That nagging feeling of familiarity returned, edged around her smile. Duncan brushed it off. He’d spent too much time dwelling on his own problems, rather than having a life.
Still…
She reminded him of someone, that was all. Someone he’d known in high school. The easy way she had with Katie, with him, putting them at ease.
Once again, Duncan shook off the feeling.
For a moment, the two of them watched Katie, circling the yard, Ranger at her side, the girl and her dog falling into an easy pattern already. Beside him, Duncan could sense a question on Allie’s lips, in the tension around her mouth, the reservation in her manner, holding back just as Katie restrained the dog with the leash. “Go ahead, ask.”
“Ask what?”
“You’re curious about something, so ask the question. Ask me, ask Katie. We have nothing to hide.” His gaze swept over the gardens, the dying plants that had once been tended so meticulously by a payrolled staff. Landscapers paid to keep the roses, the trees, and most of all, keep their silence. “Not anymore.”
She glanced at him sharply, then returned her attention to the ground at her feet. “Okay. Where is everything?”
“In the house you mean. The furniture? The dishes?”
She nodded.
“I sold it all. To pay for Katie, for the hospital bills, the follow-up care.”
“But I thought—” She caught her words, redoubled on the sentence. “I heard around town…”
“That the Henrys were wealthy. The Rockefellers of Indiana. Well, what you see isn’t always what you get. In an old house, the wallpaper covers a lot of sins. And in this house, everything was a cover.”
“For what?” she asked, her voice soft, not just curious, but caring.
“My father was…” He paused, searching for the right word. “An illusionist.”
Katie had made it to the far side of the yard and was now bent over in her chair to pick a few daisies that managed to make their way through the weeds and built-up detritus from past seasons. Stubborn, hopeful plants returning to poke up their yellow heads and wave hello.
“And you and Katie were part of the magic show,” Allie said, her voice so full of understanding, Duncan swiveled his head toward hers, sure then that he did know her. The words struck a chord of memory and this time, he heard it, caught it before it slipped away.
“Grace,” he said, and smiled at the memory, a quiet moment shared before school, after a particularly awful morning with his father, one of the worst fights. But every day, he had a thirty-minute oasis, ostensibly to study his math.
“What?” Allie asked.
“There was this girl in my high school. I called her Grace, nicknamed her really. She was the only one I could talk to.” He chuckled. “Supposedly, I was there to learn Trig, but Grace was more listening ear than tutor.”
Beside him, Allie had gone still, her arms around herself, as if she’d caught a sudden chill. “But weren’t you Mr. Popular? I mean, that’s what I heard.”
He let out a gust. “All part of the magic show. I was the football team captain. But I hated it. Hated football, hated sports, in fact. I did it because that’s what a Henry does.” He did a rah-rah fist, imitating his father. “A Henry doesn’t just make the team, a Henry becomes captain, scores the winning touchdown, makes the town shine, by God. And because if I didn’t, my father made my life a living hell.”
She didn’t say anything, just watched him with those wide, understanding green eyes, her hand on his, a comfort unlike any he had had before. Duncan, the one who had been reliable, the rock for Katie to stand on, who had only relied on one other person before in his life, now found himself opening the door inside his heart, allowing the summer breeze, the soft squeak of the wheelchair, and the happy sound of Katie’s laughter to open a wall he’d long ago cemented shut.
“My father expected everything to be perfect. His house. His land. His clothes. His children. And when we weren’t…” His gaze went to the house, to the one thing in the house he hadn’t sold off, taken down, removed from the walls, that one piece of wood that reminded him, haunted his memories, hung there, a reminder of where he’d come from and where he refused to go again. “He had ways of reminding us what failure cost.”
“Dunk, I’m going to put these in some water,” Katie called, then waved her brother back down when he rose. “I can do it.” She wheeled past him, smiling, daises across her lap, dog trotting along with her, as she negotiated up the ramp and into the kitchen.
“That paddle over the door,” Allie said, her voice a whisper. “He beat you. Both of you.”
Duncan swallowed, bile thick in his throat. “Only me. I never let him touch Katie.”
“You…you…” Her hand went to her mouth. “Oh my God, Duncan.”
“That’s why I let her…” His voice trailed off and he closed his eyes, dropped his head into his hands, letting that weight of guilt sit on his shoulders, needing to share the burden with someone. “Let her have that party. My father had always been so hard on her. Maybe she reminded him of our mother, who died when we were both little. Maybe it was because Katie hardly ever did a thing he told her, I don’t know. He never touched her, I made sure of that, but my father was a bastard in so many other ways. Katie got away with as much as she could, living off and on in that house with my aunt, but she kept coming back home.”
“Why would she come back?”
Duncan’s smile cracked across his face, painful, short. “She wouldn’t leave me.”
“And you won’t leave her.”
“I can’t. It’s—” But before he could get the words out, before that gorilla could leave his shoulders, the backdoor opened with a squeak and his sister’s face, bright, happy, excited, for the first time in years, met his.
“I have an idea, Duncan Henry,” Katie said. “And you are not allowed to say no.”
He cleared his throat, wiped the emotion off his face and got to his feet. “That could be dangerous. Last time you had an idea, I ended up giving a lot of money to the nice folks at Home Shopping Network.”
“Hey, I was bored. And Tootie kept tooting her little horn. I was just joining the festivities.” Katie sat back in her chair, looking very pleased with herself. In her lap, she had exchanged the flowers for the cordless phone. “I want the two of you to go out together. Alone.”
“No can do, Katie-bird. Can’t leave you by yourself, you know that.”
She rolled up to them. “Too bad. I already took care of it. Called the visiting nurses and got myself a little RN care for the evening. Made a reservation at Margie’s for their best booth.” At that she grinned because they all knew there was no best booth at the diner. “Because I knew you wouldn’t go too far away, you big worrywart.” She gave Duncan a good-natured slug, but he could see she, too, wanted him nearby. There’d been major strides made today, but she still needed him.
Two steps forward, one step back. Katie had yet to leave the security of house, because she didn’t want anyone to see her like this. But she’d come this far, and he dared to hope for more.
“You have a half hour until the nurse gets here. Enough time for you to change into something respectable.”
“I am respectable.” He opened his arms, indicating his suit.
“Oh, please. You wore that for half the women in southern Indiana today. Wear something just for Allie. And for God’s sake, make it a color other than blue.”
Allie arched a brow, and Duncan grinned. “Inside joke,” he said. He took a step toward the house, then turned back to his sister. “Are you really going to be okay?”
“Eventually, yes,” Katie said. “Someday, Duncan, you have to quit worrying about me and let me start doing it for myself.” She gave him a little shove. “Now go. Because if Allie can do all this for me, imagine what she can do for you.”
Duncan glanced at the dog, at his sister’s flushed with excitement face, then at the woman who had both opened his world and his heart, and for the first time in five years, he looked forward to his future.



Chapter 15

Dinner at Margie’s diner was about the best entertainment people could buy in a town like Tempest. At five o’clock, the senior citizen rush started—all those wheelchairs and walkers jostling one another out of the way in a metal-on-metal race to get their meal ordered before the 15-percent off special ended at six.
Around Allie and Duncan’s booth, a rousing game of one-upmanship had sprung up among the men from the Miller’s Merry Manor. “I had the gout so bad, they ’bout had to amputate my toe,” Joe Swanson grumbled, lifting his booted foot, ready to whip out a little show-and-tell.
Petey Simpson waved a hand in dismissal. “That’s nuthin’. I’m crippled as a three-legged dog with this damned arthritis. I had to have Doris open the pickles, for God’s sake.”
“That’s when you know it’s time to hang it up and call game over,” Harry Lincoln grumbled, crossing his arms over his plaid flannel shirt. Always the pessimist, Harry had more frown lines than crow’s-feet. Allie bit her lip to keep from laughing. The three men hadn’t changed at all in the years she’d been gone. They hadn’t even moved from their favorite table. They still lingered there now, even though the clock said it had long gone past seven. “It’s damned embarrassin’ when a man can’t turn a jar.”
Duncan glanced at Allie and grinned. “Now there’s something to look forward to.”
She laughed. “Some things never change.”
“Around here,” Duncan replied as he slipped his menu back into the chrome holder, “nothing ever changes.”
“Oh, some things do.” Allie looked at her hands, splayed across the table, her fingers no longer the thick sausage-like appendages of her youth. “I’m sure,” she added.
“You know, ever since I met you, I’ve had the weirdest feeling, like I should know you.”
Don’t let him put the pieces together. Not yet. Not before…
Before what? What did she want?
A little more than a week ago, she’d been standing in front of the Welcome to Tempest sign, chucking rocks at it, venting years of frustration, disappointment, and hurt, with half those rocks aimed at the Duncan Henry who had broken her heart.
Now she sat in Margie’s diner, having dinner with him, her heart becoming more entangled by the second, the pain of those high school years seeming a century away. Her job, her reason for being here, seeming even farther.
Especially whenever she looked at the six-foot-two hunk and her mind brought back the image of kissing him. The memory of touching him. How it felt whenever he touched her.
“Why would you say you know me?” The laugh that escaped her did not betray the riot in her gut.
Because if he found out now, and he rejected her again, as he had on prom night—
That worry alone was a sign she was too involved, caring too much.
“You look familiar somehow.” He shook his head, then sat back, putting some distance between them. A long breath of relief escaped Allie. “Must be your long-lost twin or something because I’ve never been to L.A. and you’ve never been here.”
She nodded, because she didn’t trust her voice to echo the lie.
“I bet being here in Tempest is a big shock, huh? Compared to California.”
“You have no idea.” Heat climbed her throat, flushing in her cheeks. The booth closed in, as if it had become a giant microscope. Time to turn the subject around, to get herself back on the solid, secure footing she knew. “Haven’t you been outside of Tempest?”
“When I graduated high school, I wanted out of this place, never to return again and all that. I went to college on the east coast for two years then came back to finish my degree at Ball State.”
Allie bit back the questions that raced to her mind. The whys, whats, and hows. Duncan had been destined for big things, as the chosen son of the town’s wealthiest family. What had made him return?
And even more, buck the plan his father had laid out for him, as surely and evenly as railroad tracks?
At the next table, Joe Swanson got to his feet, plopping his worn, multicolored fly-decorated fishing cap on his head. “Well, boys, time for me to get on home. Gotta soak my foot.”
“Did you try the Epsom salts, like I told you?” Harry wagged a finger at Joe. “I tell you, it cured my athlete’s foot.”
“I thought you were supposed to use that Vapor Rub stuff on athlete’s foot,” Petey put in, rubbing at his beard. “Not Epsom salts.”
Harry scowled. “I know my home remedies. And I know no vapor’s going to take care of that problem.”
The men continued to bicker, touting one OTC option after another. The waitress came and deposited Allie and Duncan’s dinners on the table, the meatloaf and mashed potatoes special for Duncan, a chicken Caesar salad for Allie.
“Why did you come back to Tempest?” she asked.
“My family needed me.” He didn’t elaborate, busy making inroads in his mashed potatoes. He scooped up a bite, and the dark brown gravy immediately swirled into the space.
Katie. The unspoken word, the pieces of the puzzle she could fill in herself, especially after their earlier conversation. Even she could do the math and figure that out.
“What about you?” Duncan asked. “Any siblings?”
“A younger sister. That’s all.” Allie chuckled. “We fought most of our lives, like two tigers wanting the same gazelle.”
A grin of understanding curved across Duncan’s face. “And who won?”
“Oh, always Carlene. She was the smarter, prettier one.”
“I find that hard to believe.” His ocean-colored gaze swept over her, hot and interested. Definitely interested.
“Trust me. As a kid, I was no beauty queen.”
He took a sip of soda, then sat back against the vinyl seat. It let out a cheap plastic squeak. “Carlene, huh? I knew a Carlene, a couple years younger than me, I think. She was one of Katie’s friends.”
Damn. How could she have been so stupid? She knew how. She’d been caught up in Duncan’s smile, his voice, the way he looked at her. No wonder she worked behind the camera. She’d never have made it as an actress. “Hmm,” she said, using her meal as a way to avoid looking at him. “What a coincidence.”
“Yeah. It’s not a common name.”
“Common enough where I come from,” she said, hoping he’d believe her. That he’d think everyone in California named their kids Carlene.
“And where is that? Exactly?”
“L.A.”
“You want to know what’s better than that Vi-a-gra stuff?” Joe said to his pals. Several white-haired male heads swiveled in his directions.
But Duncan either didn’t hear or didn’t care. “You’ve lived there all your life?”
This lying straight to his face thing was harder than she’d expected. Allie wasn’t a liar by nature. Sweat pooled between her breasts. “I’m full.” She pushed away her plate. “Let’s get going.”
“You’ve barely touched your food.”
“Tiger’s claw,” Joe whispered. Then he sat back down and smiled, like a man who was getting some claw three, four times a day. “I swear. My Lucille says she hasn’t seen nothin’ like it since our honeymoon.”
“Joe, you’re a damned liar.” Harry waved a hand in dismissal. “The only thing getting any action in your house is the remote.”
“I kid you not. I start putting this tiger’s claw powder in my milk of magnesia and before you know it, I am a lion on the prowl.”
Petey and Harry exchanged glances then let out a series of guffaws. Joe’s face reddened, but he held his ground.
“Are you ready to—” Before Allie could finish the sentence, Lisa Connelly and JoAnn Preston strode into Margie’s.
“Look at that,” JoAnn said, not quite sotto voce as she nudged Lisa. “Someone got the Blue Plate Special. And then some.”
“What do you mean, the special?” Lisa said, with a sneer. “Looks to me like someone had more than one.”
For a split second, it was as if no time had passed, as if some wormhole had jetted Allie back to the high school lunchroom. She forgot she was Allie Dean, forgot Duncan, her dinner, her surroundings.
The past roared to life in her gut, along with every insecurity she’d once had. Then Allie’s gaze slid to the right. She cringed when she noticed a woman, a few years older than her and heavier by at least fifty pounds, sitting at a booth, two empty plates on her table.
Allie’s past, alive and breathing again, with Lisa and JoAnn, still as vindictive as ever. The woman at the table—their intended victim—sent the girls a glare, then ignored them with a disdainful shake of her head.
“You girls just pay for your food,” Margie said from the counter. “Ten seventy-nine.”
Lisa handed Margie the money, grabbed their bagged takeout orders, then whirled away from the counter, her long white-blond hair a flowing curtain of perfection. She paused when she caught sight of Allie again. She skirted her way past the tables, as if she owned the place, then came to a halt. She took one long second to look Allie over, a cat eyeing the intruding stray. “What are you doing here? Trying to steal the heart of Tempest’s most eligible bachelor?”
The woman was a bitch. Always had been, probably always would be. The momentary stutter in Allie’s confidence disappeared, as a surge of outrage rushed to the surface. Allie refused to let Lisa have any power over her, ever again. “What is your problem?”
“You.” She sneered at Allie. “I’m just watching out for Duncan.”
“Oh, I’m sure you are.” Allie geared up to say something else then realized the diner had gone quiet. Apparently even Joe’s new virility discovery was less interesting than a potential catfight.
Allie drew in a breath, refocused herself. The plan. Think of the plan. That was the key to getting back at Lisa for all her cruelty—not flinging words that would likely be forgotten as soon as they hit the air. Besides, stooping to Lisa’s level made her no better than Lisa.
And Allie had grown up, become a better woman. She had no intentions of becoming a Lisa herself. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t still give Lisa just a taste of her own medicine, through the power of the movie set.
Allie forced a bright, friendly smile to her face. “I don’t think we’ve met, by the way.” She thrust out her hand, lowered her voice, as if she were sharing a secret, just with Lisa. The diners resumed their conversations, clearly disappointed no blows were going to be exchanged. “I’m Allie Dean, and I’m in town with a movie production company.”
“Movies.” Lisa turned to JoAnn and gave her friend another elbow. “Did you hear that?”
“You have to keep it quiet, though,” Allie said. “Until Duncan has a chance to interview me for the TV station. He wants the exclusive.”
“Oh, you have my word,” Lisa said.
I wouldn’t take that to the bank. Allie leaned forward, that friendly smile starting to hurt her face. “You have a great figure. Have you ever thought of acting?”
Lisa’s eyes widened with surprise, then she cocked one hip to the side, striking a pose. “Acting? Me? Well…maybe.”
“I think I could find a part for you, if you’re interested.”
Lisa blushed. “You really think the director would use me? In a real part?”
The plan was going exactly as Allie had envisioned. All those awful things Lisa had said to her in high school would be avenged, albeit on a movie screen, and in phony gore.
“Oh, yes.” Allie smiled. “I’ll make sure of it. Here’s my card. Give me a ring tomorrow and I’ll tell you when the first call is. The director is arriving in a few days and he’ll want to get right to work. We’re shooting at the old farmhouse on State Road 89.”
“Isn’t that where…” Lisa glanced at Duncan.
“Yeah,” he said. “But I’m okay with it.”
A flare of jealousy roared in Allie’s gut at the obvious connection between Duncan and Lisa. She tamped it down, then returned the smile to her face. What did she care about Duncan’s relationships? She had no claim on him, and wanted no claim. “Remember, this is just between us.”
In an instant, Lisa’s entire body language shifted from territorial to best friend. “Oh, I will. Thank you!” She and JoAnn flounced out of Margie’s.
After they left, Allie shoved her plate to the side, the food having lost its appeal. She should have been happy, because everything she’d come here for was going exactly as she’d wanted, but for some reason her dinner sat bitter in her stomach, lay flat against her taste buds.
“You have to feel sorry for Lisa,” Duncan said.
“Sorry? For someone who talks to people like that?” Allie took a sip of her water and shook her head. “It’s a wonder people keep going to her hair salon.”
“You don’t know Lisa’s whole story.”
Allie cast a sharp glance in Duncan’s direction. Of course he would stick up for Lisa, out of all the women in Tempest. “That’s no excuse for the way she talked about that woman.”
“True. But sometimes, Lisa doesn’t think before she opens her mouth. She’s had it rough, and sometimes that roughness comes out in the way she treats people.” He cocked his head, studied Allie. “That was really nice of you, to offer her a role.”
“Nice?” Allie opened her mouth, closed it. She hadn’t expected Duncan to think she’d taken the high road with Lisa. “Oh, yeah, that’s me. Just being nice.”
Right. Wait till he sees what “role” Lisa gets.
One side of his mouth curved upward and his study of her intensified. “What are you hiding, Allie Dean?”
“Me? Nothing.” Everything. As he continued his perusal, her heart began to race again, thundering in her ears. Lisa forgotten, the entire diner forgotten, her attention so easily again riveted on him.
The grin swung across his entire face. “Good. Then you wouldn’t mind a little Truth or Dare?”
She arched a brow. “Truth or dare?”
“I’m sure they played that, even in California.”
“Of course.”
“Then play. With me. Now.”
“Now? Here?”
The grin widened into a tease. “Unless you’re too chicken?”
“Not at all.” Her chin jutted up, ready to meet any challenge he laid out.
“So, what’ll it be? Truth? Or dare?”
Definitely not truth. “Dare.”
He thought a minute. “I dare you to touch me. Under the table.”
She moved her foot, bumping against his. “Done.”
“Not there,” Duncan said, his voice low and dark.
Everything within Allie melted, going from warm to white-hot in an instant. All she knew, all she saw, all she heard was Duncan Henry.
And those two very tiny, very sexy words.
The short vinyl tablecloth hung about twelve inches off the side of the table. Around them, the blur of activity still filled Margie’s, the perfect cover. Servers rushed between tables, filling glasses, taking orders, dispensing salads that were more lettuce than substance. Few spared more than a glance in the direction of Duncan and Allie.
Duncan watched her, his eyes dark. Allie met his gaze, the pool of desire spreading through her. She kicked off one Prada heel and tiptoed her foot up his trouser leg, inch after inch, until she met the hard resistance of his zipper—and the erection beneath it. She rubbed her toes over it, watching as his eyes grew rounder, darker, then dropped her foot back into her shoe.
“Maybe we should…ah…” Duncan said, “find another game to play.”
“Not until I get my turn to ask you. Which will it be?” she asked, her voice husky, her pulse thundering in her ears. “Truth? Or dare?”
“Depends. Do you want to ask me a question? Or do you want me to touch you?” He arched a brow.
Oh, she wanted him to touch her. Very, very much. But she also wanted to know the man. The only way to defeat an enemy, she’d once read in a history class, was to know him intimately.
And that was one lesson Allie was more than willing to learn with Duncan. But not yet. A little truth, she decided, would be a better choice. It might help quell the riot of heat in her gut, take her hormones from the red zone back into something safer.
“Have you ever been in love?” she asked.
Something flickered in his eyes, like a shade being pulled back, allowing a peek inside, nothing more. “Once. A long time ago. And I never even told her.”
“Why not? What happened?”
“You only get one question, remember?” His smile, though, had dimmed a bit. Curiosity burned in Allie. Who was she? An ex-wife? Ex-lover? Allie rifled through her high school memories, but couldn’t come up with any one woman that Duncan had dated long enough to fall in love.
Of course, she’d been gone for seven years. He could have met someone in college, or when he returned to Indiana. He could have fallen in and out of love while she’d been in California, changing her body, her life, and trying to put him out of her mind.
She shouldn’t care. And yet she did.
“My turn to ask you again,” Duncan said. “Truth or dare?”
“Dare.”
“Are you avoiding truth?”
“I would think a guy like you would appreciate a girl who prefers dares.”
“A guy like me, huh? And what kind of guy is that?”
“The kind that doesn’t want strings, regardless of what you said the other day in the garden.”
“A real love ’em and leave ’em type?”
“More the ‘let the woman love me and then leave her’ kind.” She heard the bitterness that tinted her words and drew back. He’d surprised her with his earlier answer about being in love once before, and some of that surprise had bled into her words. It had upset her carefully constructed emotional apple cart, and she needed to get it righted. Fast. Before she again let too much slip. “Of course, I don’t have any firsthand knowledge—” liar, liar “—but that’s what I’ve heard people say around here.”
He grinned. “So you’ve been asking people about me?”
“Trust me, every two-X chromosome human in Tempest is talking about you. No need to ask.”
“Even this one?”
She raised her chin. “I’m immune to you.”
“Is that why you kissed me?”
“I can kiss you without falling in love.”
“So that’s your plan? Love me and leave me, is that it?”
She grinned, as though that was a big huge joke, to keep him from realizing how close he’d come to the truth. How cold it sounded, coming out of his mouth. How…awful. “Exactly.”
“Well then, Allie Dean, that’s my dare.”
“What is?”
“Make love to me.” He’d lowered his voice, and the words seemed to skate across the table, heavy, full of promise. “Now. Tonight.”
“Here?” The word came out with a squeak.
He laughed. “No, not here. But somewhere.”
“Don’t tell me.” She tapped a finger on her chin, feigning deep thought. “Lovers’ Hill.”
He arched a brow. “How do you know about that?”
Another slipup that pointed to her as an innie, not one of Earl’s dreaded outies. “I’ve been looking for teens to play extras. And you know teenagers. They like to talk.”
He seemed to buy that because he nodded and went on, still teasing her, still sexy as all heck. “I was thinking of something a little more comfortable than the front seat of my Miata. Or the back seat of your Taurus.”
She laughed. Anticipation rushed through her at breakneck speed. How long had she dreamed of making love to Duncan Henry? All her life.
And an extra ten thousand times since that moment in the farmhouse.
He may be all wrong for her in a hundred different ways and she may not have any intentions of anything beyond right now, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have one night, did it?
This night. This moment.
Then tomorrow, she could forget it all. Move on.
Right?
Allie accepted the check from the waitress and went to lay a bill on it, but Duncan beat her to it and grabbed up the slim paper.
“I have a hotel room.” And as she said the words she knew there’d never really been any doubt that eventually it would have come to this. Even as the sensible part of her whispered that while this might fit in so well with her plan—and what could it hurt to spend just one night with him?—her heart might be a casualty in the end. “And it’s not too far from here, but far enough that—”
“No one in Tempest will see my car or yours and put two and two together.”
“Exactly.”
He grinned. “Probably not a good idea to rent a room at Hildie’s B&B then?”
She laughed again. “No. Besides, by this time, the maid has already turned down my covers.”
“A real time-saver.” He threw a twenty on the table, way overpaying for the inexpensive meal, and put out his hand. “Let’s go.”
“So who won?” she asked as they left Margie’s.
He leaned down, nuzzling his mouth against her neck. His breath, his voice, were warm on her ear. At this rate, they might not make it to the hotel. “Right now, I’d say it’s a draw. Let’s have the tiebreaker—in bed.”
She took one look at Duncan and doubted there’d be any need for Joe Swanson’s special milk-of-magnesia shake tonight.



