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CHAPTER
ONE


Liam Love picked up the crate of fresh-from-the-factory soup
cans and hauled it over his shoulder. Felt like it weighed as much as a small
car, but he managed to slot it into a space on the shelves. He’d long ago
shrugged off his coat, his labors more than enough to keep him warm in the
January day. Not just warm, because he’d worked up enough of a sweat that his
shirt clung to him, and he probably didn’t smell very rosy right now. 


He’d gotten lucky with this whole community service thing.
When his friend Pete got charged with a DUI, he’d ended up with some jail time
and then had to work in a morgue. No, it was much nicer to work in the homeless
shelter—even if it was still embarrassing to be in this situation in the first
place.


Then he thought of his father. Maybe it was a good thing he
wasn’t still alive because if he’d seen his son get arrested for that DUI, he’d
have been furious. And disappointed. Well, his father would have been right,
with good reason. It was hard to believe it had been two years since that
cement truck with its drunk driver had broadsided Rose’s car. Great. Here he
was wallowing, and he’d promised he’d never be the wallowing type.


A woman with blond braids, one of the regular volunteers,
waltzed into the storage room and winked at him. He had a sneaking suspicion
Amy followed him around trying to hook up, but she was in good company—having a
pile of money coming to you was better than any herbal aphrodisiac for
attracting the ladies. He nodded politely at her and hurried out of the room. 


He didn’t get far, only as far as the kitchen where workers
were cooking up breakfast, when Jennifer Gaines bumped him. Accidentally, of
course. “Sorry about that, Liam,” she smiled up at him, scanning his body and
his wet shirt. She licked her lips. “Looks like you’ve been working hard. You
should take a break. Want to get some coffee?”


“Maybe later,” he tried to smile back, once again forcing
himself to be polite. “Sharrie has a long list of chores for me to do for her
today.”


“Oh, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”


“Maybe, but I promised, you see.” He pointed at a stove that
wasn’t working. “And that right there is number one on the list, so if you’ll
excuse me.” 


She walked away with a little pout on her face. No doubt she
and Amy would be gossiping about him in the break room in a few minutes. He’d
overheard a few of them before. “Is he gay?” was one of the hot topics of
conversation.


No, he was most certainly not gay, as Rose could have told them.
Ah, Rose. When he’d proposed, he’d really thought she was The One. He missed
her, but after the accident, he felt more guilt than anything. It wasn’t the
same level of grief his father experienced over his mother’s death—so was it
really true love for him and Rose? Or maybe they hadn’t known each other long
enough? They’d had some arguments, sure, but wasn’t that common to all
relationships?


He thought back to the day of the crash. He and Rose had
argued that morning, in fact. She wanted a huge wedding, and he wanted
something more intimate with family and a few friends, trying to tell her that
huge weddings weren’t his style. Every now and then since, he’d even had a tiny
little thought creep in that maybe she did just love him for his money.
Talk about guilt. That one sent him into the guilt-stratosphere.


He pulled the stove away from the wall and took off the back
panel to peer inside. Just as he’d suspected—a burned-out element. As if the
smoky charred odor wasn’t enough of a clue. He hated that smell of burned
plastic.


When he felt a hand on his shoulder, he looked up to see the
face of Sharrie Brodbeck. Since this was the first homeless shelter he’d ever
worked in, he didn’t know if Sharrie was unusual or not, but she certainly was
one of the nicest, most supportive, and understanding people he’d every met.
Guess you’d have to be, to make this kind of work your day job full time.


He showed her the element, and she frowned. “How much will
that cost? We’re having a tight month. Donations have been down since the first
of the year. People are having to pay off all those credit cards after
Christmas.”


“Shouldn’t be too bad,” he said, knowing that such parts
cost a lot more than she could probably afford right now. “Tell you what, I
know of a second-hand dealer who probably has a used part in stock. I’ll check
on it and see if he can cut us a deal.” Deal, as in Liam would probably end up
paying for it and tell Sharrie a little white lie afterward that the dealer was
just going to throw it away.