Chapter 16

The car engine clicked, cooling in its parking space, but Duncan and Allie had already started a heated race up to the room. As the miles between Tempest and Indianapolis had passed, the tension between them had ratcheted up, as if the distance from Duncan’s reality gave him license to enjoy the very real fantasy sitting beside him.
Not to mention the little tease provided by her foot back in the diner. It had taken three mental recitations of “The Star-Spangled Banner” before he’d been able to walk out of Margie’s.
He may have told her he wanted a one-night stand, but he’d left out the truth part. There was more between them than one night. Duncan felt it. And he intended to prove to Allie Dean that she wouldn’t be able to walk away after one night.
Or, at least, he thought that was his plan. Because right now, with her against him and his libido in charge, he wasn’t thinking much beyond small words like Allie, bed, and sex.
“I can’t find the key,” Allie said, her voice breathless, lost somewhere in her throat.
“We’ll just break in then,” Duncan murmured along her lips, ready to throw one of the stone-encrusted ashtrays through the glass door if need be.
“You might consider pausing”—at that she did a pause of her own and returned the kiss, with one as fiery as his—“so that I can dig in my purse.”
“I would, if you’d quit”—and he did the same, right back at her, tangoing his tongue with hers, dancing along the delicate ridges of her mouth, tasting the after-dinner coffee she’d managed only a few sips of before they’d decided to skip dessert and head for the hotel—“teasing me.”
“Jackpot,” Allie said, producing a key, fumbling it between them to slip it into the door, doing so blindly while her mouth stayed busy with his, their hands crossing paths when the buzzer sounded, and they shoved on the handle, nearly falling inside the hotel, stumbling onto the carpet in a laughing tangle of arms and legs and caresses.
“Don’t tell me you’re on the top floor,” he said.
Her eyes shone with anticipation and she trailed a hand down his chest, her touch lingering on his swollen erection. “Think how much fun we can have in the elevator.”
But that wasn’t to be. An elderly couple shared the ride with them, frowning disapproval at their disheveled clothes, swollen lips, teasing glances. “Some people,” the woman whispered under her breath.
“Get a room,” the old man said when Duncan tasted Allie’s neck between the second and third floors.
The elevator dinged at the top floor. “We did,” Duncan said, then gave the couple a wave and tugged Allie off with him.
This time, Allie had her card ready. Within seconds they were in the room, Allie against the wall, Duncan’s hands ranging over her body, shifting her skirt upward, the silky fabric riding over her body like water over a cliff.
He reached over her head for the light switch, but she stopped him. “I like the dark.”
“I want to see you,” he said, his voice nearly a growl, the desire beating hard and fast in his veins. It had been a long, long time and this woman, this stranger, really, had awakened feelings in him that he’d thought were dead.
She let go and light flooded the room. “Better?”
“Perfect,” Duncan said. He captured her jaw in his hands and drew her face to his, placing a kiss against her lips. He took a moment to savor the kiss, to savor her, this moment, because he knew in ten seconds, everything would turn to fire.
And before it did, he wanted to preserve one sweet moment in his memory. “Thank you,” he whispered.
She smiled. “For what?”
There weren’t words to express what he wanted to thank Allie for. For giving him back his life. For making him believe, if only for tonight, that he had a future waiting for him down the road, a day when the responsibilities would lessen and he could live a normal life. “Just thank you.”
Her smile widened, then she dipped her head, raising his shirt to allow her access to kiss his chest, slipping it off an inch at a time as she did. He had to resist the urge to tear off his clothes—and hers—to hold back from racing to the finish line. To hell with savoring, his body said, just get to the point.
But no, this was oh so good, she was good. So he stood there, letting Allie touch him, kiss him, waiting for a few minutes while she took over the driver’s seat.
Allie stepped back and pulled off her own shirt, revealing a white lacy bra. He felt his groin stiffen even more—he hadn’t thought he could get any harder than he was, but he did, and then again even more when he couldn’t wait any longer and joined the party, his hands cupping her breasts. He ran his thumbs over her nipples, nearly dying when she let out a gasp of ecstasy.
His mouth joined hers again, no more sweet kisses this time, instead a hard, hot kiss that told her exactly where he wanted to go next.
“Patience, Duncan,” Allie whispered, pulling back and out of his grasp. She bent down to remove his pants. Then his boxers. She trailed her kisses down his torso, and Duncan inhaled sharply with anticipation.
“I think”—But then Allie went down on him and Duncan decided thinking during sex was highly overrated.
 
Duncan Henry didn’t just make love to Allie Dean. He played a waltz on her body. By the time they made it to the bed, he had given back even better than she had and stoked the fires of her desire with every available body part. His tongue, his mouth, his fingers.
Yet with every step closer to the bed, her brain was yelling at her, telling her this was a crazy idea. That there was a very real danger of falling for Duncan Henry again.
And in the end, being the one who loved and then ended up being left. Again.
But when the last piece of clothing between them was gone, and they fell into the bed, twining and untwining their bodies, still kissing and touching, she forgot exactly why making love to Duncan was a bad idea. Allie slid against him on the bed, warm skin to warm skin, fitting into the valleys of his body with the perfection of just the right puzzle piece. Wanting only to feel him inside her before she died with want. “Did you…come prepared?”
She could swear his face reddened. “It’s, ah, been a long time. I don’t think I have anything with me.”
For some reason, that thought thrilled her. Duncan wasn’t running around town with woman after woman on his arm or in his bed. He didn’t have a whole box of Trojans waiting in his back pocket. In fact, he didn’t even have one.
“I stopped at the store.” She had indeed done that, after the day at the farmhouse, considering the purchase part of her whole love-him-and-leave-him plan. For a second, she wondered where that plan had gone.
Because right now, leaving didn’t sound like such a great idea.
Especially given the way her heart had tangled with her desire, sending all her best intentions by the wayside. Allie shook off the thoughts. Afterward, she’d deal with her emotions. For now, there was Duncan—a very naked Duncan—and a few needs of her own to fulfill. Allie leaned over, her breasts brushing against his chest, the sensation against her nipples nearly enough to send her over the edge, pulled open the nightstand drawer, and withdrew a condom, then took her time sliding it on him, enjoying his groan of anticipation.
She watched him, his blue eyes intent on hers, her heart beating so loud and fast, and every muscle in her body so taut, she was sure she’d break if she didn’t find release.
“I think you’ve waited long enough,” Duncan said, as if he’d read her mind, sliding his arm around her waist, flipping her as easily as a pancake, then slipping his body between her legs. She inhaled a sharp, deep breath when he entered her, arching her back, accepting his length, the way he filled her so easily, so completely. Oh God, yes, it was everything and much, much more than what she could have imagined.
“Allie,” he murmured into her hair, his strokes long and slow at first, the tempo easy and sweet, then, the heat between them building again and her nails dug into his back. One of them—maybe both at once—began to stroke harder, her hands gripping at his ass, wanting it faster, harder. Just wanting him, more of him. Wanting him now.
“Oh, Allie,” he moaned in her ear, pumping harder, a little rough, but not so that he hurt her, his speed arcing her orgasm up with electrical bursts.
She called out his name, then bucked with him, stars exploding somewhere in her head, as the world disappeared for one long, slow, hot second in Duncan Henry’s arms.
Everything she could have imagined—and more. And try as she might to have kept her heart above the fray, she knew it had gotten swept up, too.
“I think,” Allie said when she could breathe again, when her pulse had settled, “that we’re going to have to do that a second time. It’s been a while for me, too. And I think I need a refresher course.”
He grinned and pressed a kiss to the tender valley where her shoulder met her throat. Something melted in Allie then, something that told her she wasn’t going to be able to walk away from him so easily.
Her plan had a major hole in it, and she could feel it, in the lingering tenderness of his kiss.
“Good thing you have a ready and willing tutor.” Duncan peeked past her into the still-open drawer, then returned his gaze to her face, his grin half tease, half tenderness. “And a lot of supplies.”



Chapter 17

The dust cloud rolled and tumbled into Tempest, oblivious to anything in its path, carving out the road as if the trio of vehicles owned that part of the asphalt.
Jerry Wiggs had arrived.
He pulled his rented Benz SUV into an angled space in the center of town, a Podunk, dot-on-the-map place if he’d ever seen one, stepped out of the car, and waited for the fans. The people to notice that he, Jerry Wiggs, had descended on their zit of land to bring them wealth and fame.
The rest of his crew slid into the spaces beside him, then got out of their black cars, looking more like Mafia than Hollywood. Apparently no one had told them to leave the dark suits and sunglasses at home. They were flanking what passed for a downtown strip, a few rundown stores, a parking lot with a couple cars on their left, a grocery store in front of them—Scotty had whined the whole way here about needing some Pepto-Bismol—and a hardware store to the right. Not much to look at, not much to do.
Jerry checked his pulse. Nope, he hadn’t died and gone to Hell.
A little old lady hurried up to him, pushing a metal basket of groceries with a Pomeranian perched on top. Jerry leaned back against his car, a smile on his face. Yes, he practiced in his head, he was that Jerry Wiggs. Yes, they were making a movie here and I promise, it’ll be a doozy of a movie. One that would really scare your socks—
“You forgot to put in your quarter.” The woman shook a finger at him. “You can’t park here if you aren’t going to put in your quarter.”
“Lady, I can park here if I—”
She leaned into him. The Pomeranian let out a growl. “Are you arguing with one of your elders? Disrespecting the elderly?”
Jerry slid up onto the car’s hood a few inches. “Uh, no, ma’am.”
“Good. Then put your damned quarter in.” She glared at him and stood there, waiting. One of her support hose slipped a little, bunching at her ankles, but she ignored it.
Jerry snapped his fingers, annoyed and embarrassed that the old lady had reduced him to feeling like a second grader. “Scotty! Give me a quarter.”
“Why should I—”
Jerry whipped his head around. “Did I ask you to argue with me? Just give me the fu—” He glanced at Grandma Psycho. “Freakin’ change.”
Scotty muttered under his breath, but dug the quarter out of his gabardine pants and placed it in Jerry’s palm. Jerry shoved off from the car, giving Grandma Psycho a “see, I’m doing it” look, then slipped the coin into the meter.
A sweet, cookie-dispensing smile spread across Grandma’s face. “That’s a nice boy.” Then she patted him on the cheek—actually patted the Jerry Wiggs on the cheek—and toddled away, her support hose hitching up and down with each step. The Pomeranian craned his head around his mistress, gave a bark of the last word, then watched Jerry warily until they rounded the corner.
“What kind of freak-ass place is this?” Scotty asked. “It doesn’t even have a Starbucks. How am I supposed to get a mochaccino? And I don’t see a dry cleaner. I can’t iron my own clothes.”
Jerry gritted his teeth at the sound of Scotty’s whine. He’d have fired Scotty years ago, if he could have. But he was Candy’s nephew and in Jerry’s book, whatever Candy wanted, Candy got.
Because if she didn’t, Jerry’s life was one living hell.
“This is called roughing it, Scotty. So shut up and find our hotel.”
“Uh, boss?” Leath, the new PA Jerry had hired within an hour after Allie left him and he realized he didn’t know where the freakin’ coffeepot was in his own office, put up a finger. He gave Jerry a weak smile. He was one of those skinny blond guys who looked like he could be knocked over by a strong wind, or by a woman with a good right hook. Wimpy and simpering enough to make Jerry happy. “There is no hotel.”
“What do you mean, there’s no goddamned hotel? What the fuck kind of place did you bring me to?” Jerry’s voice exploded out of his lungs. A young mother standing by the candy machine outside Joe’s Sav-a-Lot tried to juggle her groceries into one arm and cover the ears of her two-year-old, but he was already crying, the little brat, whipping up a real storm of a tantrum.
“It’s a small town,” Leath said. “The nearest hotel is thirty miles away.”
“And did you book us a room in this nearest hotel?”
Leath beamed. “I did.”
“And does this hotel have freakin’ room service?” Jerry used slow, sharp words that even the brat could have understood. “Turn-down service? Mints on my goddamned pillow?”
“It’s a…a…Ramada.” Leath’s voice stumbled a bit.
“I didn’t ask you what the name of the hotel was. I asked you about the amenities.” He drew the word out a syllable at a time, each one increasing in volume. “I need goddamned amenities or I get grumpy!”
The two-year-old’s wails turned into the cries of a banshee. His mother again tried the juggling act to hurry him away, but he remained rooted to the spot, little tree-trunk legs pulling against her efforts.
“Will you shut that kid up?” Jerry said.
The woman shot him a glare, then squeezed the bags into one arm, scooped up her screaming ball of fire, and hauled him out to a minivan in the parking lot.
“Uncle Jer, that wasn’t very nice. He was a little kid.”
“Which only means he’s shorter than me.” Jerry crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back on his car, taking deep breaths like Doctor Nonuting had told him to do. In, out, in, out, so he expanded his lungs instead of expending his fist into one of these idiots’ faces. “Now someone get me Allie on the phone. I want to know what the hell she was thinking, bringing me to this godforsaken hellhole.”
 
Allie was in heaven. Curled against Duncan’s warm body, her head on his shoulder, his arm around her, she had definitely died and gone to heaven. Three times.
Making love with Duncan Henry hadn’t been fun. Or entertaining. Or a way to pass seven minutes, as it had been with Geoffrey Dean. Or anything like it had ever been with any man she had ever slept with before. It had been amazing, incredible, and the entire Roget’s entry under oh-my-god magnificent.
Duncan pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Hi.”
She beamed up at him. “Hi yourself.”
Duncan pulled Allie closer to him and cradled her jaw in his palm. “You are absolutely incredible.” He traced his finger along her jaw, down her throat, outlining her shoulders, her neckline in the shadowy darkness of her hotel room, the drapes still drawn against the morning sun.
Last night, Duncan had called and asked the temporary nurse to stay overnight, paying her enough of a bonus to gain the extra hours. Katie’s squeal of delight at being right in her little matchmaking scheme echoed over the phone line and into the hotel room.
The night away from his sister had clearly been restorative for Duncan in more ways than one. He smiled at Allie, looking rested and happy. “You’re beautiful—”
“That’s the first thing you noticed about me?”
“No. The first thing I noticed about you was your hand.”
“My hand?”
“You were holding a rock when we met, remember?”
“Oh. Yeah.”
“You’re intelligent,” he went on, not to be dissuaded.
“We haven’t had too many conversations,” she pointed out. “More than a little of our time lately has been spent in bed.”
“Where you have shown you can be very smart and inventive.”
“Speaking of which, I just had the most interesting dream. Want to act it out?” She slid a hand down his torso, to cup another part of him that had already risen.
He grinned and stilled her palm. “After we eat. We do have to pause for a food break once in a while.”
“Order room service. Or we could call out for breakfast. And we’ll eat in bed. Or even better, feed each other.”
“Or,” Duncan said, trailing a finger down the curves of her throat, skipping lightly over one her breasts, “we could eat off each other.” He stopped at the valley of her stomach, tracing a lazy circle. “This makes a perfect dinner plate.”
Desire surged within her anew, as strong as the first time, not sated by their lovemaking but rather stoked, because now she knew how good it would be and she wanted it again. “Whatever will you use for utensils?” she asked, teasing.
“This.” Then his mouth followed the trail of his finger. Allie’s body bucked a little beneath him. She’d passed the need for foreplay hours ago. Just being within five feet of Duncan turned her switch to ON.
She’d imagined making love to him, but had never pictured anything beyond the act itself. Her mental fantasy reel hadn’t included him holding her. The way he’d toy with her hair, trace the outline of her shoulder.
The way he’d look at her, as though he were committing her to memory.
And most of all, the way it would make her feel. Allie hadn’t needed a dinner at Margie’s or Spago’s restaurant, or heck, a café in Paris to reawaken those feelings from high school. She’d been infatuated with Duncan then, and dreamed her heart together with his…and clearly never really lost that connection.
There’d been a detour into the awful marriage to Geoff, but then, this week, when Duncan had opened that door into his life and allowed her to see what made him tick, she’d understood.
Duncan Henry, so fiercely protective of his sister that he’d stood in her stead against a raging, perfectionist father. And now, he shouldered the burden of her care, and the blame for her accident, even as Allie knew there were more dimensions to the story.
All of that—coupled with making love with him—had now wreaked havoc with her plans to love him and leave him. Right now, she couldn’t imagine anything that would make her want to leave Duncan Henry.
Ever.
Especially when he paused to circle his tongue around her belly button. Her nerves exploded so fast and furious, her brain became a sputtering, stammering mess, focused only on what Duncan would do next—and where he would do it.
He traced a lazy path farther along her torso. Allie’s fingers tangled in Duncan’s hair and she began to run down the mental possibilities of positions they had yet to try when her cell phone began to ring, dancing the slim Motorola across her nightstand. She tried to ignore it, but it kept on, a nagging interruption to real life. Damn.
There was only one person who could be calling her.
Which brought her back to reality. To the whole reason she was here. And it wasn’t to make love to Duncan Henry. To fall for him.
“Hold that thought,” she said to Duncan.
He raised his head from her belly and grinned. “With pleasure.”
Allie flipped out the phone and said hello.
“Get your ass down here,” Jerry yelled. “We have a movie to make.”
Her reason to leave Duncan had just arrived.



Chapter 18

Half of Tempest had turned out for the first day of filming on Wednesday. Clearly, the movie crew was a novelty, particularly in a town that prided itself on its ability to keep litter boxes fresh.
Allie had become a celebrity of sorts, an odd feeling for the woman who had once been as invisible as wind. She was hailed all over town, offered coffee at Margie’s, the tab waved off; given a jar of jam from Aunt Ruby Mae’s; a box of chocolates from a group of teen girls who wanted to ensure their place as extras.
Allie tried to avoid the extra attention, knowing drawing too much to herself risked exposing her identity. Allie Dean had made a name for herself in Tempest. Accomplished a lot. Allie Dean was commanding respect, making things happen.
If her real identity was exposed, how far would Allison Gray get?
Not very far, she knew. So Allie tried to stay out of the fawning Tempest limelight and stuck to the set—to her job—far from the barricades that Jerry had paid a local carpenter to erect. “It’ll keep out the damned riffraff,” he said. “Not to mention the hillbillies.”
Allie had taken umbrage at the second comment, but bit her tongue. Undoubtedly, the people of Tempest looked like backward hicks compared to the sleek hipness of L.A. Still, the echo of Jerry’s laughter ringing in her head rankled.
Besides, she had much bigger problems to contain than Jerry’s mouth, Earl’s growing ire—he’d already called her three times on her cell to complain about the disruption to Tempest’s traffic patterns—and the town’s incessant gossiping about who had what role in the film.
She was really starting to care about Duncan Henry.
In three weeks—because Jerry had made it clear he was on an accelerated shooting schedule to get this sequel into theaters for the Christmas season—she’d be heading back to L.A., leaving Duncan, Katie, and this town behind.
Trouble was, she didn’t want to leave anymore. Sure, she wanted to leave Tempest—she hadn’t fallen in love with the town—but she didn’t want to leave Duncan.
Or go through with her plan.
Making love to him had changed the equation and all of a sudden she couldn’t make two and two add up to that nice even four she’d arrived with weeks earlier.
“Allie, what do you think?”
“Huh?” She shook herself back to the reality of Sorority Slumber Party Slaughter, answered the director’s question about a good location for the first exterior shot, took a few minutes to help round up a couple of extras who seemed to have gone missing, then headed off the set.
As she rounded the corner of the costumes trailer, she nearly collided with a five-foot-five female werewolf.
Covered from head to toe in thick, coarse bright pink-tipped hair, Lisa Connelly had been transformed. She had a long, bushy tail, thick, molded breasts, and narrow, pointed teeth. Her claws on all four paws had been painted red, all part of the character’s normal look—a sort of beauty school student gone wild, with fuchsia hair and crimson nails.
It looked as though it had been designed for her—and it had, though Lisa didn’t know it. Allie had worked behind the scenes with Natasha, the costume designer, to tweak the character to fit Lisa’s real life persona. And boy, did it fit her. Perfectly.
“Thanks for the part,” Lisa said, her voice muffled by the heavy, doglike head, but her excitement clear.
“You’re welcome. You’re a really convincing werewolf.”
Lisa leaned down, placing one paw on Allie’s shoulder. “I’ve got Wanda Wolfie’s motivation totally down, too. Her PMS drives her crazy and when the moon comes up, the claws come out. You can’t blame her for wanting to take out all those evil sorority sisters who teased her so badly because her cramps made her miss the pledging ceremonies.”
“Revenge,” Allie said with a smile, “it’ll drive some people to murder.”
“Yes, it will.” Lisa leaned back and nodded, the wolf head nearly bonking Allie in the process. “I gotta go. I have to practice howling. See you around the set.”
Perfect. Everything was going exactly as she’d planned.
Everything except for Duncan Henry. She’d seen him last night again, even though she kept vowing to stop. But still, she was drawn back as easily as a moth to a flame, to the very man who had been so bad for her before.
The man she’d been unable to forget because he’d shattered her heart. It was like an addiction she couldn’t break.
He’d won their little Truth or Dare game. She hadn’t been able to make love to him and walk away.
She’d kept coming back, returning as easily as a yo-yo on a string. They’d found odd moments to steal away, for quick kisses, and longer moments in bed, and every time she told herself this would be the last time.
Hah. She might as well join Duncanholics Anonymous because she certainly wasn’t giving up this one very easily.
As Allie left the set, her cell phone vibrated against her hip. Before she answered it, she knew who it would be and found a smile curving across her face before she said hello.
“What are you wearing?”
Her pulse raced, fire ran through her body. “More than the last time you saw me.”
Duncan tsk-tsked. “Hopefully you won’t have that on tonight. Do you have dinner plans?”
“Depends,” she said. “What’s the weather going to be like?”
“Why don’t you ask your friendly neighborhood weatherman to do a personal forecast?”
Damn, she wanted him, more every second. Even when she knew better, knew she should be thinking about work, he consumed her thoughts. “Oh, I would, if I could find him.”
“Look behind the oak tree.”
She paused, then did as he said, peering around the tree to the right of her. Beside it stood Duncan, tall and handsome. The fire in her gut erupted into a full-out five-alarm blaze.
“What are you doing here?” She lowered her phone and clicked it shut.
He did the same. “Stopping by to see you.” He bent down and gave her a quick kiss, then pulled her behind the tree to give her an even better one.
“Just for that?”
“Mmm. I wish, but I have an ulterior motive. You promised me an interview. And every time I ask about it…well, we seem to get distracted.” As though to prove his point, he nuzzled her neck.
Oh damn, that was right. The interview. Bright lights, camera lenses directed on Allie’s face, then blasting that countenance into every Tempest living room. How long would it be before someone recognized her?
After all, if Ira could, how implausible was it that someone else wouldn’t?
“Ah, let me check Jerry’s schedule and get back to you,” Allie said, stalling again.
“How about this afternoon? Come down to the studio around three, that way I can fit it in between news reports. We put it off any longer and believe me, the Indy stations will be on this like flies on roadkill and I’ll lose my exclusive.” He slipped his hand into hers.
“Oh, I don’t think that’s going anywhere.” She agreed to the time and figured she could hang in the shadows of the studio and let Jerry do all the talking.
Since it was morning yet, Duncan had plenty of time until he had to be at the station. They started walking the perimeter of the property, avoiding the gawkers, heading to the quieter rear area, where a thick copse of fragrant sumac had formed a natural fence.
“What’s it like doing the weather?” she asked, searching for a topic that didn’t have anything to do with sex. And failing pretty miserably, considering the mention of weather sent her mind down a making love under warm sun rays path.
He shrugged. “It’s a job.”
“But it must be good to get a forecast right? I mean, people love the weatherman when he’s right.”
“Yeah, and I have this great record, too.”
But he said the words with no excitement, no hint of pride. “And that’s bad, because…why?”
“It’s not me predicting the weather.”
She stopped walking and glanced over at him. “What do you mean, not you? I see you myself on Channel Eleven every night.”
“I mean…” At this, he let out a sigh and ran a hand through his hair, displacing the waves, giving him a tousled, vulnerable look.
The kind that clutched at her heart and made her start to care even more.
“What?” she prompted when he didn’t finish.
“I’m not the one doing the predicting. Hell, I can’t even read half the software and data they’ve got over there at WTMT-TV.”
A mourning dove flew over them, its wings rustling as it settled into the lush greenery of the sumac. “What? How can you do the weather if you don’t know how to read the programs?”
“Exactly.” He turned to her, his gaze earnest. “No one knows this, Allie. And hell, I shouldn’t even be telling you, but you’re from L.A. and before I know it, you’ll be back there, right?”
She nodded, ignoring the sudden burst of disappointment at the thought of leaving. It was a crazy feeling. She didn’t want or need Duncan Henry, or anyone in Tempest for that matter.
But she did. And the mere thought of leaving him now filled her with a pang so sharp, she had to draw in a breath to make it go away.
“And,” Duncan went on, “this may sound crazy, but you remind me of someone. Someone I knew a long time ago. I could tell her things, and trust that it would go no further than her ears.”
His gaze went off to some far-off spot and Allie’s breath caught, held. Did he mean her, Allison Gray? Was he talking about those early morning conversations around the hard plastic desks in Mr. Benoit’s room?
She opened her mouth to ask, then shut it again, afraid to hear another woman’s name. Afraid he’d say no, that he’d mention someone else.
And break her heart one more time.
“Anyway,” he said, returning his attention to her, “that’s in the past. She no longer lives here, and now, I have you, right?”
“Yeah.” Allie tried to work up a smile. What would happen if he found out she’d been lying to him? That she was Allison Gray, the girl everyone had called Allison the Whale? The Gray Whale? Would he turn away in disgust? Hate her for keeping the secret?
Or worse, tell her it all had been a big joke? That he had guessed long ago, and had just been stringing her along?
Allie pushed the thoughts away. “How are you predicting the weather then?”
“With my secret weather weapon.” Duncan paused. A lopsided grin took over his face. “A Magic 8 Ball.”
“A what?”
“That’s what I use to predict the weather. Your average, run-of-the-mill, kids’ toy. I mean, I get the basic forecast information from NOAA. They send us literally a book of faxes every day, but I use the Magic 8 Ball to fine-tune because I honestly have no idea what the hell I’m doing.”
She couldn’t have been more stunned if he’d hit her in the head with a Monopoly board. “You’re kidding me.”
“I’m not. It works.” He threw up his hands. “God knows how, but the silly thing is more accurate than Al Roker.”
“And no one knows?”
“Hell, no. They all think I’m some kind of weather god. Even my intern thinks I can make the sun rise all on my own. If people found out…Well, let’s just say I’d be unemployed faster than you could sneeze.”
“And that would leave Katie in a lurch.”
He nodded, sober as a judge. “I’m all she has.”
Allie’s heartstrings tightened. She hadn’t wanted Duncan to be vulnerable. To open up to her. To show her a man that she could like…heck, even love, not with the wild infatuation of a teenager but with the deep, multidimensional love of an adult.
This man she was lying to was also living a few lies of his own. And every time she tried to untangle herself, the mess she was in only got messier.
Her plan had veered way off course. She could get revenge on all the Lisa Connellys in the world, and yet, Allie knew, there was no way she would forget the way Duncan’s shoulders had been weighted down by the life that had changed him, the soft tones of regret in his voice, the vulnerability that had changed the football captain into a man who needed someone to care.
And make him remember that he, too, needed a life.
In a few weeks, she was supposed to leave Tempest. Go back to L.A. and put this town behind her, probably forever. But the chances of doing that without a backward glance were getting slimmer by the second.
Because she had fallen in love with Duncan Henry all over again.



Chapter 19

“Sugar-pie, it’s about damned time you were here to save my ass,” Jerry said later that morning. Clearly, reuniting with his right-hand girl had Jerry Wiggs in a good mood. Or what passed for a good mood in Jerry Land.
For the first time since she’d started working for the despot-in-training, she was glad to be with Jerry, too. Because he kept her too busy to think about Duncan. And the chaos her heart had her in. In nearby towns, she’d found a dry cleaner, a shoe polisher, a tailor, and an organic grocer, not for Jerry, but for Brock Dudley, the star of Sorority Slumber Party Slaughter, who had yet to come out of his trailer.
He was having his auras read, Jerry told her. “Apparently his colors are off. Either that, or he left his brain back in California. Actors.” Jerry cursed. “Remind me again why I work with these Hollywood loonies.”
“Because you’re a director. And that’s your job.”
“Oh yeah. I should have listened to my mother and gone into podiatry like my Uncle Lenny.” Jerry ran a hand through his short white hair and cursed again. He’d expanded his off-color vocabulary by several new words today. “With Brock’s aura in the wrong rainbow, I don’t think we’re going to get a single inch of film shot today.”
“Sky’s kinda gray anyway,” Allie soothed. “So call the shoot off early. We’re supposed to go down to the WTMT-TV studios and film that promo piece at three anyway.” Jerry stared at her, openmouthed, as she rattled off instructions. “Then you and Scotty can come back here, map out the plan for tomorrow. I’ll have a chat with Brock’s psychic and make sure she and you are on the same color wavelength for tomorrow.”
He was silent for a second, but Allie was done worrying whether Jerry would fire her for speaking up.
“You are a freakin’ godsend,” Jerry said, grabbing her arms so tight, for a second she thought he might kiss her. Then he let her go and stalked away, screaming at the top of his lungs for Scotty and Leath, looking almost…happy.
Or as happy as Jerry Wiggs got.
One career disaster averted. If only her personal life were so easy to clean up.
A glint of metal caught Allie’s eye. She broke away from the set crew and strode down the sidewalk, then onto the grassy area beside the house. “Hi, Katie.”
“Hi.” Katie raised the leash with the calm, patient dog on the other end. “Ranger here needed a walk and well, I thought I’d come down. You know, see you at work.”
Allie bent down and gathered the young girl into a tight hug. Allie could only imagine what it had taken for Katie to leave the house and come down here, especially considering how much of the town had gathered at this particular spot. “It’s good to see you. Really good.”
She grinned. “It’s good to be outside. You were right, it was time for me to get out of that house.”
Allie noticed, though, that Katie had parked her chair on the side of a tree, out of view of most of the people standing across the street. “Why don’t you come on over to the set? I’ll introduce you around. You can meet our star, if I can get him out of his trailer. He’s having aura issues.”
For a moment, an excited light shone in Katie’s eyes. Then, just as quickly, it dimmed. She gripped the armrests of the chair—her security blanket—and shook her head. “Maybe…another time.”
Allie decided not to push it. Katie had made great strides in the last few days. Forcing her to go too far out of her comfort zone could send her scurrying back to the safety of that bedroom. That, Allie knew, from her high school years. Knew far too well. “Okay. One step at a time.”
“Or in my case,” Katie replied, with a small smile, “one roll at a time.”
They shared a laugh, then Katie sobered and toyed with the brake on the side of her chair. “I also came down here to ask you something.”
“Sure. Anything.”
“Will you come to dinner tonight?”
“Of course. I’ve basically been there every night.”
“I know, but…” Katie paused. “I wanted tonight to be special.”
Allie heard her name called, and she glanced back to the set, signaling to Jerry that she’d be there in a second. “What’s special about tonight?”
“Nothing. I just…” Katie drew in a breath, gave Ranger a pat, then met Allie’s gaze. “My brother is really happy with you and it means a lot to me to see him happy.”
“He’s happy with me?”
“I may be crippled, but I’m not blind, Allie. He’s falling head over heels for you. You’re the only thing he ever talks about. ‘Allie said this. Allie did that.’” Katie gave her a good-natured, teasing smile.
Joy soared through Allie, then was just as quickly chased back to the ground by a dose of reality. Duncan might be interested now, but she knew better than anyone how fickle his heart could be.
And how quickly it would change if he found out her real identity. How fast would he back away, run into another woman’s arms, as he had that night?
How quickly would he turn away, once he realized she’d been lying to him all this time? She’d woven a web of deceit, and untangling it would surely cost her the very thing that she now wanted.
“Well, that’s sweet, Katie,” Allie said, swallowing the dose of reality that had hit her hard. “Maybe we’ll keep in touch after I go back to L.A.”
Hurt flickered across Katie’s features. Allie cursed the decisions she’d made, but she couldn’t go back and undo them. It was far too late. “Go back to L.A.?”
“That’s where I live.” But it didn’t feel like home, not anymore.
“Well, duh, I knew that.” Katie scowled, the easy mood gone, Katie’s defenses back in place. “Anyway, I don’t blame you. I’d leave this town in my dust, too. If I could. I used to have plans to do that, you know.”
“I think a lot of us…” Allie shook her head. “I mean, a lot of people do. Want to leave small towns like this one.”
Katie gave her a curious glance, then went back to fiddling with the leash. Ranger, finally sure he wasn’t needed, let out a doggie sigh and settled his head on his paws. “I was going to leave this place, go to California, maybe get into acting or something like that, didn’t matter as long as it was far from Tempest and someplace warm. Carlene and I had plans to leave town as soon as we graduated.”
“Carlene?” The word was a squeak. And then, Allie remembered, the social life of her sister’s that she’d been so envious of, so she’d tried not to pay attention to it, tried to ignore it. The names that had flitted in and out of those conversations—Darla, Cassidy, Mia….
Katie.
Carlene had been good friends with Duncan’s sister?
“Yeah, Carlene.” This time, Katie’s gaze met Allie’s, direct, clear. Knowing. “Carlene Gray. Do you know her by any chance?”
“Uh, the director needs me on set. Busy day, the first day of shooting and all.”
“You know, you kind of look like Carlene. Or at least, how she looked back in high school. She was all skinny and blond, a dark blond, but still…You have similar face shapes, too. There’s just something about you…” Katie rolled her chair a little closer.
Allie let out a laugh that sounded high-pitched and nervous. She took a step back, hopefully out of Katie’s too inquisitive gaze. “Well, there are plenty of blondes in the world.”
Undaunted, Katie rolled closer again, straining her head upward, staring at Allie. “Are those colored contacts? I meant to ask you before, because your eyes are such a vibrant color of green and I saw a commercial for a pair like that once.”
Oh shit. That was way too close. Katie was fitting pieces together faster than the world jigsaw-puzzle champ. “You sure you don’t want to see how a movie comes together?” Allie said, the words a rush, wanting to do anything to distract her from the subject of Carlene. And Allie’s true identity. “Especially since you used to be interested in acting?”
“No. I can’t go over there. It’s not about people staring or what they might say. It’s because…” Her voice trailed off, then she raised a finger and pointed at the tree. “That’s where it happened.”
Allie’s gaze followed to the huge oak tree at the driveway’s entrance, its side scarred, the bark missing in a gnawed-off chunk. The grass and weeds had grown up around it, as if trying to mask the damage to the wood.
Here. It had happened here.
Oh, no.
Allie took in the farm again, seeing it with new eyes, guilt filling her chest. How could she have allowed Jerry and his crew to come out, stomp all over, and make a mockery of the place where something so tragic had happened? She looked at them now, Jerry with his careless disregard, not seeing this place as anything other than a commodity. A means to make his movie.
What a mistake. She should have found another location. It was too late now, too late to undo it.
“That’s where the accident was, wasn’t it?” Allie asked, her voice soft, tender.
“It wasn’t an accident,” Katie said, then turned away. She pushed off with her chair, the dog jumped to his feet.
“Wait, Katie, what do you mean, not an accident?”
“Nothing.” She shook her head, then recovered her smile, albeit a mellower version. “I should be getting home. Bye, Allie. See you at dinner.” The conversation was clearly over.
Katie wheeled her way toward a van that Allie now saw had been waiting a few yards down the road. The new private duty nurse was behind the wheel and came around the vehicle as Katie approached. With quick, efficient movements, she pulled Katie’s wheelchair onto the ramp, locked it into place, then raised the platform. It made a sluggish, jerky journey up, the motor whining and groaning before Katie disappeared behind the doors.
People turned and watched the van leave, their gossiping whispers carrying like leaves on the wind. Around here, Katie’s first public appearance was bigger news than Neil Armstrong’s hop-skip across the surface of the moon.
“Hell of a kid, isn’t she?” Vanessa said, coming up to Allie. She’d arrived on the set earlier today, providing much needed support for Allie, especially in between Jerry’s tantrums. And, since her husband owned the local delivery business, no one thought much of Allie and Vanessa’s frequent conversations, especially since she helped ferry Jerry’s overnight packages back and forth. It was the perfect cover for Allie to connect with her friend.
“Yeah.” Allie turned to face Vanessa. “Did you know her?”
“Not well, but my little sister did. They were on the cheerleading squad together. She was full of piss and vinegar, my mother used to say.”
Allie laughed. “Still is.”
Vanessa’s face softened. “Good. Glad to see some things don’t change.”
Jerry’s sharp voice barked over the walkie-talkie in her hands. “Brock’s threatening to quit. Says this project isn’t aligned with his star sign or some such shit. Break time’s over, Sugar-pie. I need your ass back here.”
Allie rolled her eyes. “I gotta go. His Majesty is calling.”
“If it’s okay, I’ll walk with you and hang out for a little while longer. I have an hour of freedom left until the kids get out of school and I have to go back to mommy prison.”
She and Vanessa fell into stride together, covering the grassy field that led to the farmhouse at an easy pace. Across the way, Allie could see a cowering Leath, looking red-faced and petulant as Jerry laid him out for some new infraction. “Poor Leath. He’s still trying to find a coffee shop that can make Jerry a latte.”
“In Tempest?” Vanessa arched a brow. “Good luck with that.”
“Jerry will live. I’ll be back at my old job soon enough. And then Scotty go can back to working on his bachelor’s degree in sucking up.”
Static crackled on the walkie-talkie, then Jerry’s voice again. “Hurry your ass up, and get this offense to humanity away from me before I have to fire him myself.”
Allie increased her pace, then slowed. “What am I doing?” She turned to Vanessa. “Why should I go back to work for that jerk?”
“Because it’s your job?”
“Exactly,” Allie said. “It was my job, but never my dream. Working for Jerry was only a way toward my dream. This whole thing with the movie, with finding the location was one step closer to proving to Jerry that I can handle a project of this scope. And you know what? I can handle it. I did handle it.”
“So when you get back to L.A.,” Vanessa said, “ask for a promotion. After that, you can work your way up—”
“Work my way up? Why? Because slow and steady has done such a good job of getting me there in the last five years?” Allie shook her head. She toed at the soft fertile earth, the decision firming in her mind. “No. I don’t want to wait anymore. I want to make my own movies. Now.”
“How are you going to do that? You have to find financing and, I don’t know, a million other things that go into movie-making.” Vanessa touched Allie’s arm, her gaze earnest, filled with concern. “I don’t want to be a wet blanket on your idea fire, Al, but I also want to see you pay your rent, too.”
“I don’t care about the rent and all those details.” As the words left Allie, a lightness filled her chest. Another kind of freedom, a different one from the freedom she’d felt after she’d finally found her true self, invaded her spirit. “I’ll find a way to make it work.”
“You’re not scared at all?”
Allie laughed. “Sure I am. I’m terrified. I have a thousand what-ifs running through my mind. But I’ve spent years imagining my name rolling across a film screen, years with scripts sitting in a drawer that I’ve been too afraid to send out, and I’m not going to live that way anymore.”
Hadn’t this week—and Katie’s example of overcoming her own personal obstacles—taught her how foolish it was to let fear hold her back? Heck, she’d overcome her fears in all the other areas of her life. She’d lost the weight, come back to Tempest, conquered her personal demons…
Surely she could conquer the ones with her career just as easily.
“I’ve always been afraid to take the leap,” Allie continued, “because it was easier to stay with the nightmare I knew.” She glanced over at Jerry again, a walking, talking version of his own movies. “Literally.”
“What were you so afraid of?”
Allie turned to Vanessa, her vision blurred by the cloud of tears that suddenly washed over her eyes, and saw more than just the last few years of her career in the word that slipped past her lips. She saw the truth that had defined her life, from high school until now. Allie Dean may have come a long way in so many areas, but there were still a few that she had yet to conquer. “Rejection.”
“And that’s why you haven’t told Duncan Henry that you’re in love with him, huh?”
“I’m not in love with Duncan.”
Vanessa reached out and put a soft hand on Allie’s arm. “Hon, you really suck at lying.”
“Two things, Sugar-pie.” Jerry’s voice erupted from the walkie-talkie. “A latte, stat. And a Luger. So I can blow Leath’s whiny, stupid head off, have it stuffed, and mount it in my office.”
Allie picked up the walkie-talkie and depressed the talk button, all the years of Sugar-pies and latte orders suddenly boiling to the surface in one enormous burst of anger. “Jerry, shut up and quit calling me Sugar-pie. My name is Allie. A-L-L-I-E. Now keep your big boy pants on and wait because I’m busy. I will be there when I am good and ready. And I’m not bringing you a latte. I’m the location scout, not the coffee girl. So drink some goddamned Maxwell House.”
She clicked the button off and waited for the berating that was sure to come.
Nothing.
“Is he screaming?” Allie asked, afraid to look.
“I think he’s in shock,” Vanessa said. “He’s not even moving. He might be dead.”
“Good. Maybe he’ll be quiet for a while. A man like that needs to come with hearing protection.”
Vanessa laughed, then drew Allie into a hug. “You are one kick-butt woman, Allie.”
“Thanks. I’m probably also now a fired kick-butt woman, but still, it feels good.”
“Good enough that you can quit playing it safe with your heart and tell Duncan how you feel?” Vanessa arched a brow.
“No way. Because doing that means telling him who I really am.”
Vanessa stepped back, surprised. “He hasn’t guessed?”
“If you were a guy, would you see past all this and guess I used to be Allison Gray?” Allie swept a hand over her hourglass figure.
“I get your point, but still. I thought Duncan went a little deeper than that.”
“Oh, he does,” Allie replied, thinking of the conversations they’d had over the past week, the layers Duncan had revealed. How close she’d come to believing that was the real man.
Vanessa smiled. “Oh, you have it bad, girlfriend. Really bad.”
Allie turned and started walking toward the set again, but at a slower pace—her own pace this time. “That’s the problem. If I tell Duncan who I really am, then I’ll have to admit I’ve been lying to him and that’ll go over about as well as a clown at a funeral.”
Vanessa laughed. “You don’t think Duncan is above all that?”
“Come on, Vanessa, do you really think so? What do they say about history? That it always repeats itself? I’m trying to learn from the mistakes of the past.” She drew in a breath. “That’s why I’m sticking to the plan. Love him, leave him, and go back to L.A.”
Before he could reject her. Like he had before.
Thinking anything else was just plain crazy. Soon as she got back to L.A., she’d put Tempest and Duncan Henry far behind her.
But the thought didn’t fill her with the cheer she’d expected. Instead, disappointment weighed heavily in her gut. Crazy. She didn’t want to stay here any more than a carpenter wanted to cut off his right arm.
Vanessa sighed. “Oh, Allie, I wish you’d—”
“Uh…Allie?” Jerry’s voice, interrupting again, but this time sounding almost…contrite. “Could you, ah, please bring me a latte or a coffee? Just this one more time, please? I have a headache and I think Leath just ran away from home.”
Allie and Vanessa exchanged a glance, then both broke into a fit of giggles. Vanessa laid a hand on Allie’s. “If you can change the great Jerry Wiggs, maybe miracles really can happen. Don’t give up on Duncan yet.”