She beamed at him. “That would be such a help. I know this
isn’t the kind of work you’re used to, Liam, but I sure am grateful the court
sent you our way.”


“I’m probably a poor substitute for a full-time maintenance
man.”


“Not at all. If we could afford you—and you were available—we’d
hire you on the spot.” She patted him on the shoulder. “If you don’t want to
come in on Tuesday, I’d understand. Wouldn’t even have to tell the court.”


His jaw dropped. “How did you know?”


“Oh, I’ve always had a knack for remembering dates and
things. It’s the two-year anniversary, isn’t it?”


Liam nodded. “My brothers and I thought about having a
memorial party or something, but I don’t think any of us is up to it.”


“Didn’t I read that the cement truck driver is getting out
of jail soon?”


“Yeah. He gets to live out his life while five innocent
women’s lives are silenced forever.”


“I’m so sorry. I hope I didn’t rub salt in those wounds.”


He managed a half-smile. “Not at all. And I’ll be happier if
I’m working that day, not sitting around moping. So, count me in, as usual.”


“How are those brothers of yours getting along? I’ve been
meaning to ask you. And with your father so recently, too. Must be hard.”


He sighed. “They’re not going that great. All of them are
handling their grief in their own way. We worry about Owen, who spends all his
time being self-destructive with one adrenaline-junkie sport after another.
Evan’s business is failing, and Vaden ... it feels like Vaden has withdrawn
from life. He goes into work, comes home, and that’s it.”


She nodded. “These things take time. Things are a kind of
gray for a while, but it’s like a black-and-white movie that gradually shifts
into color. It’ll happen to you, too.”


At the sound of the bell jingling over the entrance door,
Sharrie looked up at an attractive young woman with long, dark hair walking
inside and waved her over. “Liam, this is Cherisa Landis, one of our new
volunteers. Cherisa, this is Liam Love.”


After Liam and Cherisa had sized each other up warily for a
moment, Sharrie added, “Why don’t the two of you work together on that pile of
men’s clothing the Dolphin Bay Unitarian Church brought in last night. There
must be a thousand items that need sorting and tagging.”


Sharrie hurried off when her assistant snagged her to take a
phone call, and Liam guided Cherisa to a room with clothing piled high on every
table and chair. Her jaw dropped open. “Oh, dear Lord. Looks like a clothing
factory exploded and rained down in here.”


“Except these aren’t new. Well, mostly. A few of the
wealthier people sometimes buy clothes they end up regretting, so instead of
taking them back to the store, they drop them off here. I’ve seen Armani and
Dior, believe it or not.”


“And these all go to the homeless community?”


“Yep. And we get to sort them into sizes and types.” He
pointed to clothing racks and bins in the corners. “Why don’t you start on that
table over there, since it looks like mostly women’s. I’ll start here,” and he
moved to a table beside hers.


She kept giving him sideways glances as he worked, watching
what he was doing as she tried to get the hang of it. She asked, “You work here
full time?”


He couldn’t bite back the derisive laugh that escaped. “Community
service.”


“Me, too.”


That surprised him. “You don’t look like the DUI type.”


“DUI? No, nothing like that. Too many speeding tickets due
to my lead foot. But in my defense, I own a florist shop, and I’m often running
late to weddings and other gigs.”


“Well, la-ti-da. Speeding tickets. Aren’t you the bad-girl
type.”


He could feel her glare cutting him down where he stood. “You
don’t have to be snippy about it. I admit driving fifty over the speed limit
isn’t the same as being a drunk.”


“Fifty? Jesus. That must have been some wedding. Guess the
bridezilla was panicking without her gabiolas.”


“They’re called gladiolas, for your information.” She picked
up a woman’s coat, took a whiff and held it away from her. “What the hell do I
do with this moth-eaten crap?”