Chapter 20

That afternoon, Duncan took great satisfaction in putting Jerry Wiggs in his place. As soon as they got on the set and the cameras started rolling, it took about five seconds to get the pompous director to stop inflating his own ego and instead get to the point.
“In Indiana, Mr. Wiggs,” Duncan said, “we’re more about substance than flash. So why don’t you give us a little meat to go with that frosting you’re trying to sell?”
Jerry opened his mouth, closed it, then opened it again. He turned to Allie, who thus far had sat on her side of the set, quiet as a church mouse, letting Jerry do all the talking during the interview. She’d given her boss a smile, and nothing more.
Silence, Duncan had learned, was the best way to let a subject either dig his own grave or tunnel his way out. It had worked with that NBC reporter and his father—causing John Henry to lose his cool, an event flashed on national television as well as local Tempest TV, undoing years of a carefully orchestrated façade.
“Well, ah, this movie delves into the…” Jerry fidgeted in his seat, looked to Allie again, his eyes wide with “help-me” written all over his face. “Allie?”
She paused, then finally took pity on the guy. “Sorority Slumber Party Slaughter may look and sound like your standard teenage horror fare,” Allie said, “but underneath it all is a message.”
“Really?” Duncan said.
“Really?” Jerry said, definitely the more surprised of the two.
“Yes. The main character, Wanda Wolfie, turns into a werewolf and exacts revenge because she is tired of being the outsider in her sorority. Because she is going to beauty school in addition to attending college, she doesn’t fit in, and every attempt she makes at being a part of the group is rebuffed. Even her professor, played by our star, Brock Dudley, tunes her out. But when she’s a werewolf, she finds power and she’s heard at last.” Allie let out a little laugh. “Granted, her means of handling her anger isn’t the best, which is why Wanda dies at the end. It’s your classic good versus evil plot. But it does have a message about exclusion and how that hurt can build up in someone and cause them to do things they might not otherwise be driven to do.”
Duncan leaned back in his chair, impressed with Allie’s analysis of what he’d thought wasn’t much more than one more trashy movie with an NC-17 rating. But Allie, as she had done at a hundred different turns since he had met her, had surprised him yet again. He tried not to let his growing feelings for her show on his face, but they sure as heck beat in his heart. When this was over, he intended to show her.
More than once.
And in his pocket waited a surprise for Allie—something Duncan had picked up an hour ago, a spontaneous decision, but one he couldn’t have felt more right about if he’d tried. He shot her a quick smile, then brought his attention back to the interview.
Jerry was staring at Allie, openmouthed and shocked by her analysis of his film. “Wow, Allie. You really wrapped that up with a hel—” Jerry caught himself before he swore. “Er, a really nice bow.”
“I thank you for this interview, Miss Dean and Mr. Wiggs, and I think we’ll all be interested to see how this little taste of Hollywood transforms our town.” Duncan turned and faced the camera. “So keep an eye out for the werewolves, Tempest. You never know what might be lurking around the corner.”
A moment later, Jim signaled that they were done. The bright production lights above them went out, one by one, and then the cameras were shut down, the studio lights brought up. “Thanks,” Duncan said as the three of them left the stage and headed back to the control room. “That’ll make a great piece. I’ll edit and get it on the air tonight. I’ll make it my lead piece.”
“And get a jump on the city stations,” Allie said.
“Exactly. Makes my boss happy, makes your boss happy—” He indicated Jerry, who was already on his cell phone and halfway out the door, waving a good-bye with his free hand. “Everyone wins.”
“Yeah.” Allie drew in a breath and knew she should break it off with Duncan now. Tell him she was through with him. She had his signature on the rental agreement. Had the interview in the can. All her ducks were in a row.
The time had come to start taking out the enemy. The problem?
Duncan had stopped being the enemy somewhere between the kiss in the garden and the sheets at the Ramada. And she’d lost sight of the goal a long time ago.
One of the production people popped his head into the studio. “Dunk, you’ve got a call on line one.”
“Excuse me.” Duncan crossed the room to pick up the phone. He sat on the edge of a long table, the pose so like the one he’d taken a hundred times in those early morning tutoring sessions at Tempest High, that it sent Allie’s mind rocketing back—
To the day he’d asked her to the prom.
“Hey, Grace,” he’d said, giving her that grin as he’d come into their math classroom, a half hour before the school day started. The room had been deserted, she and he meeting for what had become their usual study time. She was helping him pass the one class that was; holding him back from staying on the football team, he was making her days at Tempest High bearable.
Something to look forward to.
That day, of all days, he’d remembered something she’d said, one of those silly offhand remarks. “A present,” he said, dropping a package on her desk, then sitting back on Mr. Benoit’s desk, waiting for her to open it.
She’d unwrapped the slim box—badly wrapped with Scotch tape and leftover Christmas wrap even though it was early May—and remembered laughing as she did. Laughing wasn’t something Allison Gray did often in high school.
Mostly, she’d tried to sink into the floor, blend into the walls. Be as quiet as possible and make people forget she existed. With everyone but Duncan.
Inside the box, nestled in some white tissue paper was a pair of chopsticks and a gift certificate to the Chinese restaurant in downtown Tempest—a short-lived venture that had been Allie’s favorite after-school haunt.
“Maybe,” Duncan had said as she’d looked at him, a question on her lips, “we could go there?”
Her world had hung in those five words, wrapped in all those hearts in the back of her notebooks, all the dreams that had filled her nights, all the hopes she’d almost not dared to have. “You want to go…with me?”
“Sure,” he said, then gave her another smile, the kind that tickled in her stomach. “To thank you for all the help you’ve given me this year. But, you know, if you don’t want to go with me, you don’t have to. That’s why I gave you the gift certificate.”
Had he or had he not asked her on a date? Or was he…nervous? She couldn’t tell, then decided there was no way a guy like Duncan Henry would be nervous about asking someone like her out. The numbers on the gift certificate blurred in front of her vision.
“Uh…okay. Thanks again.” Then, because she hadn’t known what else to do, hadn’t known whether to believe him, she’d opened her math book, flipped to the page for their homework from the night before and started in on the first problem, even though she’d already worked it out on her paper twelve hours earlier.
Duncan laid his hand over the page. “Maybe we could go together…before the prom.”
Allie remembered staring at the back of his hand, at the broad, muscled fingers that had caught a dozen winning touchdowns, the same hand that had brushed against hers, tracing over equations and grids. The same one that had held hers, for just a moment, when he’d confessed his heart’s secret desires—to ditch the business track his father had planned for him and become an investigative reporter, the kind that stood up to men like his father.
“Prom?” she’d repeated, sure she hadn’t heard the word. Couldn’t possibly have heard him right. “But won’t your date be mad?”
“Would you be mad?” he asked.
She hadn’t dared to turn her head, to see if he was teasing. She’d clutched her pencil in her lap, her thumb pressed against the tip so hard, the lead broke off and pinged against the metal leg of the desk. Allison held her breath, heart pounding. Date. Prom. Duncan.
Her?
“Allison,” Duncan said, and then, he reached for her other hand, turning her to face him, waiting until she finally dared to draw her gaze to meet his, “will you go to the prom with me?”
Allie shook herself out of the memory, watching the same man who had broken her heart seven years ago make his way back to her, smiling with a no-clue grin on his face.
Somewhere in some secondhand shop, there was still probably a size 2X pink ruffled dress that had never seen the inside of a ballroom. And in this studio was a heart that had never forgotten those chopsticks—
Or the way it had felt to show up at the prom and see Duncan on the arm of Lisa Connelly.
“Want to get a cup of coffee over at Margie’s?” Duncan asked as he reached her. “I have a half an hour or so until I have to put together the evening broadcast. I just checked with the new nurse and everything’s going fine with Katie, so let’s grab a snack.”
The news report was going to air in a few hours, and undoubtedly someone else, someone as smart as Ira, would put the pieces together and figure out who she was. It didn’t matter anymore now anyway. The movie was well underway, her goal had been accomplished.
The time had come to tell Duncan the truth. Vanessa was right. She couldn’t keep running from her past. She needed to confront it head-on.
She already knew what his reaction was going to be. So she’d beat him to the punch, and save her heart in the process. After all, that’s what she had come here to do. To give him a taste of how she’d felt that night, standing in the parking lot, watching him walk into that building with the lithe, beautiful Lisa on his arm, while she stood under a flickering streetlamp and cried.
She couldn’t tell him the truth at Margie’s, though. That was too public. Tonight, after dinner.
“No, I can’t have coffee. I promised Jerry I’d meet him over at the diner to discuss tomorrow’s shooting schedule,” she said, surprised at how normal her voice sounded. “But I’ll see you at dinner tonight. Your sister already invited me, and I have something I’d like to tell you.” She forced a smile to her lips, covering all traces of the past as surely as CoverGirl had covered the acne of her youth. “It’s, ah, sort of a surprise.”
“I’ll look forward to it,” Duncan said, then leaned down and gave her a kiss. And still, even as she knew she shouldn’t, a part of her savored that kiss. “Because I have a surprise for you, too, Allie Dean.”



Chapter 21

Duncan’s story about Chicken Flicks’ use of Tempest for its movie production was everything he’d wanted it to be. Smart and witty, timed exactly right. Interspersed with a few about-town interviews, some external shots of the crew at work, the extras getting made up. And done all on his own, without any help from the Mattel Corporation and its handy-dandy Magic 8 Ball.
Of course, the whole thing had been helped along by Allie Dean’s brilliant synopsis during the interview, but he might be a little biased.
“Well, that takes the news cake,” Steve said, after he rolled through the tape Duncan had finished editing. He sat back in his chair and pointed at the monitor. “Is it me, or does that woman look familiar to you?”
Duncan stared at the still shot of Allie’s face, frozen on the screen, caught in freeze-frame. The long blond hair, bright green eyes, heart-shaped face. So he wasn’t crazy. Allie did look familiar, and not just to him.
Or maybe his increasing disquiet as he’d put the tape together was because she was just down the street, having coffee with Jerry instead of here by his side. She’d only been gone a little while and he already missed her like crazy.
“Maybe we knew her in high school?” Steve asked, rolling the tape back, then forward, scrolling again past Allie’s image.
“I’ve been thinking the same thing for days,” Duncan admitted.
Steve tapped his chin, thinking. “I don’t know. She just…looks like someone we used to know. But if there was a blonde like her in Tempest High or living anywhere in a twenty-mile radius of this town, I’d definitely still have her phone number in my little black book, if you know what I mean.”
Tempest High. Again, the bell of familiarity rang in Duncan’s head. But he didn’t have time to reach for the memories, because Steve was rising and clapping him on the shoulder. “Run that piece on tonight’s news. Oh, and film a couple promos for it. I want this story splashed across the next three broadcasts. With daily updates.”
“You really liked it?”
“Yep, and in fact, I’ll probably regret this, because it means I’ll be killing my own ratings for the weather, but I want to offer you the morning anchor slot. Take that, Matt-freakin’-Lauer.”
Morning anchor? The morning news positions were even more coveted than the evening news. Evening broadcast watching had dropped off, as CNN, the Web, and e-mail delivery of news began to take over. Most people in the area still liked a little local news with their morning brew, particularly during the school year, so ratings for the morning show remained high.
“I thought Mitch was being considered for that position.” The noon reporter had been gunning for the morning slot ever since the regular morning broadcaster announced his impending retirement last month.
“Mitch is a moron, Jane’s made it clear she wants to go home and have babies, and Klein’s got a contract, so we can’t just boot him off the evening news, much as I’d like to. Klein is more trouble than he’s worth, him and his hair in a can.” Steve clapped a hand on Duncan’s shoulder. “I want you. Tomorrow morning, I want three ideas for news stories on my desk. We’re going to get this network to bust some ass if it kills us.”
“I thought the network was doing well.”
“It is, it is.” Notes of false cheer rang in Steve’s voice.
“It’s tanking, isn’t it?”
Steve sank back into the chair beside Duncan and nodded. “Everyone’s butts are on the line. Corporate thought trying a new network out in this hole-in-the-wall town meant less start-up costs. But it also means our daytime viewership consists solely of Winifred Winchester and her twenty stupid cats. With news, we do great. But we need more lead into our regular programming.”
“And how is switching me to the morning news going to do that?”
“It’s going to build up the only regular audience I do have, with the morning talk shows and that new soap the network is launching next month. We may get our asses whipped in primetime, but we can sure sew up those daytime dollars. And, having you there will buy me some time to figure out a miracle.” Steve ran a hand through his hair and let out a long breath. “Listen, Dunk. You doing the weather has saved my ass a hundred times over. You keep people watching the news, which keeps them on our channel, at least at six. I can’t help the shit programming corporate gives me for primetime. By switching you to days, I can take what I’ve got and give it all a big dose of ‘bam.’” He gave Duncan a grin. “You know me, I work with what I have. And right now, what I have is you.”
 
Being around Duncan today had definitely turned Allie’s thoughts inside out. This was not like her, not at all.
Not only had she shown up for the meeting with Jerry empty-handed, but she’d ended up spending a good five minutes digging through the stack of papers in her car, looking for her notes. She’d experienced a brief moment of panic before she finally laid her hands on them.
“Allison Je—” Her mother’s familiar voice behind Allie, cut off midname. “Sorry, I forgot. You’re undercover. Should I call you Agent Ninety-nine?”
Allie turned around. “No, Ma, you don’t have to do that. I have to get back inside Margie’s for a meeting anyway.”
Her mother worked a smile to her face, but it fell flat. “Of course. No time for your mother. I understand.”
But she didn’t, and it was obvious.
The parking lot was half-full of cars, but empty of people, downtown Tempest as sleepy as a toddler ready for his nap in the heat of the late afternoon. Allie knew that if she didn’t take this moment to try to repair some of the damage in the relationship with her mother, the tear between them was eventually going to become too big. Despite everything, she didn’t want that. “Ma, let’s take a minute.”
“I thought you had a meeting.”
“It can wait. You come first.” Allie gestured to a bench that sat at the rear of Margie’s, leftover from a stop for a bus that no longer ran through Tempest. The bench had remained, used now by teens as an after-school hangout, old men looking for some summer shade, young lovers seeking a little late night privacy. It was scarred and in need of a fresh coat of paint, the words SAVE AND SHOP AT JOE’S SAV-A-LOT blurred into something that looked oddly like a bunch of S-shaped snakes dancing across the back of the seat.
They sat down, her mother on one end, her bag of groceries securely on her lap in front of her chest, like a shield. Allie on the other, the papers in the same position. “What are you doing downtown?” Allie asked, the innocuous question an easy opening before getting to the hard subjects.
“Running errands. Mailing letters, picking up your father’s prescriptions. Some groceries for dinner tonight.” She raised the bag in her hands, shrugged. “Boring things like that.”
Another dig, implying the kinds of things that Allie wouldn’t want to hear about. She supposed she deserved that remark.
Allie sighed. “I’m sorry, Ma, for what happened the other night.”
Her mother waved her hand. “It’s already forgotten.”
But it wasn’t, and they both knew it. Allie could easily let the entire conversation end here, and in a day, maybe two, they’d fall into the same familiar pattern, burying this argument under the carpet along with the others, and all the things that had gone unsaid over the years.
Allie looked up, at the sun beating down, the same sun that shone over Tempest, then made its way westward to L.A. The same sun, the same problems, that had followed her all those miles.
And hadn’t gone away, even though she’d shed the pounds. She’d changed her appearance, but deep down, had she really dealt with all that had gotten her that way in the first place?
“Why did you do it, Allison?” her mother asked after a while, her voice quiet and soft.
“Do what?”
“Go away? And not come back?”
Allie knew she could spit out the easy answer, the one about careers and opportunities, about how Tempest didn’t offer much in the way of film and movie jobs, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.
And she knew her mother would see through that as easily as she could see through Aunt Tilda’s ancient housedresses on a sunny summer day.
“No one ever understood me here, Ma,” Allie said after a second. “I was an outsider. No, worse than that, I was invisible.”
“How can you say that? You have a family here, a family that cares.”
“If you did, then why didn’t you tell me?”
Her mother shifted on the bench to face Allie. “What do you mean, tell you?”
“All my life, Ma, you never once told me you loved me.” The truth lay there, in the bright Tempest sunshine, finally spoken aloud, and then, the rest of it, rising to the surface, the words unstoppable, yet slipping past her lips in a quiet jerk of a sob, the question she’d never wanted to ask, the doubts that had never gone away. “And you were never there, never took an interest in my stories or the things I wrote. But Carlene, you always had time for Carlene.” Allie thought of all the times her mother had gone to Carlene’s art fairs, choir performances, sat up late with Carlene in the kitchen to hear all about a date. Allie had felt like she walked in and out of the house, ate the meals, and was more a decoration than an active part of the family. Was that what had driven Allie to her room with a bag of chips? Was that why she hadn’t been able to lose the weight finally until she got out on her own, far from home? “Never me, Ma. Wasn’t I good enough?”
“Oh, sweetie, of course you were. You and your sister both were just fine. I never preferred one of you to the other.”
“Then why did Carlene get all the attention?”
Ma sighed. “She demanded it. You…you were the quiet one, never seemed to need much, just kept to yourself. Carlene, she always had to be the star. It was easier, I guess, just to keep on making her that way.” Ma shrugged. “When you were little, I could just give you a cookie and off you’d go, happy as a clam. But Carlene was always, ‘Ma, watch this. Ma, see me do that.’ She took ten men and an army to raise.” Ma released a breath, then shifted on the bench. “Not so much now, though. I don’t know what’s got into that girl since you left.”
“Maybe I should have spoken up more,” Allie said.
Ma’s soft hand met Allie’s cheek for one second, then went back to her grip on the sack. “And maybe I could have, too. But I told you how I felt, Allison. In the best way I knew how. With this.” She held up the grocery bag, its contents rustling a familiar whisper of baked potatoes, pot roast, apple pie. “Why would I make all of this if I didn’t care?”
Food, always food. The Gray family’s favorite means of communication. Allie thought back to her childhood and couldn’t remember a conversation that didn’t have a plate of cookies in the center of it, a piece of pie at the tail end, a dinner or a breakfast opening. Sentences spoken between mouthfuls, the day’s stories told around extra servings.
Ma, always making sure everyone got enough. That no one left the table hungry. She’d fed everyone from the cable guy to Dad’s friends from the factory, using her universal language, cooking the recipes handed down to her from her mother, and her mother’s mother. Generations of the same conversation.
Allie closed her eyes, blinking back the sting of tears. “Why couldn’t you say the words, Ma?”
Earl’s dented old mail truck headed down Washington Street, making its chugging, noisy journey back to his office. He cast a curious glance in Allie’s direction, then continued on his way. When silence returned to their little corner, her mother finally spoke.
“That’s not the way I do things, Allie. I just…” Ma’s gaze softened and she shook her head. “I try, I really do, but I’m just not that kind of person. I show my love. I don’t need to be speaking it all the time.”
Allie rose and gave her mother’s hand one quick squeeze before releasing it. “Maybe that was the whole problem, Ma. We kept our mouths so full we never talked about anything.”
Then she went back into the diner before the tears that had been threatening at the back of her eyes made their way down her cheeks.



Chapter 22

Duncan stared at the face in the book and wondered how such a smart man could be such an idiot. It had taken him the better part of an hour to find the Tempest High yearbook, buried in a box in the attic.
He hadn’t wanted to believe it, hadn’t wanted to believe the suspicions that Steve had raised, the same ones that had nagged in his own mind for the past two weeks, to be true, but they were. It was her after all, as unbelievable as it seemed.
“Allison Gray.” Duncan read the words aloud for the third time.
But that didn’t lessen their impact.
Nor did it take away the sting of betrayal. The hurt that rocketed through his chest, launched a razor sharp spray of shrapnel. How could she have lied to him? But most of all—
To Katie?
Duncan cast a glance toward his sister, who was wheeling herself up the ramp at the backdoor, the dog trotting happily behind her.
He’d vowed no one would ever hurt Katie again.
He just hadn’t expected the hurt to come walking into his house—and take him along for the ride.
“What are you doing?” Katie asked as he came inside, her face red with exertion and the exposure to the sun, giving her the youthful glow she should have at her age.
“Nothing.” Duncan slammed the book shut and quickly slipped it in among a bunch of other leather-clad volumes on the shelves flanking the mantel. In his pocket, the hard velvet box pressed against his pocket, a telltale bulge announcing his intentions.
Stupid. He’d been so stupid. Duncan steeled himself again and turned slightly away from Katie, then withdrew the box and slipped it behind the books, out of her sight.
And hopefully out of his mind.
Never again, he vowed, would he let anyone get that close. Not to him, and especially not to his sister.
“Duncan, I invited Allie for dinner. I was thinking I’d cook.” His kid sister grinned up at him. “I know, I’ve never done that before and I can see the worry already in your eyes, but I can handle it. Allie promised to help and besides it’s just spag—”
“No.”
“No, what? No spaghetti? No garlic bread? No cooking from me? You can’t have all the fun in the kitchen, you know.” She gave him a wink, knowing full well that he would rather order takeout than pick up a spatula.
“No to Allie coming over.”
“She’s not busy. I already asked her. And—”
“I said no.”
Katie let out a gust. “Why do you do that? Just order things around and make all the decisions? And what do you have against Allie tonight anyway? I thought you liked her.”
Instead of answering her question, Duncan crossed to the kitchen and pulled out the sheaf of menus from behind the phone. “What about Mexican? You know that place in Indianapolis will deliver out here if I promise to pay the driver extra.”
“What will it take to get you to answer me?” Katie said, wheeling herself right out to him.
“I hate that thing.” He gestured toward the wheelchair, meaning no such thing, but trying to distract her.
“Because it means you can’t run away from me.” She propped her arms on the side and sat back, triumphant. “So tell me what’s bugging you.”
“You’re my kid sister. I don’t have to tell—”
“I am twenty-three, Duncan. Hardly a kid anymore.”
He looked down at her and for the first time—maybe the first time ever—saw his sister had, indeed, aged. All he’d ever seen was that frail, fragile girl in the bed. Never the young woman whose bright cheeks and determined grin met him now.
Twenty-three. That meant he was twenty-five. Where had those years gone? They’d passed in a blink, gone as quickly as snowflakes, the months melting one into another. His life, his future—a future he’d just yesterday pictured spending with—
No. He wasn’t going to think about that, or her, again.
“Duncan, I might not have acted it, but I have grown up in the past five years.” Katie looked down at her lap, then spun a bit in her chair. “Some, at least.”
He lowered himself to his knees beside her, thinking of all the changes in the past few days, the things she’d had to face, mountains she’d had to climb. Mountains some people wouldn’t have been able to face, much less conquer. He was damned proud of her, and of how far she’d come. “You have grown up a lot, Katie. A whole lot.”
“Hey, don’t go getting out the band and the standing ovation for me.” She gave him a bittersweet smile. “I have a ways to go yet. Even I know that. And so do you.”
“Me, I’m fine.”
“Oh yeah?” Her tone challenging now, the old, defiant Katie he remembered. “You may have both your legs, Duncan, but you’ve got plenty of other problems paralyzing you.”
He rose, went back to studying the menus. “Nothing’s paralyzing me, Katie. I’m just…cautious.”
“So cautious you’re going to let a great woman go back to L.A. without even trying to stop her?”
“She’s not what she seems, Katie.” Duncan sighed and tossed the rainbow of menus onto the kitchen table. His appetite was gone anyway.
“So? Who is? Are you? Hell, are any of us? We never were, not in this house.”
He looked around the walls, empty now of the artwork, the carefully orchestrated photo shots, yet still holding the memories. He should sell this place, move both of them to somewhere sunny and bright. Somewhere they could start over again, without the specter of their father hanging over everything. “We weren’t, were we?”
“Then how can you blame Allie, Duncan?” Then she wheeled away, awfully wise for someone who was two years younger than him.
Ranger gave Duncan a bark, then hurried after Katie in doggy agreement.
Duncan sighed, then sank into one of the wooden chairs that ringed the walnut table, one of the few pieces he’d kept because it had been his mother’s—and not an antique, not pretentious. Just an everyday kitchen set. There were days when he wondered how his life would have turned out if his mother had lived, if he and Katie both had had her quiet, guiding hand to help them through their lives.
He ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. “If only it were that simple, Katie.”



Chapter 23

Allie should have been ecstatic. She had everything she wanted, everything she’d come to Tempest to accomplish.
And it couldn’t have been less what she had envisioned. Yet she still forced a smile to her face, hoping it wouldn’t shatter. Jerry had taken her seriously throughout the meeting for the next day’s shooting schedule. Not once had he raised his voice, called her Sugar-pie, or asked her to retrieve anything with caffeine in it. When they were done, he sent the rest of his crew to sit at other tables, but had Allie stay behind.
“You were unfreakin’ believable in that interview today. Where did you come up with all that crap about Sorority Slumber Party Slaughter?”
“There wasn’t anything to come up with, Jerry. It was all there, in the script. You just had to dig for it.” Allie chuckled. “Okay, dig really deep.” She didn’t add that her own past had helped her see the underlying message in the werewolf’s story.
Was there some hidden karmic reason she’d put Lisa in the costume?
Allie shook off the thought. She refused to think she had anything in common with the one person who had been the bane of her high school existence.
“Well, either way, what you did back there was unreal. I’ll have to hire you to write all the PR. Next thing you know, you’ll be getting me nominated for an Academy Award.” Jerry chuckled.
“An Academy Award might be going a little far.”
“Maybe. But a guy can have his dreams.” Jerry put his boots up on the opposite bench at Margie’s diner, much to the consternation of Margie and Dick, who were leaning against the counter, arms crossed over their chests, sending glares Jerry’s way. But the pile of plates on Jerry’s table, and the ones for the rest of the crew, not to mention the food Margie’s had been hired to cater for the movie, kept Margie from protesting a few scuff marks on her red vinyl. “So, give me the pitch for this chick flick that you want to do.”
Allie blinked. So he had been listening to her over the years. “Are you thinking of backing it?”
“Honey, I’d back a remake of freakin’ Big Top Pee-Wee if I thought it would make money.”
Allie laid her hands on the table, weighing the dozens of pitches that had floated in her head for years, choosing the one dearest to her heart, the one she thought had the most potential. “I want to do a reunion story where two women run into each other years after breaking off contact. They don’t even recognize each other because they’ve changed so much. They were the outcasts in high school, because they were both overweight, ridiculed all their lives. They’ve changed their appearances, but they’re still good people inside. Their lives have taken very different paths, and now, they’re best friends, reunited. They find out that they were happy just the way they were. That they had everything they already needed inside.”
“What? Beaches with fat chicks?”
Allie forced herself to swallow back the offense. Jerry had never been about tact, but he had, indeed, nailed her long, rambling nervous pitch into one quick high concept. Not exactly a palatable high concept and one that did still need a polish that would make it have some kind of taste. “Sort of, only with a happy ending.”
Jerry scratched his chin and thought for a minute. “I don’t know. You think this friendship thing is going to be hot in theaters?”
“Have you seen what’s big on TV lately? Grey’s Anatomy? Sex in the City? Desperate Housewives? Women’s friendships are it today, Jerry. You’d be jumping on a trend here.”
He looked dubious. “You sure you don’t want to throw in a couple of dead bodies? A few teens in skimpy bikinis?”
She cringed. “No. Absolutely not. I have a script—”
“Where’d you get a script?”
“I wrote it.”
“You write? Since when?”
“I always have. I’ve tried to tell you that a hundred times but you never heard me.”
“Sorry, Sugar—” He reddened, then corrected himself. “Er…Allie, but I’m a guy. And when a guy like me looks at a woman like you, he doesn’t exactly have his listening ears on, if you know what I mean.”
Yeah, she did. How many men had never looked past her chest? Never noticed that she had a head above her breasts? “Will you read the script? And give it a fair shot?”
“Will you teach Leath how to make my damned lattes?”
Allie chuckled. “Of course.”
“Then I’ll consider your script. It’s not a dud, is it? Because I don’t make duds.” He paused a second. “Okay, I do make duds, but starting today, I’m on a strict no-dud streak.”
“That’s a good policy.”
“I read it in some self-help book. My wife keeps that crap in the bathroom. I got desperate.”
“I promise this will not be a dud. It’s got all the right ingredients. Laughs, a good cry, even some sex.”
“Perfect. Sounds like you’re onto something. A moneymaker at that.”
“Really?”
“You’re surprised I’d say that?”
“Actually, yes.”
“Listen, I know I’m a pig and a bastard to work for. But I’m not stupid enough to let a good movie go over to Spielberg or Howard, not when it’s sitting right in front of me. I don’t give a shit if the janitor wrote the script. You have a good idea; I’ll put some money on the table for it. I’ll let you make this one and then kiss you good-bye.”
“Good-bye?” The words were a squeak.
“Allie, you stay one more day with me after this movie is wrapped and you’re an idiot. I’ll friggin’ fire you myself. You got guts, talent, and smarts. Take ’em someplace where they’ll be appreciated.” He sat back, his feet landing with a plop on the floor. “Now, if you ever tell anyone I said that, I’m denying it. I gotta get back to the farmhouse. Brock called earlier and apparently his aura is in a twist. I have to convince him that it’s not going to show on camera tomorrow.”
She chuckled. “And if you can’t?”
“Then I get another stud to replace that dud.” Jerry grinned, then headed out of Margie’s.
Allie sat back on the benchseat and toyed with her empty coffee mug, joy ricocheting inside her chest. She’d done it.
She was going to make a movie. Her first movie. The kind she’d dreamed about for years.
Suddenly, she wanted to tell someone, to share her news. She looked around, ready to bound out of the seat, the excitement a balloon in her chest ready to burst, but the world around her churned along at regular Tempest speed. If anyone had noticed the exchange in the booth, they didn’t give so much of a blink of indication.
She rose, spinning, searching for a familiar face, praying for Vanessa to walk in, for her sister, for anyone she knew.
Her gaze swept over Margie, Dick, Harry, Petey, and Joe. Earl had come in for his evening meal, and taken up residence at the end of the counter, already holding court about the production company, complaining up a storm and vowing to make their intrusion part of his next campaign platform, tourist dollars or no tourist dollars. Allie scanned the crowd again, seeing Scotty, Leath—
Lisa Connelly.
Okay, anyone she knew—and liked. Lisa was talking to Scotty and Leath, excitedly going on and on about her new role and its potential for a sequel. Apparently she hadn’t read the ending of the script and seen Wanda Wolfie’s fate.
And then, with the timing of fate—serendipity, whatever it was, Allie didn’t question it—Duncan strode through the door of Margie’s, heading straight for her. She rose and closed the distance between them, a smile breaking across her face. “Duncan! You’ll never believe what happened.”
“When were you going to tell me?”
“Right now. I just found out.” She pointed toward the door her boss had just exited. “Jerry—”
“I meant tell me who you really were.”
The bottom dropped out of her stomach. Quiet slowly descended over the room at the angry, determined tone in Duncan’s voice. Allie’s joy wound from seventy-eight rpms down to a scratched thirty-three, bumping and jerking before shuddering to a halt. “Who…” But she couldn’t get the words past the lump in her throat.
Past the silence around them. The dark thundercloud in Duncan’s eyes.
No, no. Not now. Please not now.
“Don’t even try to lie, Allison Gray.” The syllables of her name seemed to bounce off the walls of the diner, reverberating off the Kewpie dolls standing sentinel along a thin shelf near the ceiling, their little O-shaped mouths open in shock, wide eyes of accusation.
Someone coughed. A fork screeched across a plate. In the back, a dish shattered on the kitchen floor. But no one moved, said a word, seemed even to breathe. Duncan held his ground, the glare in his eyes darkened with the black of betrayal.
Allie’s mouth dropped open, ready to spout a denial, but she bit it back. What could she say? How could she explain it? Explain why she hadn’t told him sooner? Found a way to slip it into conversation? “Duncan, I…I…”
“Allison Gray?” Lisa’s acidic voice cut through the heavy silence of Margie’s. “I should have guessed it was you. And here I thought my mother was kidding when she said you were back in town.”
The diners whispered Allison’s name, everyone watching, waiting.
Lisa moved forward. “You’ve lost a few pounds of course, but it seems you’re still the same old Allison. And now you’ve added a new trick to get what you want. Lying. You’re trying to hide, to pretend to be something you aren’t, just so that you can be—” Lisa’s expression had lost all its sweetness and light, reverting to the same hateful disdain she’d given to the Blue Plate Special lady. “Liked.”
Allie froze, and as everyone’s gaze swiveled toward her, even Duncan’s, hurt, shocked, betrayed, the instinct to become a flogging pole sprang to life. This wasn’t what she’d pictured.
She swallowed hard, sweat beading on her brow, heart hammering in her chest. Fight or flight, the psychologists called it.
She wanted the floor to open up. Provide a handy escape. That’s all she’d ever wanted—a way to disappear, to make them forget she existed. So they’d just leave her alone. Find someone else to pummel.
Then she realized there was no hole this time. No teacher was going to march in and rescue her from Lisa. She couldn’t hide behind her Trig book or wait for the third period bell to ring and give her an excuse to slink out the back of the room.
All the pounds she’d lost, the changes in her appearance, her success in this very room not five minutes ago, dissolved as fast as Noxzema on Aunt Tilda’s sweaty palms.
Hell, it had dissolved the minute Duncan looked at her, his eyes so full of hurt that she’d realized revenge wasn’t as sweet as she’d imagined.
“What, nothing to say, now that you don’t have your little movie to hide behind anymore? You’re as pathetic as ever,” Lisa said, and began to turn around, disgusted.
“Lisa, you’re going too far,” Duncan said. “Back off. Leave her alone.”
“Why are you defending her? That bitch lied to you, too.”
“Let it go,” Duncan said, his voice low and dark. “She’s done nothing to you.”
“Oh yeah? She stole you, didn’t she?” Lisa wheeled on Allie, her face aflame. “Twice. And now she’s made a fool of you. And me. I hate her. I always have.”
Allie took a step back from the venom in Lisa’s voice. She hated her? For stealing Duncan? When had Allie ever had Duncan in the first place?
“What is your problem, Lisa?” Allie asked. “What did I ever do to you?”
“You existed,” Lisa said. “That was enough.”
“Bullshit,” Allie said. “That’s not a reason to hate someone. To torture them.”
“It’s good enough for me.” Lisa snorted. “You made it so easy.”
“I made it so easy?” Allie said, thinking of all the times Lisa’s words had started a torrent of cruelty, all the days Allie had left school in tears, walking home, crying the whole way, barely able to see the sidewalk, wondering what she had done to deserve all this, besides have one too many helpings. And then, making it worse by going straight to the cookie jar, or the potato chips, stuffing her face, trying to quiet the echoes of those voices.
“I made it easy?” she repeated. “Or was it just that you were that cruel? Yeah, Lisa, it’s me. Allison Gray. The Gray Whale. Remember that nice little nickname you gave me back in kindergarten? Funny how those things can stick all the way through high school.”
Lisa scoffed. “That was a joke. You’re still holding that against me? How many years ago was that? I guess you can move to L.A. but you can’t take the dairy out of the cow, now can you?”
“And you can’t take the bitch out of you.”
Lisa’s eyes widened in surprise at the retaliatory words. Then she took a step forward, her sneer adding ten years to her face. “You think you’re so hot, coming back to town with your fancy movie and your Hollywood friends, but it turns out you’re the same fat, nasty girl you always were. Why don’t you just take your cameras and your ‘opportunities’”—Lisa put little air quotes around the word, then flung her fingers toward the posting on the wall, cut out from the Tempest Weekly—“back to where you came from? Trailer trash doesn’t become royalty just because it changes its zip code and its dress size.”
“Lisa, shut up,” Duncan said. “I think you should leave. You’ve said enough—”
“I’ll handle this, Duncan,” Allie said, cutting him off, with her hand, her words. Every single one of the insults Lisa had thrown at her rose inside of Allie’s throat like bile, layered with the sneers, the disgusted looks, the torturous gym classes. It all crystallized in that moment, in the woman standing in front of her—Lisa, the ringleader. The source of so much pain. Allie’s fists balled at her side and the tension in her gut knotted, then unraveled as she moved forward.
“You know, Lisa, I never knew what your problem was with me. Maybe you were afraid to turn into me. Maybe you saw more of yourself in me than you wanted to admit. Or maybe you’re just a total bitch. Personally, I think you’re just a jealous tramp who never got up the guts to step one foot out of Tempest. To make yourself feel better you cut down everyone else around you.”
Lisa snorted and looked away.
“I don’t even care anymore. You can’t hurt me now. I’m done letting anything you say affect me.” Allie took a step forward, watching Lisa’s eyes widen as she did. “You know what’s really pathetic? That all these years after high school, the only thing you can do is stand here and act like you’re still some miserable”—another step—“washed-up”—a third—“scared-as-shit”—and then a fourth, bringing her nearly nose to nose with Lisa, whose nostrils flared in and out, a bull ready to charge—“bully who hasn’t got the guts to grow up like the rest of us.”
If Margie’s had been a movie set, the crowd around her would have erupted in a scripted cheer, rah-rahing the underdog of Tempest finally standing up to the bully of the senior class.
But there was only silence. Drop-a-pin-and-hear-it-echo-for-miles silence.
She looked to Duncan. And didn’t find the Hollywood ending there either. In his eyes, she saw—
Disappointment.
He stepped back. “Hell of a speech,” he said. “But the Allison I thought I knew would never have said something like that to someone.”
“Maybe you never knew me very well at all.” But as she said the words, she wondered how well she knew herself. She’d changed the exterior, but the interior felt like a jumbled mess right now. “It doesn’t matter,” Allie said as much to herself as everyone else, “I don’t need to prove anything to any of you.”
Earl looked at her, his arms over his chest, judgment yet to be passed. “If that’s so, then why didn’t you tell anyone who you were?”
“Because in this town, people judge first and ask questions later. And I wanted to show all of you.” She turned around, indicating Margie and Dick and Joe and Harry and Petey, all of whom were staring at her, pies and eggs and home fries forgotten. “Allison Gray wasn’t some worthless glob of human flesh. If I had come back here, weighing what I used to, no one would have ever looked at me. Listened to me. Given me a chance.”
“No, Allie, that’s where you’re wrong,” Duncan said. “By lying, you never gave any of us a chance.”
Then he left, the door whooshing shut behind him signaling the end of everything that Allie had thought was going right and had suddenly gone so very, very wrong.