He growled, “The reject bin is in the back, by the door.” 


She dumped it in and then returned to her station. “Does
being arrested for DUI do something to your attitude? Must stand for Denotes
Utter Idiot.”


He almost laughed at that. Maybe he was giving her a
hard time for no good reason. And it was refreshing to find a woman who’d stand
up to him for a change, one of the first in a long time who wasn’t a suck-up. Should
he apologize?


Not sure where to start since it had been a long time since
he apologized for anything, he decided to flirt instead. That might thaw the
ice, especially if they were going to be working together for the next few
hours. “I’m sorry we seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot, especially
since you have such a lovely smile.”


She looked over at him but didn’t smile, instead grabbing a
pair of pants and hangar and snapping it in place on a rack with a loud “thunk.”


Okay, that hadn’t gone over well, but that line worked on
other women. As he wracked his brain trying to think of what else he could say,
he realized that she had been smiling when they first met. It really was
a nice smile, and he’d been the one to wipe it off her face. 


They worked in mostly silence for the next couple of hours,
with only the occasional curt question from her and his
trying-to-show-how-sorry-he-was reply. At the dot of noon, she wiped her hands
on her pants and announced that she had to leave. “It’s another wedding and
another ‘bridezilla.’ And not a single gladiola.”


She stalked off without saying goodbye and without him
getting in the apology he owed her. He felt pretty bad about it, too. But why?
He hadn’t cared when he gave the other women in the shelter a brush-off. Maybe
it was that whole inheritance thing always hanging like a dark cloud over his
social life. He should find a woman soon if he wanted to see a penny of it.
Despite what his Uncle Aron thought, Liam felt he could fake all that
lovey-dovey stuff if he needed to. 


Cherisa Landis. Cherisa Love. That sounded pretty good, rolled
right off the tongue. Yeah, Cherisa might be a good candidate for a faux bride,
after all.











CHAPTER
TWO


Cherisa stormed through the front door to her house,
slamming it behind her. She grabbed a glass of wine from the kitchen and
plopped down on her favorite green chenille sofa. Her sister walked into the
room and put her hands on her hips. “That good a day, huh? What—did the
bridezilla give you a hard time?”


Cherisa rubbed her forehead. “Gawd, Katlyn. Don’t use that
term, please.”


“Bridezilla? Most of the time, it fits, doesn’t it?”


“That’s not why. It doesn’t have anything to do with the
wedding. Which was almost a disaster, by the way.”


Katlyn disappeared for a moment, then returned with her own
glass of wine and sat down across from Cherisa. “Tell big sis all about it. But
don’t drink too much of that,” she pointed to the glass. “You know you can’t
handle alcohol well.”


“The wedding planner and I went over and over the types and
location of all the flower arrangements months ago. I even double-checked
everything with her last week. Fine, everything’s fine, she said. So, when I
get to the church, everything is not fine. In fact, ‘everything was all wrong,’
according to her. Roses and mums, not lilies and orchids. Pink, not yellow and
purple.”


“What did you do?”


“I pulled out my tablet that had her order on it and showed
it to her. When she saw that she was the one who mixed up two different
weddings, she didn’t apologize. Just mumbled something about my incompetence.”


“Swell. How did the bride take it?”


“She loved the flowers. Didn’t seem to notice they weren’t
the ‘right’ ones.”


“Blinded by love.”


“Or Xanax.”


They giggled, and Cherisa got up to bring the wine bottle in
and set it on the coffee table. A loud “bang” outside made Katlyn jump, and
Cherisa gave her a sympathetic glance. “I hate that you’re still jumpy after
all this time.”


“Yeah. After those sessions with the therapist, too. Every
time I hear a backfire or a loud noise, it comes rushing back to me.”