Chapter 24

“The prodigal daughter returns again. Boy, are you a glutton for punishment.” Carlene gave Allie a dismissive, sarcastic look, then headed into the kitchen, clutching a bag of chips like Linus with his blankie.
“I’m done hiding. Everyone found out who I am.”
“Who dropped the big bombshell?”
“Duncan.”
Carlene arched a brow in surprise. “You’re turning into a regular episode of General Hospital.”
“I think having the truth out there is better. Or I hope it will be in the end.” Except for the fallout Allie had read on Duncan’s face, she could almost believe everything would work out okay.
Almost.
“Hey, what’d you say to Ma today?” Carlene reached into the fridge for a can of soda. “She came in here, dropped off some groceries, then dragged Dad out to go buy more. She was like Imelda Marcos on a shoe frenzy. All upset and saying something about food and love. I don’t know, it wasn’t making any sense.”
Allie sighed. “It’s complicated. I made a mess of things.”
Carlene brushed by her sister. “I’ll say. When you screw up, you do it big time.”
“Yeah, well, about those screwups…” Allie followed Carlene, and figured she’d tackle the last big topic left in Tempest. “I wanted to talk to you about why you’re hiding.”
“I’m not hiding from anything, so go take your holier-than-thou ass back to L.A.” Carlene hefted herself up onto the sofa and turned on the TV.
Allie moved in front of the thirty-five-inch set, blocking most of the view. “What made you turn into me?”
“I’m trying to watch Maury Povich here.”
“That didn’t answer my question.”
“Yeah, I noticed that. Now, will you move?” She popped some chips into her mouth and munched.
“Carlene, I’m worried about you.”
“Since when? Since you moved to L.A. and pretty much forgot I existed? Since you spent all your days getting the perfect body? Since you came back to town with a different name and wouldn’t let us tell anyone you were here? Like we were the trash you forgot to take out?”
“You know I don’t feel that way.”
“That’s a lie and we both know it.” Carlene took a swig from the soda can on the table beside her. “Because I feel the same damned way.”
“Why? Last time I saw you, you were dating Doug Wilkins and going to a different party every Friday night.”
“Doug dumped me and parties stopped being fun.”
“Why?”
“If I wanted to play twenty questions, I would have bought the game. Now let me watch Maury.”
“No. Not until you tell me what happened.”
Carlene shot her sister a look of disdain, then flopped positions and turned up the volume.
Her mother and father entered the trailer then, in a flurry of grocery bags. “Oh, it’s Allison Jean. Back again?” Allie could have frozen an Eskimo in her mother’s tone.
Clearly their conversation on the bench hadn’t solved everything. Allie was batting a thousand right now. She’d ruined nearly every relationship she had. It was definitely time to go back to L.A. She wondered how much longer Jerry would need her to stay or if she could hop on the next plane going west.
“I was visiting Carlene.” Unsuccessfully, Allie added mentally. “Need some help?”
“Oh, no, dear, you don’t have to help. You just sit yourself down. I’ll do it all.”
“Beatrice, let the girl help. Your heart’s not getting any younger and neither is my hip.” Dad pulled out a chair and nearly forced his wife into it. “Carlene, get your butt off the sofa and grab some bags.”
Carlene did as she was told, following Allie out to the car. A wicked wind had sprung up in the few minutes since Allie had entered the trailer. She paused on her way up the concrete steps, looking toward the sky. “What does that look like to you?”
“A storm, Einstein.” Carlene shifted the bags in her hands and kept going. “So?”
“This one looks like a bad storm. Maybe a tornado.”
“Tempest hasn’t had a tornado in a million years, Allison. And it isn’t going to have one today.”
“I don’t know,” Allie said, glancing over at her sister, at the discontent still brewing in Carlene’s eyes. “I think we’ve got a big one on the way.”
 
“Mr. H.?” Wally’s voice on the other side of Duncan’s door had a decided nervous shakiness to it.
Duncan opened the door, annoyed and at the same time glad for the distraction. All he’d been doing was staring at the walls, rehashing the bombshell in Margie’s diner and getting nowhere fast. He was in no mood to deal with Wally’s weather enthusiasm, but figured it was better than his own grumpy company. “What?”
“There’s a big storm headed this way. Think we should interrupt Dr. Phil?”
“Let me check the Doppler.” Besides, it would give him something to do and give him a reason to escape his own thoughts. Right now, he’d like nothing better than to head off to a corner to stew and lick his wounds, but Wally was following him like an overeager puppy. The least he could do was check out the radar and look over the ratio of reds and greens before weighing the wisdom of breaking into the afternoon broadcast of Dr. Phil.
If he interrupted the pop psychologist too many times, the station would hear about it from angry fans of the Texan. Too few interruptions, and they’d complain that Duncan hadn’t given them enough warning to get their booties on before leaving for their afternoon Bingo games.
Predicting weather, Duncan had found, was an awful lot about pleasing the people by not getting in the way just when the wife was coming clean about her extramarital affairs.
“Wally!” Steve’s voice came booming over the interoffice speakers. “Phone call, line three. Your mommy wants you.”
The intern blushed three shades of crimson, then hurried off to take the call, leaving Duncan alone with the radar. A moment later, Wally poked his head back around the corner. “Mr. H.? My mom needs me at home. Her car won’t start and I need to give her a ride to work. Is it okay if I leave early?”
“Sure, sure,” Duncan said. He waved off the intern and settled in at the weather desk. Staying here would undoubtedly be better than becoming the office hermit. Duncan fiddled with the software, then clicked on the live outdoor shot. Gathering cumulonimbus clouds presented an ominous, ugly view, looming over the station like a coven of witches.
He returned his attention to the computer screen, scanning the Doppler radar. In many places, the spots of green had been superceded by yellow.
Green meant precipitation. The darker the shade, the heavier the rain. Green was okay. Green he could deal with. Yellow meant severe weather, thunderstorms and the like.
And red—
Red was danger.
He saw a flicker of crimson appear for one brief moment to the southwest of Tempest. There, like a firefly flash in the center of the kidney-shaped storm cell, then gone.
He clicked through the rest of the Doppler software, seeing nothing but a lot of numbers that didn’t make much sense. Heck, when had they ever made sense?
Nevertheless he went back to the radar screen. He may not have picked up much in the few classes he’d been able to attend, but he knew one thing, this was no ordinary storm.
Something nagged at his gut. A feeling, but without the ability to read the data, he couldn’t tell if it was his empty stomach or a true weather barometer.
He glanced around, looking for Wally, before he remembered the intern was already gone. The Magic 8 Ball was too far away, sitting in the bottom drawer of his desk.
To hell with the stupid toy anyway. Even if he had it in his hands, he knew the Magic 8 Ball couldn’t quiet this gut feeling. Neither could Wally.
Something was in the air, Duncan just knew it. Something big.
Klein and Jane weren’t due to come in for another hour, Steve was off in his office probably writing love letters to his Russian paramour. That left Duncan.
And the approaching flickers of red and yellow.
He clicked through screen after screen, trying to make sense of the data in his head, translating the information about supercell thunderstorms, reflectivity and wind velocity into the chances of this becoming something worse, the knot in his stomach clenching and tightening, telling him again that this was no ordinary storm.
And it looked like it was heading straight for—
Duncan cursed under his breath. Quickly, he got out a map, plotted the storm’s projected path.
Oh, hell. No. He plotted again, scanned the data one more time. Oh, God.
Allie. Katie.
The whole town.
Duncan sat back against his chair, his heart hammering in his chest, the colors on the screen beginning to flicker like stoplights gone wild, making their journey inch by inch across the screen.
The storm was coming. He had to make a decision.
A choice. An impossible choice.
Time ticked on the clock above him. He couldn’t make this choice. God, no, he couldn’t make it.
Leave the station to go home and save his sister, save the woman he cared about—despite everything—or stay here, and warn the entire town.
The pencil in his fingers snapped. How could he choose?
There wasn’t even enough time to hesitate. With a storm like this, even seconds mattered. Katie would have to be okay. She had the dog, she’d learned to navigate the chair, the stair lift.
She’d have to be okay, he repeated in his head.
And Allie. He had to hope she wasn’t out in the open somewhere, or worse, at her parents’ trailer, one of those cheap metal homes weathermen half-jokingly called “tornado magnets.”
Duncan closed his eyes, said a prayer, then depressed the intercom button on the phone. “Steve, call my sister, and then call the Gray family. They live out on Rural Route 20. Tell them to get somewhere safe. Somewhere with a basement, for God’s sake. Then get in here with whatever we’ve got around here for a crew, because we’re going live immediately. We have a tornado on our hands.”
Duncan swung over to the computer, quickly created a weather warning page and a scrolling message. Behind him, he heard the station’s afternoon skeleton crew hustling into position. When he was done, Duncan stepped in front of the blue screen, clipped on a mike, and waited while Jim counted down. “Five, four, three—”
And then the cue. Duncan was live.
If there was ever a time in his life when he’d better take his job seriously, this was it.



Chapter 25

“I don’t see why we can’t stay home,” Ma muttered from the back of the Taurus. “We were perfectly fine where we were.”
Allie glanced from the road to the sky and back again. “There’s a storm coming, Ma, and I don’t think the trailer is the best place to be.”
“It’s been fine for thirty years’ worth of storms, hasn’t it, Larry?”
Her father grunted. “Is there going to be food where we’re going?”
Allie chuckled. “Yes.”
“Then count me in.”
Ma swatted his arm. “I brought you some graham crackers and chocolate bars for a snack. I’m prepared to feed you, don’t you worry.”
“Food’s food, Beatrice, no matter where we eat it.” Her father craned his neck to look out the window at the clouds, now quadrupling in darkness and size. “Allison’s right. That sky does look pretty mean.”
Carlene had taken the passenger’s seat, and spent the entire ride silent as a piece of wood. It took less than five minutes to get from the trailer to the Henry house. As soon as Allie pulled in, the new nurse came hurrying down the porch stairs.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” Mary, the nurse said. “There is no dealing with the girl today. She kicked me out. Said she doesn’t want anyone but you.”
“Has she been…” Allie’s voice trailed off. She didn’t want to finish the question, not with her whole family here.
“I don’t think so,” Mary said. “But she’s pretty grumpy, at least with me. Personally, I think she misses you.”
“Go on home to your family,” Allie said. “A storm’s coming. I’ll stay with her.”
Mary looked relieved, and headed out to her car, bag already in hand, clearly ready to go.
“Why are we at the Henry place? You know how I feel about him.” Dad scowled. “I am not setting foot in that man’s house.”
“And neither am I,” Ma added, standing resolute beside her husband, her arms crossed over her chest. “What were you thinking, bringing us to the Henry house, of all places?”
“This is where Katie is. And if a storm is coming, I want to know that Katie’s safe. Since I can’t bring her to the trailer, because there’s no basement, I brought all of you to her.”
“Katie? Katie Henry?” Carlene’s face paled.
Allie knew then, the pieces falling into place as easily as waves filling a hole in the sand. Carlene had been there that night. That’s how she knew so much about what happened with Katie.
And her guilt, probably over what had happened to Katie, had led to her overeating. Carlene had started stuffing it back inside, using potato chips to keep from having to deal with those feelings.
“Get that nurse back here to take care of her,” Carlene said. “We don’t need to be here.”
“Suit yourself. It’s a long way back home. In the rain.” Allie pocketed her keys and strode up the porch and into the house, leaving the door ajar, just as the first fat drops of rain began to fall. She didn’t have time to talk to Carlene about that night with Katie, not with this storm on the way, but she would. She didn’t want to see Carlene spend her life on a sofa.
The three Grays stood outside for a minute more, stubborn, but then the rain fell harder. Apparently it was hard to hold a grudge when you were wet.
“We’ll just stay until the storm passes,” Ma said, stepping inside the door and not a foot more.
“Yeah,” Carlene agreed.
Beside them came the whine of a motor, the jerking sound of a belt and the clang of metal. Followed by the even clicking of paws on wood. “Allie! You came.”
“You promised me spaghetti and meatballs. And I brought some company.”
“So I did,” Katie said. “It’s all cooked, though I was just packing the food away. I wasn’t sure you were coming.”
“I know,” Allie said. “I owe you an explanation.” Allie drew in a breath, then decided to get honest with Katie, too, and hope that Katie would understand. “My real name, Katie, is Allison Gray. I grew up in Tempest. I’m sorry I—”
Katie waved off the explanation and shrugged. “I already figured that out, Allie, a while ago. I’m smarter than your average bear.” She gave Allie a smile of understanding and when she did, Allie put the pieces together.
“That day when I told you my story?”
Katie nodded. “One thing about being bedridden, it gives you lots of time to think. I put the pieces together pretty soon after that. I understood why you did what you did.”
Katie disengaged the chair from the lift, then rolled it over to the group, halting before them and extending her hand. “I already know Carlene. This must be your mother and father?”
“Yes,” Allie said, amazed at the resiliency of Katie, who had seemed so much the opposite just days earlier. “Beatrice and Larry. Ma and Dad, meet Katie Henry.”
Awkward silence greeted Katie at first, then Beatrice put her hand out. “Why you’re just a speck of a thing.”
“Duncan got all the beefy Henry jeans,” Katie said with a laugh. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Gray.”
Beatrice elbowed her husband, who finally shook Katie’s hand. “Nice to meet you,” he mumbled.
“I know I’m not the one who did it, but I’m sorry about the factory,” Katie said. “My father ruined a lot of people’s lives.”
Her parents looked stunned for a moment, then, as if all it took was an apology to make up for the ruin John Henry had wreaked, Dad gave Katie a smile. “All in the past, young lady.”
Allie turned to see her sister’s reaction to the comment. Carlene was gone. Either she’d gone back into the car, opted to walk back home, or was wandering the Henry house.
Allie opted for door number three, considering the rain was coming down in sheets now. “Katie,” Allie said, glancing again at the sky, “do you have a TV down here, too?”
Katie pointed to one in the front parlor, and the four of them gathered around it, watching Duncan come to life on the screen.
The picture took its time coming into focus, the volume and the words hitting first. “Storm this size…packing quite a wallop…parts of Tempest are in for a direct hit…possible tornado.”
Duncan’s eyes stared straight into Allie’s, it seemed, from the TV set. Her heart still reacted to him, still loved him, still contracted and wanted him. She wished she could turn back the clock and fix things, somehow undo that look in his eyes today. Maybe later, after all this was over, she’d find a way.
Outside, the wind began to howl, whipping at the power lines. The phone rang. Ranger dashed off to find it, but before the second ring finished, the wind had ripped the line off the house.
Foreboding filled the pit in Allie’s stomach. Something in Duncan’s eyes, in the deep, dark electricity in the air—a warning, a death knell. This was bad. “Katie, do you have a basement?”
Katie’s gaze flicked from the blank TV screen, then to Allie’s, and then her eyes widened. She shook her head. “My father didn’t like them because they could flood. He didn’t want to ruin the carpets.”
Allie’s pulse thundered in her ears, the wind increasing its howl. Think, think fast. “We need to get out of here.”
“But we just got here,” Beatrice said. “And no one has eaten. We really should think about food. Now, dear, tell me where the dishes are and I’ll help you serve it.”
Carlene was missing. Her mother was talking food. Katie was eating up the mother-hen attention, and her father was already in the chair with the remote, staring at the TV as if watching the dark box would restore the electricity.
And Allie seemed to be the only one noticing that all hell was about to break loose.
 
Duncan flipped through the Indianapolis stations. The other forecasters were calling for heavy thunderstorms. Why weren’t they seeing what he was seeing?
“Dunk, you better be right about this. I’ve answered twelve phone calls from women angry that you cut off Dr. Phil just before he told off that interfering mother-in-law. You know how these ladies get about their Dr. Phil. If this thing runs into Oprah, I’m going to have a riot on my hands.”
“Did you get a hold of my sister?”
“Nope. No answer.”
A fist clutched in Duncan’s stomach. “The Grays?”
“No answer there either.”
Duncan hurried to his desk, dug out the card Allie had given him and punched in the cell phone number on it. “All circuits are busy, please try your call again.”
“Damn.”
“You trying a cell? I heard the tower on McGreavy’s barn got struck by lightning. Reception’s never been all that good around here to begin with and without that tower, you’d be lucky to call the cell in your own pocket.” Steve shrugged. “Anyway, I think—”
“What?” Duncan prompted when Steve didn’t finish.
Steve’s eyes widened, his mouth dropped, his gaze transfixed on the radar, now going from green to ugly angry red and yellow. “Holy crap. We’re cutting into Oprah!”



Chapter 26

Devastation.
There was no other word to describe downtown Tempest. Rubble covered the streets, buildings had been reduced to piles of bricks and pieces of framing, sidewalks torn up like fragments of carpet. In the distance, a few houses remained, like little sentries guarding the perimeter.
Margie and Dick stood outside the remains of the diner, Margie sobbing into her husband’s shoulder, cradling a lone sugar dispenser.
“Duncan!” Dick called when he saw the weather forecaster slowing to make his way among the ruins after running the entire distance from WTMT-TV to downtown. “Hey, Duncan!”
It took a long minute for the words to penetrate the fog in Duncan’s brain. For his name to register amid the destruction before him.
“Duncan,” Dick said again, taking Margie by the hand, and pulling her over with him. “We wanted to thank you.”
“Thank me? For what?”
“For warning us. Those damned sirens didn’t work. Probably rusted shut after so many years of not having to go off. And those Indy forecasters, hell, they didn’t see what you saw, not until the damned thing was right on top of us. But our Duncan, I just knew you’d get it right and get it early. And you did.” Dick clapped him on the shoulder. “Just like you always do, boy.”
Duncan shook his head. “Dick, I don’t. Please, don’t put your faith in me.”
But Dick was drawing him into a hug and Margie was sobbing on his shoulder, promising him free meals for the rest of his life. “You were never your father’s son,” Dick said, his voice thick with emotion, gratitude. “You’re a good man.”
“I’m not,” Duncan said, extricating himself. “I’m not what you think.”
“I thank my lucky stars for you. If you hadn’t come on the TV—”
“And interrupted my Dr. Phil—” Margie put in.
“—we’d be sitting under that diner instead of outside of it. And so would all our customers. Instead, they got home to their families.” Dick waved his arm, indicating people that Duncan could now see coming out of the rubble of Tempest, waving at him, calling out to him and thanking him from across the street, behind buildings, around corners.
He couldn’t let them go on thinking he was this miracle worker. He’d gotten lucky today. Next time, he might not. What if he’d missed this storm? “No, Dick, you have it all wrong—”
“You’re our weatherman,” Dick said, “and we are damned proud to have you.”
“No, I’m not,” he insisted, cutting Dick off before he launched into another praise fest. “You want to know how I got all those forecasts? I used a Magic 8 Ball, Dick. A Magic 8 Ball!” Beside him, Margie gasped. “I relied on that damned thing and its little triangle of answers to tell you all if it was going to rain or snow or be sunny. Don’t trust me. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”
“I don’t care if you read tea leaves or the crap in the bottom of your toilet,” Dick said, eyeing Duncan square in the eye. “You gave me and my Margie enough warning for us and our customers to get in the basement. Not a person died, Duncan. Not a one. The building, that can be replaced, but the people, they can’t. For that, I want to thank you. You did a good thing and whether you believe it or not, you are a good man. And you’ve done right by your name.”
Done right by his name. Had he? Duncan didn’t know anymore. He thanked Dick and went on his way. Yet, even as he made his way through the town and heard one resident after another echo Dick’s words, Duncan felt anything but proud. If he’d had more time, he could have warned people earlier, could have…
And then he rounded the corner of Washington and the dread that had been building reached its crest, rising in his throat, threatening to unhinge him.
The house was gone.
Flattened like a pancake.
The massive Victorian that John Henry had pointed to with such pride had become nothing more than a bunch of sticks and stones. And somewhere beneath those pieces of house lay everything that Duncan loved.
No.
He couldn’t even say the word. It lodged in his throat, in his heart, sharp and hard.
He broke into a run, diving for the pile, reaching for the timbers, the bricks, pulling and yanking them out of the way, digging furiously, splinters slicing his fingers, his palms, dust clouding his vision, smearing his skin.
Nothing.
“Katie! Allie!” He dug, he searched, his head screaming their names, even as his voice called out and his heart sobbed and his hands scrambled wildly through the debris. He found nothing but more dirt. More bricks. More wood.
Duncan?
The sob choked at his throat, and he dug harder, faster, telling that voice in his head to shut up because he wasn’t ready to lose Allie or Katie. God, no, he couldn’t lose them. Not now, not after all they had been through together.
“Duncan, they’re okay.”
And then, it felt as if Allie were touching his shoulder. He stopped, his hand resting on one last piece of wood—the piece of wood that had symbolized everything he hated about this house—and he spun around, still clutching the paddle, ready to beat off the voice that was telling him they were all right when he knew they weren’t.
“What are you, deaf? I told you, Dunk, they’re okay.”
And then, it all came into focus. Earl Hickey, his familiar John Deere cap on his head, a little dirtier than normal. “Earl?”
“I been yelling at you for going on five minutes here and you’re digging like a beaver on steroids. For God’s sake, boy, pay attention. I saw Allison takin’ Katie out of here just ’fore the storm hit. I figure they went to your aunt’s house.” Earl tipped his hat back and wiped a bead of sweat off his brow. “Always did like that woman, though she’d talk my ear off when I brought her the mail. Don’t know what your dad had against her.”
“She didn’t fit the family mold.” Duncan didn’t want to talk old family history right now. “Are you sure you saw Katie and Allie leave?”
“Hell, yeah. Saw the whole Gray family pile into Katie’s van. Good thing, considering what happened to Allison’s car. Too bad it’s a rental, huh?” Earl pointed.
Duncan followed the direction of Earl’s finger. Ice closed around his heart. The red Taurus lay crushed beneath a tree, nearly unrecognizable.
“I have to go,” Duncan said. “I need to…” He ran a hand through his hair, spinning around, realizing the streets were covered with trees and debris, nearly impossible to navigate.
“Let me take you,” Earl said. “You, my boy, are in no condition to drive.” They walked to the truck and Earl climbed inside. “Don’t you worry about a thing. I have my rifle along, in case we run into any looters lookin’ to take advantage of the situation.”
But that was the one thing Duncan did do the entire time he sat in Earl’s truck—worry.



Chapter 27

Whatever big emotional scene Duncan had pictured in his head wasn’t what he got when he arrived at the farmhouse. Instead, he got a Hollywood drama, complete with a lot of waving arms, four-letter words, and complete freaking out.
“My movie is total toast, Scotty!” Jerry Wiggs was shouting when Duncan climbed out of Earl’s truck. “No set. No movie. No moolah for anybody. Which means Wes Craven’s gonna beat my ass at the Christmas box office. Again. Man, I hate him and his freaky fingernail Freddy friend.”
Chunks of Aunt Mae’s farmhouse remained, looking like a building project half-done. Allie’s mother was bustling between the crew and her family, handing out what looked like plates of food. It took a second for the whole scene to make sense to Duncan, and for him to register Katie’s spaghetti, such an ordinary meal, among the craziness of the tornado’s aftermath.
Allie’s father kept trying to get his wife to sit down, to no avail. Allie’s sister Carlene sat to one side, quietly eating, watching the goings-on, not really talking to anyone.
To the rear of the whole thing some skinny pale guy in a red velvet jacket paced back and forth like one of those crazy polar bears at the zoo, muttering to himself that if he could just get Jerry a latte, everything would be okay.
Duncan couldn’t have cared less. He’d barely listened to Earl’s conversation on the ride over here, and even now didn’t hear Earl’s ramblings about the movie crew, and how he’d changed his mind about the influx of cash. “Now that we’re going to have a rebuilding project,” Earl said, “well, I think Tempest could use a little boost in the financial arm. These movie people could be just the ticket.” He chuckled. “Pun intended. What do you think, Duncan?”
But Duncan had already wandered away from Earl, his gaze scanning what was left of Aunt Mae’s farmhouse, looking for the two familiar faces he had yet to see. Earl walked off and joined in on the meal.
Finally, Duncan caught a glint of metal.
Katie.
She was laughing as she came around the corner of the house, or what remained of the corner of the house, a tray of bread slices on her lap and Ranger on his leash by her side. The dog, apparently still a bit unnerved by the storm—or maybe worried about his mistress amid the debris—kept looking up at Duncan’s sister from time to time, his tail in a nervous wag, as if ensuring himself that she was okay.
Relief flooded Duncan’s chest and he covered the distance separating them in a clip. “Katie, you’re okay.”
She beamed at him. “Yep. Thanks to you and to Allie, I’m just fine.”
He gathered her into a hug so tight, he lifted her out of the chair. “Thank God.”
“Hey, you’re squishing the bread.”
He laughed and let her go. “Sorry.”
“That’s okay. I love you, too, big brother.” She gestured with her head toward the right. “Allie’s here, too.”
He turned and saw Allie then, looking not much worse for wear. In fact, looking more natural than ever, her hair back in a ponytail, her makeup gone, still wearing the same dress pants and blouse from earlier, but paired with Katie’s old flip-flops. Allie was handing out napkins to the odd assemblage around the picnic table.
The relief in Duncan’s chest quadrupled and all the damage around him seemed tempered somehow by the sight of everyone he knew, alive and safe and sound. “Allie got you out of the house?”
“Dragged us out is more like it,” Katie said. “She came over with her family, took one look at that weather report, and made us all get in the van and drove us over here herself. Then she herded everyone into the storm cellar. Carried my wheelchair down there herself. You should have seen her, yelling at Jerry to get a move on.” Katie laughed. “I think he was more scared of Allie than he was of the storm.”
Duncan chuckled. “That’s something I would have paid money to see.”
“You gotta love a woman like that.” Katie slugged her brother. “And don’t tell me you don’t love her.”
He sighed. “Katie, it’s complicated.”
“How so?”
“She’s not who you think.”
Katie waved a hand in dismissal. “You mean that whole Allison Gray thing? I know about that. It’s no big deal.”
“No big deal? Katie, she lied.”
“So? Who doesn’t?” Katie stared at him. “You never guessed?”
“Hell, no. Who would? She didn’t look the same, not by a long shot.”
“Duncan, she didn’t change that much. Maybe you only saw what you wanted to see.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Katie gave Ranger a pat, then looked up at her brother. “Allie lost a lot of weight, yes, but the real her was always behind her eyes, and in the way she talked, acted. You knew her a lot better than I did in high school. You never noticed any resemblance between Allie and Allison when you were with her? Never even put the names together?”
“No. And I even had—” He cut off that sentence. Some things his little sister didn’t need to know about his private life. “I never guessed.”
“Geez, Duncan, don’t you watch those makeover shows?”
“You’re the one with the remote control.”
She laughed. “True. And TLC probably isn’t your cup of tea.”
Duncan’s gaze traveled in Allie’s direction again. He took in her hourglass figure, assessing it through new eyes, searching for the resemblance, the clues he’d missed. He’d found her beautiful, of course, but it had never been solely her looks that had attracted him. From the start, it had been her attitude, the way she’d matched him in wits—
The way the Allison Gray he’d known had done the same thing.
Two women, similar names—the idiot light went off in his head again—and he realized he’d been as blinded by the outside as anyone else. He hadn’t seen past it, hadn’t put the clues together, because he would have never imagined that Allison Gray could become Allie Dean.
“Why wouldn’t she tell me the truth?” he asked, his attention swiveling back toward his little sister, who apparently had a lot more wisdom than he did. “Why would she hide all that from me?”
“Maybe she wanted you to know her for who she was inside, rather than judging the outside,” Katie said. “If there was a way for me to lose this chair magically, to make people stop seeing me as the poor paralyzed girl, hell, I’d jump on it in a second.”
“I would too,” he said to his sister, his hand going to hers, thinking of the dozens of doctors they’d talked to, all saying the same thing.
“Hey, water under the bridge.” Tears lingered in her eyes, shadowed by acceptance. “I’m okay with it. Sometimes, you gotta move on and, if there’s one thing Allie taught me this week, it’s that I can still be a girl, still be me, no matter what my legs can or cannot do.” Katie drew in a breath, let it out, then gave Duncan’s hand a squeeze. “You need to give Allie another chance.”
“But she lied to me, Katie,” Duncan said, watching Allie as she talked to Jerry, wondering if he knew her at all. He thought he’d known Allison Gray pretty well. And he’d thought he’d known Allie Dean.
Turned out he hadn’t known either one of them. Not really.
But how much of that was his own fault? How hard had he really tried to see the truth? He’d known all along that something wasn’t exactly right with Allie Dean, that she was hiding something, and yet, he’d ignored that nagging feeling.
He’d never pressed, never tried to uncover the truth. Had he been afraid of what he might find? Knowing, as he did, what could be hidden behind the walls people erected?
People like himself.
“Yeah, well, we all lie, don’t we?” Katie raised her head to soak up some of the sun, such a striking oddity amid the fractured town left in the tornado’s wake. “Hell, I lie to myself every day and you know what? I’m tired of it. I’m tired of drinking so I’ll forget, because all I do is wake up with a hangover and twice the pain. It’s time I dealt with what happened.”
“You’ve done a pretty good job so far this week.”
“Yeah, that’s been a start. That’s why I invited Allie over tonight. To tell you both I think it’s time I went to rehab.” She exhaled, returned her attention to her brother. “I think it’s time we moved on, Duncan. This tornado’s like a sign.”
“What do you mean?”
“The houses are gone. But we have insurance. We have a chance at a new start.” Katie swallowed, then met his gaze. “Use some of that money to go after your dreams, wherever they might lead. You don’t have to be my keeper anymore.”
“Katie, no, don’t—”
She put up a hand to stop him. “It is way past time I grew up. I’m going to do my rehab, both the mental and the physical. I want you to use the insurance money to rebuild the farm so that when I’m done, I have a place to come home to. Let that downtown house go to Hell, where it should be.”
Duncan could only nod in agreement. He had no wish to rebuild it either.
“And you go be whatever you want, Duncan. I’ll be okay. Really.” She patted Ranger, then drew in a breath, before looking around the farm, or what was left of it. “Kinda ironic, isn’t it?”
“What?”
“That this place is gone. The house, I mean, or most of it. But that damned tree survived.”
A few of the oak tree’s branches lay scattered on the ground, but the tree itself stood against the stark landscape, as if flipping the bird to all of them. “Determined little thing isn’t it?”
“I think it’s there to remind me.”
“Of the accident?”
“No,” Katie said, and Duncan heard something new in her voice, something thoughtful, deep. “That Nature is more powerful than I am. That God has something in mind for my life. And just when I think I can control my future, He’s going to put that damned tree in the way and spin me in a new direction.”
Duncan swallowed, then lowered himself to his knees and caught his sister’s hand. She was ready to deal, she’d said. Maybe it was time he did, too. Asked the questions he’d never asked, filled in the gaping holes and found a little closure. For both of them. “What happened that night, Katie?”
When her gaze met his, tears pooled in her deep blue eyes and he wanted to take the words back. Closure was overrated, especially if it made Katie cry.
“You already know that answer, Duncan.”
And he did. He’d read it in the times she’d holed up at Aunt Mae’s, even after their aunt had died when Katie was ten. The despondency that had settled around her in that last year, the permanent sadness he’d hoped to shake by throwing her a party. “You were sick of him, weren’t you?”
The tears slipped down her cheeks, glistening on her perfect skin. “I was never good enough, Duncan. No matter how hard I tried, I was never good enough for him.”
“Ah, Katie, you were perfect. He was screwed up, not you.” It had never been either one of them, or anything either of them had done. John Henry had been his own worst enemy, disowning his sister Mae, pretending she didn’t even exist because she was quirky and had married someone he hadn’t liked. He’d demanded perfection, never realizing how that had cost him joy and love, and how much that had cost his children. “We kept trying to measure up to an impossible standard and you know what? It was our father who couldn’t be happy. He had everything, Katie, and yet he was never, ever satisfied. Not with a meal, not with the number in his bank account, and not with his children.”
She nodded, silent for a while, then another tear slipped down her cheek. “All I wanted to do was get away, to stop him from hurting me,” she said, her voice catching on a sob. “I was drunk and I thought—” She cut off the sentence, then shook her head, her fists pounding at her legs, as if beating them could undo the decision of that night. “I thought I could make it all go away. Instead I made the biggest mistake of my life. And in the process, I ended up taking another life. How stupid was that? How incredibly stupid could I be?”
“Katie—”
“No, Duncan, don’t try to soothe that over. I know what I did. I made a stupid decision, and when my friends tried to stop me from driving, I kept on going. I never should have gotten behind the wheel. Never should have…” She started to sob, her shoulders hunching and shaking, her whole body trembling with grief, remorse. “They were my friends.”
“I know, Katie,” Duncan said softly, going to her, wishing for the ten thousandth time that he could take that pain away, ease it for his sister, and knowing again that he couldn’t. “I know.”
“I was the one driving. I was the one, I was the one.” She cried for a long, long time, Duncan holding her, the pain tearing through them both, so long overdue. When she had no tears left, Katie looked up at her brother. “Do you know who tried to talk me out of getting in the car?”
He shook his head.
“Carlene, Allie’s sister. She and I had a huge fight over it. She tried to take my keys away, but I found them and I got in that stupid car anyway.” Katie sighed, then laid her other hand over Duncan’s. “It was never your fault, you know, for not being here.”
“I should have known better. I thought out here, far from anything, you’d be okay.” He’d had a date that night, one that had seemed so important at the time, but now, years later, he couldn’t remember the woman’s name.
“I should have known better,” Katie said. “And now that I do, I’ll do better. And so can you, especially with Allie.”
Duncan’s gaze caught Allie’s across the way, and unbidden, a smile crossed his lips, then hers, exchanging a moment between them. She’d lied to him, and years ago, he to her. Was his sister right? Could he change the future? Mend those rips in their past?
“I’m going to fix some of my mistakes right now. You need to deal with your history, too, big brother,” Katie said, sounding far wiser than her twenty-three years. Then she turned and wheeled away toward Carlene Gray, moving so fast, Ranger had to run to keep up.



Chapter 28

If Allie could have chosen her nightmare dinner guest list, it would have been the assembled party sitting around the makeshift table. Before leaving, her mother had made sure to grab all of Katie’s prepared dinner, along with a few pots and some foil. By improvising, she’d warmed the food over a backyard fire pit and then warmed up the garlic bread by wrapping it in foil and tucking it along the edges of the fire.
Allie had thought Jerry and crew would be out of here as soon as the winds died down, and had even given them directions to a ritzier-than-normal hotel in Indianapolis—one complete with room service—but to her surprise, they had come back for seconds of Ma and Katie’s dinner. Even more surprising, they lingered around the table, chatting and laughing, as if they’d been part of the family for years.
And then, Duncan had arrived.
Her heart had stopped the instant she’d seen him step out of Earl’s truck. It had taken everything inside her to keep from running up to him and into his arms. But there’d been spaghetti to dish up and—
And well, she still didn’t know where she stood with him, so she’d kept the spaghetti and the garlic bread and all that between them.
Katie came wheeling back from her conversation with Duncan and drew Carlene aside, the two of them quickly engaged in a conversation that seemed very serious, and long overdue.
Allie put down the plate in her hands and moved to talk to Duncan, but he’d been recruited to help her mother, and then was interrupted by the WTMT-TV van, which screeched into the driveway, or what Allie thought had been the driveway. With all the debris in the way, it was hard to tell what was land and what was house anymore.
Jim, the cameraman, jumped out of the van, a camera slung over his shoulder, his jeans and boots spotted with mud. “There you are, Dunk! I’ve been looking all over for you. Steve wanted to do some live shots of the town, you know, post-tornado report. You ready to go on air?”
“Sure.” Duncan put down the plates. “How’d you find me?”
“It wasn’t easy. Took a lot of talking to some people in town before someone remembered you had an Aunt Mae who used to live out here, and they thought you might have wanted to check on the place.” Jim looked over Duncan, his gaze dubious. “You don’t look camera-ready, dude.”
Jim was right, Allie thought. Like her, Duncan was covered in dust and dirt. He no longer resembled Indiana’s sexiest anything. He had a five o’clock shadow, his hair had lost its neat, combed look, and he had a smear of dirt on his left cheek. Allie crossed to him, wiped the dark smudge off his check with her napkin, then stepped back and smiled. “I think you’re perfect, Duncan. You look like yourself.”
And to her, he did. He looked like the Duncan beneath Duncan Henry. The man who wasn’t the perfect son of John Henry, the one who could get messy, pitch in and help out, who would serve up extra helpings with her mother and not have any qualms about a meatball dropping onto his shoes. He had the good looks of a man she could love.
A man she already did love.
But also a man she had betrayed, a betrayal she could still read in his eyes.
“If she says I’m ready, I am,” Duncan said, reaching for the mike in Jim’s hands.
Jim exchanged a quick conversation with the station via a bulky satellite phone, set up a few things in the truck, then moments later, gave Duncan the cue.
“This is Duncan Henry, reporting live from the outskirts of Tempest, Indiana, where the first tornado in fifteen years to hit this town first touched down. The downtown area was the hardest hit, but the people in Margie’s diner heard the warnings and were able to get to a safe place in time. Here at the Mae Grendell farm—my late aunt’s farm—an interesting crew of people banded together during this scary time. The director and a few key crew members from Chicken Flicks were here when the tornado struck, but all are okay, as are the members of the Gray family, who took shelter in the storm cellar.” He pivoted, to indicate the family. “Would any of you like to say a few words?”
Allie held her breath. Undoubtedly Ma would have a few to say and a few more to add on top of those. She pictured her father grabbing the mike and launching into an anti-Henry diatribe. Or worse, Carlene, making some inappropriate remark, just to set off the ladies at the Council on Aging.
Ma strode forward first. “I’m thankful to the Lord above and to my daughter, Allison Jean, for having the foresight to yank us out of our trailer and bring us here. If she hadn’t done that…” Ma shuddered. “I can’t bear to think of what might have happened.”
Behind her, Dad nodded, his eyes misty.
Duncan stepped to Carlene, extended the mike, clearly a man who liked to jump off a cliff without a parachute. “Glad I’m here,” Carlene muttered, her face screwed up with the effort.
“I’d like to say something,” Katie whispered to her brother.
His face curved up into a soft, caring smile, then he bent down, the camera following his movements. He held out the mike, and she took it, facing first him, then the camera. The sun glinted off the metal in her wheelchair, spiraling outward in an arc off the chrome circles of the wheels. “I’ve been given a second chance at life twice now. And I don’t intend to waste it. The things around me might be gone, but the sun is shining and I’m surrounded by the people who love me. And to me, that is gift enough. The rest can be rebuilt.”
Duncan rose, swiped at his face, then faced the camera again. “I think that says it all, Tempest. This is Duncan Henry, for WTMT-TV.”
Jim gave Duncan a nod, then lowered his camera. “You coming to do some live shots in town?”
“No. I’m staying here for now. With Katie, and Allie.”
Jim looked doubtful for a moment, then realized Duncan wasn’t kidding. “Man, Steve’s going to have a heart attack.”
“He’ll be fine. Besides,” Duncan said, his gaze meeting Allie’s, and the heat in it telling her something again brewed in the air, but this time it had nothing to do with a storm system, “I have some unfinished business here.”
“Unfinished…?” Then Jim looked to Allie, back at Duncan, and then gave a slow, knowing nod. “Okay. Back to the office for me then, to get Klein. I guess I’ll suffer through his intestinal stories. Apparently he spent the tornado stuck in a restroom. That man and bathrooms. He’s scarred for life.”
Duncan chuckled as Jim walked away, then headed over to Allie. “Think we can get away from this…zoo for a while?”
She looked over at her mother. “Ma, you need any more help?”
“No, I’m fine. I’m about to make s’mores, but Katie and Carlene already offered to help.” Allie heard no malice in her mother’s tone. Somewhere between the car ride and the tornado, all had been forgiven. They hadn’t solved everything—life, Allie knew, didn’t come with nice, neat Hollywood endings—but they’d made a start. “But, there is one thing.”
“One thing?” Allie asked.
Her mother set the bowl of spaghetti on the planks that formed the table, then crossed to her daughter. “I meant what I said on the TV camera. Thank you for taking care of us. I’m proud of what you did today and…” She hesitated only a second before she put out her arms and drew Allie into a hug, one that didn’t have a cookie or a piece of pie or anything in it except pure love. “I love you, Allison,” she whispered, her voice thick and soft. “Just the way you are.”
Allie let those words wash over her. Words she’d waited so long to hear, words that came as a balm, soothing a hurt soul, filling in the gaps better than any peanut butter or frosting ever had.
“And I love you, too, Ma,” Allie replied, the ringlets of her mother’s hair catching the words and her tears.
“What the hell is a s’more? And you think I could get a latte to go with one of those?” Jerry said, striding up to them, oblivious to the moment.
Allie and her mother laughed and broke apart. Ma swiped a couple of tears off her face, then turned to Jerry, clearly her newly adopted son. “No lattes, but I can get you a glass of powdered milk. It’s good for your bones anyway. You Hollywood people are way too thin. You know, osteoporosis can start in your twenties.” Then she was off, lecturing Jerry about his eating habits and his lack of vitamin D. “S’mores?” Duncan asked. “How did you mother do that?”
“She never goes anywhere without snack foods and Carlene apparently had a stash of marshmallows. The family bonded together in a time of crisis,” Allie said with a laugh.
Chuckling, Duncan took Allie’s hand and led her around to the back of the house, away from the crowd. They walked for a long moment, absorbing the silence, a relief after the storm and its aftermath, the crazy afternoon.
“We need to talk,” he said.
“Yeah,” Allie said. It was time to come clean all around. She’d mended some fences this afternoon, and she knew she couldn’t return to L.A. without finishing all of them. Because if she did, all that undone business would follow her. “You were right. I shouldn’t have said what I did to Lisa. I feel terrible now, like I sank to her level. I mean, when I said it, I wanted to get back at her for every mean thing she ever said to me, but then as soon as I finished, I felt like—”
“Like you’d punched yourself in the gut?”
“Exactly.” She turned to him, surprised he could finish that sentence.
“I did the same thing once. Told my father off. Gave back a taste of all he had given us over the years. Those words had built in me good, because I’d had plenty of experience listening to them come out of him.” Duncan ran a hand through his hair and let out a gust. “We had a hell of an argument outside the hospital the night of Katie’s accident.”
“He blamed you?”
“Yeah. And rightly so, I’m sure. I didn’t buy the alcohol, but I did give her the key to Aunt Mae’s, told her to have a party. I should have known teenagers would do something stupid.”
“You didn’t have a crystal ball. And you couldn’t police everything your sister did, Duncan.”
He sighed. “I know, but guilt’s a funny animal. It’s got a really strong grip.” They’d reached the back of the property, where a small pond lay flanked by tall marsh grasses. A couple of mallard ducks floated along the edge, as if nothing had happened, quacking and swimming, looking for lunch, dunking their heads beneath the surface, little orange feet waving in the air. “After I told my father off, I felt terrible, too, and wished I could take it all back.”
“Even after everything he did to you?”
“Yeah.” Duncan shook his head. “I guess that makes me either very stupid or a hell of a softie.”
“Or maybe a good man.”
He looked out over the pond, exhaling a long breath. “I don’t know about that.”
Allie came around him and pressed her hands to his cheeks, then a kiss to his lips, wishing she could take that burden away. All this time and Duncan had yet to forgive himself for what had happened to his sister. He still shouldered so much Henry blame. Her heart broke for him, for the load he carried. “I do. That’s the one thing I’ve always known deep inside. The Duncan underneath is a pretty good guy.”
“Even if he’s the same man who broke your heart?”
She turned away. It was far easier when they were talking about him, rather than her, and the one night she’d never forgotten.
Allie plucked a milkweed from the bank and stripped off the little bells of lavender flowers, flinging them at the water. They floated away, attracting the ducks for a second before they realized it was nothing more than a plant. They quacked in indignation, then swam away.
Allie closed her eyes, drew in a long breath, then opened her eyes again. “Do you know why I wouldn’t tell anyone who I was when I came to town?”
He shook his head.
“Lisa was a nice, easy scapegoat for me to blame everything on.” Allie tossed the stem to the ground. “It wasn’t just her, Duncan. It was about you. I chose Tempest, planned this whole thing, to come back here and…get even.”
He stared at her, the shock on his face giving way to understanding, to realizing, maybe just a little, what he had done to her back then. “Because of prom night?”
“Yes.” She closed her eyes, the familiar pain tightening her gut into a lump of stone. “You were the one person in my world, in that awful, horrible high school world who I thought understood me. Who liked me, and who I thought didn’t see my weight. Who really saw me. You told me—” Her voice shredded apart and she shook her head, unable to finish the sentence.
He took a step closer, his hand cupping her jaw. “I told you I liked you. I asked you to the prom and then I didn’t show up.”
She nodded, and damn it all, began crying, unable to stop the memory, the words, from flooding forward, the hurt from stabbing at her again, as fresh as it had been that day. “I stood there in that goddamned trailer, waiting for you, my hair all curled and fancied up with baby’s breath, in a stupid pink dress, waiting. And you couldn’t even call me yourself. You had your father do your dirty work.”
“You don’t understand, Allie. There was more to it than just breaking a prom date.”
“Yeah, there was. A whole lot more for me.” She swallowed, choked back the sob in her throat, steeling her heart again, refusing to let it hurt anymore. “Because of you, I have never really loved another man, or trusted one. Believed him when he said he loved me. I can’t let myself be vulnerable again. And I refuse ever to feel anything for you, not again.” But that was a lie. She’d already felt something. More than once.
She loved him, dammit, and she wanted to stop, but her silly heart wouldn’t. It hadn’t learned its lesson, and she wanted to walk away, run really, from that look in his eyes, from the flutter of hope that still lived in her, like some animal in its last throes.
“What about your ex-husband?” Duncan asked. “You didn’t love him?”
“I thought I did at first, because…I thought he was different. That he wanted me for who I was. He was the first man I really, really trusted after I lost all the weight, but….” She smiled instead of finishing the sentence, instead of telling Duncan she had been a virgin, that she had trusted Geoff with that one gift. The curve of her lips hurt her face, and the smile fell. “But he never took the time really to get to know me. I was like a trophy he had to have and once he had me, he began to lose interest. But more than that…”
“What?” Duncan asked, softly, when she didn’t finish.
“He came across pictures of me from before and when he saw what I used to look like, he lost interest completely. I think he thought I could end up that way again. I don’t know. But after I saw his face, heard the sound in his voice when he talked about how I used to look—” The hurt stabbed at her again. “I realized he was as shallow as a puddle, and that’s when I filed for divorce.”
“Oh, Allie,” Duncan said, “what kind of man rejects you like that? For something as stupid as that?”
Allie shrugged, as if it hadn’t mattered, then grabbed another milkweed, releasing the lavender flowers in quick succession. “I wasn’t perfect and Geoff wanted perfection.”
Duncan swung around to the front of her, taking the plant from her hands, tossing it down. “Who said you weren’t perfect?”
Allie stepped aside and gestured at her reflection in the water, her image rippled and ovaled. “Every mirror I ever looked in back then. Every person who ever looked at me, then looked away. Oh sure, I look perfect now, but before…” She shook her head.
“People didn’t do that.”
She wheeled on him. “How would you know? You had no idea what my life was like back then. I was invisible, Duncan.”
“Not to me,” he said softly. “Never to me.”
“Then why the hell was I standing in a parking lot while you walked into the prom with Lisa Connelly on your arm?”
“You saw that?”
“Even after your father called me, I didn’t believe him. I went anyway, so sure he was lying because he was so cruel when he called, telling me you were sick and you were not going to the prom at all. And then he laughed. He laughed, Duncan. I knew, oh”—she closed her eyes, wishing she hadn’t even started this sentence—“oh, I knew why he did it. Because Allison Gray was an unacceptable choice for a Henry.”
“Oh, Allie, it wasn’t—”
“But it was, wasn’t it?”
Duncan couldn’t say no and Allie knew it was because she’d nailed the real truth. No matter what, John Henry would have found a way to keep his son away from Allison Gray. “My father was a jerk. He was all about appearances. If I had known he did that to you, I would have…hurt him.”
She looked at Duncan then, looked into the blue eyes she had known for so many years, searching for the answers she didn’t have. “Why Lisa, of all people? Why her, Duncan?”
He drew in a breath and took a step back, turning toward the pond, the soft, damp earth sinking beneath his step. “Because my father owed her mother.”
“What do you mean, owed her?”
“When he took over the factory, he ruined a lot of lives, one of them being Eloise Connelly’s husband’s. He owned Whiteside Tire.”
Allie nodded, thinking of how Lisa used to hold that little trump card over people in school. Her flashy cheerleading uniforms, the new house her father bought, the car he bought her for a birthday present. How much more important being the daughter of the Whiteside Tire Company owner made her, as if it gave her a license to be condescending.
“But most important, he also had Eloise. She was the one thing my father always wanted and never had. My father and Eloise had been high school sweethearts, then she met Tim, had a fling, and wham, ended up pregnant and married at seventeen. He married my mother. But Tim and Eloise never had an easy marriage, because Eloise was a drunk, to put it bluntly, and that made Lisa hard and bitter. It still makes her hard and bitter, which is why she is the way she is today. I’m not excusing her, just explaining.” He wandered along the edge of the bank, Allie by his side. “Anyway, my father always thought that if it had been him that Lisa’s mother married, Eloise would be fine.”
Allie blinked. “A whole little Peyton Place thing going on in Tempest?”
“Yeah.” Duncan shrugged. “So he bought the company, thinking he’d run Tim Connelly into the ground, and then Eloise would go looking for a new husband, and there my father would be, with open arms. But she didn’t. She stood by her husband, and he died of a broken heart, depression, who knows. And she blamed my father. Through it all, he still loved her and he would have moved heaven and earth to make it up to her.”
The pieces began adding up and Allie saw the picture now, realized what must have happened. “So when Lisa’s boyfriend dumped her just before prom, your father spied an opportunity, a way to get in good with Eloise.”
“Exactly. But, Allie, I didn’t do any of this. My father moved behind my back and next thing I knew, Lisa was on my doorstep with a limo at the curb.”
“You could have called me, Duncan, told me. Explained it the next day.”
Duncan hung his head and nodded. “Yeah, I should have. I was eighteen, and I didn’t know what to say or how to explain it. I wasn’t perfect then either. I should have stood up to my father, but you have no idea what it was like to live under his roof, Allie. To live with that…” He closed his eyes and swallowed.
She thought of the paddle over the kitchen door, and in that moment, she forgave him. How could she possibly hold that one night, one decision against him? Her life had been hard, but his had been worse. He’d been stuck under a father’s dictatorial thumb, unable to escape and leave Katie behind. “I understand, Duncan. It’s okay. It was years ago. You were a kid, and it was just a prom.”
It was just a prom. She was a grown-up now. There’d be other dances. Ones where she’d wear a better dress. One without ruffles.
It had happened years in the past, and she had moved on. Achieved other goals. Become a woman, a woman who didn’t need to define herself by one moment, one dance, one date. She had years and years ahead, a destiny that had just begun. What was one night in the great scheme of things? How could she have been so silly as to let that hang over her for all this time?
It was, truly, just a prom.
Duncan raised his head and met her gaze again. “You weren’t the only invisible one, Allie. No one saw the real me. Hell, I don’t think they do now. I’ve faked a life, a smile. I’m Duncan Henry, ‘one of the Henrys.’” He put bitter air quotes around the words. “There are expectations connected to that name. An image I’m supposed to uphold. One I didn’t ask for, and don’t especially want. But from now on, I’m making my own image. I’m done being defined by my name and my past. It’s time to make some changes, for all the Henrys. Katie and I talked and she wants to go to rehab.”
Allie grinned. “That’s wonderful.”
His smile echoed Allie’s. “And she wants me to take part of the insurance money and pursue this reporter dream. Maybe start over in a new city.”
Disappointment socked Allie hard in the gut. He was leaving, moving on. Starting a new life. “Well, whichever direction you go, I’m sure you’re going to succeed. Because you’ve got a lot of courage, Duncan Henry, and you are so much more than your name.”
Then she took one last look at him, turned, and walked away, because she couldn’t stay there another second without crying. She told herself it was better this way. Better to leave now, than to ask the one question she didn’t want to hear the answer to—whether he still wanted her now that he knew who she really was.
Because she couldn’t bear to hear the answer if it was no.
She made it two feet.
“You want to talk about courage?” Duncan said, catching up to her, turning her around. “When are you going to be brave enough to look at yourself and see you how I see you?”
“That’s all you want, isn’t it?” Allie cried, mad at him for saying exactly what she’d expected, the frustration lodging hard in her stomach. “The beautiful Allie? Instead of Allison Gray? What if all this goes away? What if I start eating every chocolate cake at Joe’s Sav-a-Lot and gain a thousand pounds?”
“I won’t give a damn.” Duncan cupped her jaw, his thumb tracing over the outline of her lips, daring her to hope, to believe there was more between them. His steady blue gaze met hers. “I never have. I have loved you no matter what you looked like, Allie. I even loved you in high school, because you were the only one who saw the real me.”
“You…you loved me in high school?”
He smiled. “Yes. But I didn’t know it until it was too late. You were gone, and that was when I finally knew how much I missed you. How I’d lost out on the best damned thing that had ever happened to me.”
“I was the best damned thing that ever happened to you? Because I helped you pass math?” she asked, only half teasing, still hardly believing he was saying that about the girl she used to be.
“No,” he said, taking her in his arms, pulling her to him. “I loved you then, and I love you now, because you listen. Because you’re funny. Because you’re smart and you go for what you want. And yes, because you’re beautiful, Allie.” He placed a hand on her heart. “Inside. That’s the woman I love. You could be covered in burlap or purple dye and I wouldn’t care. I never did. I was just too stupid to realize it and act on it back then.”
Allie thought of the conversation with Katie, of how she’d said she wanted a man who’d love her regardless of her name or weight. And here he was.
He’d always been here. She just hadn’t realized it.
For the first time in her life, Allie looked into a mirror—the mirror of the eyes of the man who loved her, unequivocally—and saw the real Allison. Not the one she had created with exercise and a name change, but the woman underneath.
She had changed her body with diet and exercise, changed her career with taking on Jerry, but she had never really, entirely changed the rest.
Throughout it all, the real person Allie had been invisible to had been herself.
She wanted to laugh, to kick herself for being so clueless. All this time, she’d been Wanda Wolfie. Seeking revenge because she thought she was misunderstood. Taking on a different form, cloaking herself. But she hadn’t been misunderstood by the people who loved her.
She’d misunderstood herself. She’d been so afraid that if people found out who she really was, they’d reject her. When all along, it was she who had to come to terms with who she used to be.
She looked out over the pond, at the glassy water, disturbed only by the ducks swimming together from one side to the other, their tails leaving a little rippling wake. She drew in a breath and a peace settled over Allie’s shoulders and she came to terms with this town. With herself, her past.
Duncan came up behind her, his arms around her waist. “I love you, Allie.”
She turned in his arms. “I love you, too, Duncan. I always have.” She tipped her chin and kissed him, sealing the declaration with a tender embrace. Later, when they were alone—and in some place much more comfortable and private than the pond—she’d give him a much better taste of what she was feeling.
After a moment, Allie drew back. “There’s one more interview I want you to do for the Tempest station, Duncan. I’d like to tell my story, on TV and in the Tempest Weekly. I owe Ira a scoop, too. I don’t want anyone else ever to feel invisible again.”
He smiled and nodded. “You’ve got it. But can it wait, just a minute?”
“Yeah. Maybe even two.” And then she kissed the man who had stolen her heart years before, a heart no longer tucked away in her notebooks and her diaries, but out in the open for all to see.



Epilogue

I’m going to miss you,” Jerry said, then coughed and toed at the ground. “Guess all those books my wife keeps in the can are starting to rub off. I actually said something nice.”
Allie laughed and reached forward to give Jerry a hug. Shooting had wrapped up on Sorority Slumber Party Slaughter, which had been rewritten to take the farm’s tornado damage into account, something Jerry thought gave it a great spooky atmosphere, and the crew was heading back to L.A. She’d be back out there in a month, to start production on her own movie. “What’s next for you?”
“Got a new movie in the works,” Jerry said, grinning. “You’re gonna love this one.” He held up two fingers on either hand, framing an imaginary poster. “Beautiful Blond Sexpots: Horny to Kill.”
Allie groaned. “Jerry, that’s just—”
“Box office gold, baby.” He gave her a grin, then climbed into his black Benz SUV. “And hey, thanks for ordering that cappuccino machine for Leath. He’s about got it mastered, and I think that burn on his thumb’s gonna heal nicely. Oh, and tell your mom thanks for the sandwiches ’cuz airplane food sucks and I’m outta here, Sugar—” He held up a finger and laughed. “Thought I forgot your name, didn’t I? Thanks for everything, Allie.”
Then he shut the door, shouted at Scotty to gun it so they could get out of this freakin’ hellhole and back to some damned civilization.
“I think Earl’s going to miss him the most,” Duncan said, coming up to Allie. “As a conversational piece only.”
She laughed and leaned against Duncan’s shoulder. “Whatever will Earl talk about once Margie’s diner is rebuilt?”
“Oh, I’m sure he’ll find something. Wait till the movie comes out and Earl’s cameo is up on the big screen. He’ll be going on for weeks about that.”
“That was pure brilliance on Jerry’s part to put Earl in as the mailman.” She and Duncan headed back up the street.
Construction in downtown Tempest had already begun. One good thing about Earl—his complaining had gotten the state in here fast to approve funding and reconstruction, if only to shut him up, Allie was sure. Things were moving along at a rapid pace, which had been good for the town’s spirits and the workers who had been unemployed since the tire factory closed.
Lisa Connelly’s hair salon had yet to reopen. She’d left town right after the tornado, telling everyone she was off to seek her fortune in Hollywood. Allie didn’t tell her how competitive and cutthroat Hollywood could be.
Lisa could learn her own lessons.
Katie waved at them from across the street, where she was working behind the temporary counter Margie and Dick had set up, while their new diner was being built. The job was good for her, got her out of the house and back with the public. It suited Katie’s personality perfectly. She’d even recruited Carlene to be a waitress, and with Carlene running orders back and forth in Margie’s new catering operation for the construction crews, she’d started taking off some of her extra weight and a lot of her attitude. She and Katie had also started rebuilding their friendship, a little at a time.
“It’s not a Hollywood ending,” Allie said, pausing to buy a copy of the Tempest Weekly from the newsstand outside of Joe’s Sav-a-Lot. Her story was on the front page, complete, just as Ira had envisioned it, with before and after photos, and a message of hope and loving your inside beauty, “but it’s not too bad.”
“Not bad at all,” Duncan replied, pressing a kiss to her head. “I found something, digging through the rubble at the house.”
“Oh yeah? What?”
He turned to her then, right in downtown Tempest, as the town bustled around them, buzzing like bees in a hive that needed some honeycomb, and got down on one knee. He popped open the top of a small velvet box. “Will you marry me, Allison Gray?”
She should have been surprised. They hadn’t known each other all that long, but really, it seemed they’d known each other forever. Allie caught her breath and felt her heart soar. The ring sparkled in the sunlight overhead, its facets catching the rays, shooting out light in an arc. “Yes, Duncan, I will.”
He grinned, then slipped the ring on her finger, joy bursting across the smile on his face, the same emotion rising inside her like helium.
“Does this mean you’re coming to L.A. with me?” she asked.
“Only as long as we come right back here once your movie is wrapped. Steve offered me the morning anchor job and for now, I think I’d like to take it. Try my hand at sitting in that chair and see how I like it.”
Allie looked around, at the town that had once been her own personal hell, and had since become home. She’d missed her family, too, and wouldn’t mind some time to get to know them again. This time on an adult level. “We will. I think there are a lot of stories left here to tell.”
“Not to mention quite the cast of characters,” Duncan added, chuckling.
She laughed. “I think being here will give me plenty of inspiration for my next screenplay.”
Lenny Dunne drove by then, his truck bouncing across the torn-up asphalt, country music blaring, the keg in the back rolling with the beat. He noticed Allie, screeched to a halt, and leaned out the window. “Hey, baby, wanna share a Bud?” He held up the keg’s hose and gave her a grin.
“Sorry, Lenny, but I’m a CoorsLight kind of girl.”
Lenny pouted. “Shee-t. And here I thought we was meant to be.” Then he put the truck in gear and headed on off to his own personal keg party.
Duncan laughed. “Around here, some things never change.”
She leaned into him, happy, content, and ready to face the road ahead. “And sometimes that’s a good thing.”



 

Don’t miss Shirley Jump’s next book,

coming soon from Zebra…



 

Mack Douglas wondered some days if Alexander Kenner even knew he was a man.
As far as he knew, she had never looked at Mack the way other women did. Every other woman Mack had ever known did indeed notice he was made up of testosterone. Some flirted, some just smiled. Others made their interest quite clear by a shifting cleavage or a bold invitation to dinner, but Alex—
Alex saw him as a friend. The ugly, curse of death, F word.
To her, he was just Mack. They’d been friends forever, since he saved her from a bee in kindergarten and in turn, she’d given him something to look forward to when he rolled out of bed.
Alex had changed his life when she’d become his friend, and for two dozen years he’d also seen her as just that—
A friend. Someone to tell his problems to. Another e-mail on his list to forward that one about the priest and the monkey that went into the bar. The first one he’d call when he scored Red Sox box seats, the last one he’d call at the end of a date when the woman had turned out to think she was the descendant of Marvin the Martian.
Then, somewhere along the way, Mack had started to notice Alex. Notice the way she breathed. The scent of her perfume. The shape of her hips, her breasts.
And he stopped thinking of her in friendly terms.
It had been, however, a one-sided thought road. For a guy, there were days when that particular avenue was pure agony. Like today.
Alex hoisted herself out of his in-ground pool and Mack had to remember to breathe.
The water cascaded over her breasts, running like a waterfall down every inch of her luscious curves, shimmering along her tiny waist, the curve of her hips, as she climbed up the ladder, then onto the concrete. She swung her long brown hair to one side, squeezed the water out of it, completely unaware of what such a movement made the rest of her body do in that teeny-tiny hot-pink bikini.
Mack swallowed. Grabbed the beer beside him and knocked back half.
“Thanks, Mack,” Alex said, finally grabbing a towel and wrapping it around herself, taking away the best parts from his sight. “I needed that.”
I did, too, Mack thought. With a sigh, he put the beer back down. “My pool is open anytime.”
“You’re the best. I needed to get away from my parents and their disappointment in my bad choices. And I always love your house. To find the best house on the corner, look for the one owed by the carpenter.” She grinned.
“One of these days, you’ll let me build you one.”
“When I have a need for more than one bedroom.” She sat down on the lounge chair and he found himself starting to pray.
Take off the towel and lay back, go for a tan.
“I didn’t know what I was going to do after that whole thing with Edward,” Alex said. “Why are men such jerks?”
That word got Mack’s attention. Reminded him that he had descended into the depths of jerk-dom by standing there, praying for her to take off the towel so that he could sneak a peek at her body again. Some friend that made him. He sank onto the chair beside her, handing Alex a second, opened beer. “Because we have very tiny brains and we tend to keep them behind our zippers.”
Alex laughed. “Seriously, I’d like to meet one nice guy. All I want to do is settle down. Have a family.”
“Why?” Mack said, leaning forward, propping his elbows on his knees. “Why is that so important to you?”
He, for one, couldn’t imagine that kind of future, not in a million years. The bachelor life suited him just fine. No one to answer to, no one to wonder why he came from work late. No one to question a damned thing he did.
Alex sighed, then put the beer aside. “I’ve grown up without much of that. My parents were never home, and when they were, their version of family time was turning on the TV. I’d like something that’s normal in my life.”
“You’ve got me.”
She laughed. “You, my hulking friend, are far from normal.” Alex leaned back, turned her face up to meet the summer sun. “I’m serious, I’ve been writing that column for five years. Dating for God only knows how many years before that, and it seems like every month I turn in the same story. Single woman in the city finding jerk number seven hundred and sixty-two. All I want is to meet one good guy. Fall in love. Settle down. Write ‘and they lived happily ever after.’”
“I’d say you have the falling in love part down.”
She leaned over and smacked him. “You could help me, you know, instead of giving me such a hard time.”
Mack had to grab his beer so he wouldn’t stare down her bikini top again. Why couldn’t Alex wear a one-piece, like other women? Why did that damned towel have to keep slipping? “What do you mean, help you?”
“Help me find a man. That way, I can get married and finally get out of your hair. And even better, I’ll finally stay out of your pool.” She grinned, then slipped off the towel and laid back on the lounge chair, totally oblivious to the effect she and that slim excuse for a swimsuit had on him.
Mack groaned inwardly and guzzled the rest of his beer. He shot to his feet. Alex was right. The best thing he could do was introduce her to a man who would marry her because Alex was never going to see him as anything other than a friend and the longer he stayed near her, the more he suffered. “You have a deal. I’ll find a Mr. Perfect for you.”
Then he stripped off his shirt and drove headfirst into the deep end, trying to get away from her and the fantasies that bikini conjured up. Trouble was, he suspected he was already way over his head with Alex.
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