Cherisa stared at the floor, trying not to dwell on that
horrible day, but she’d never forget it. Not the hysterical call from Katlyn,
nor going to her husband Chris’ business just to make sure it wasn’t all a
dream, then seeing the bullet holes through the window. And the sheet-covered
body on the stretcher as the EMTs carried it to the waiting ambulance. She
couldn’t blame Katlyn for being afraid of guns after that.


Cherisa said, “At least, you had a man who loved you. Not
one who left you for a younger woman.”


“Mommy, what are we having for dinner?” a little voice
sounded from around the corner. As the head of Cherisa’s niece Prissy came into
view, Cherisa relaxed. Katlyn’s husband Chris never got to see his daughter,
but he would have been proud of how she turned out. Not that Cherisa was
partial, mind you. Nor spoiled her, nope. 


Katlyn replied, “Meatloaf, sweetie. With your favorite
little fingerling potatoes. It should be ready in a half hour.”


“But I’m hungry now.”


Prissy had a point—the smell of the baking meatloaf and what
was likely bread to go with it that was already perfuming the house made
Cherisa’s mouth water. She looked at her sister. “Maybe a few carrot sticks as
an appetizer?”


Prissy didn’t wait for her mother to say yes, but cried out “Yaaay”
and ran into the kitchen, as they heard the sound of the refrigerator opening.


Cherisa peered over his wine glass at Katlyn. “So, how’s
Justin doing?”


“Good. He’s good,” her sister’s cheeks turned pink.


Cherisa had tried hard not to butt into her sister’s social
life, but after seven years, she felt it was time Katlyn dated again. Katlyn
was dragging her feet, fearing she’d lose someone all over again. But Justin
was a good man, and Cherisa had high hopes for them.


Prissy walked through the living room munching on carrots. “I
like him,” she said.


“What? Who?” her mother frowned.


“Justin. He tells me funny stories and makes me laugh. Like
the one about the rabbit and the cat.”


Cherisa smiled at her. “They are pretty funny.”


Katlyn stayed silent, but the look over at her daughter
spoke volumes as if she’d never heard—or noticed—Prissy talking like that about
Justin before. The ultimate seal of approval. She finally said, “Don’t forget
your homework, sweetie. You still have thirty minutes.”


Prissy, still munching on the carrots, waved at them and
disappeared down the hallway toward her bedroom. Cherisa knew Prissy would do
what her mother told her after observing first-hand over the past year how well
the two got along. Not that she’d ever doubted her sister would make a terrific
mother. Katlyn was grateful to Cherisa for letting them stay with her while she
got back on her feet, and she was happy to be able to do it. 


Katlyn stretched out her legs and propped them up on the
ottoman in front of her, seeming eager to change the subject away from Justin. “You
said the whole bridezilla thing didn’t have anything to do with the wedding.
What did you mean?”


Cherisa took a sip of wine, enjoying the tang as it trickled
down her throat. “It was my first day of community service at the homeless
shelter. There was this guy I ran into.”


“Uh oh. One of the homeless bums hit on you?”


“Nothing like that. And the director doesn’t like anyone to
call them ‘bums.’ Just down-on-their-luck souls.”


“Okay. So it wasn’t one of the ‘down-on-their-luck’ types.
Then who?”


“Another volunteer. He said his name was Liam Love.”


Katlyn sat up straight, her legs dropping to the floor. “THE
Liam Love?”


“I don’t know. Who’s Liam Love?”


“You haven’t heard of him?”


“Not until just now, apparently.”


“It’s a huge tragedy. Kind of like one of those soap operas
on TV.”


Cherisa reached around and grabbed a pillow she put behind
her. “I’m not a fan of soap operas.”


“You’ll like this one. Well, at least, you’ll find it
interesting. Liam’s father was Redmond ‘Red’ Love, very wealthy. Made
his money in real estate. Anyway, he had four boys, Liam, Owen, Vaden, and Evan—L,O,V,E,
get it? Liam’s the oldest. Liam was engaged, and so his mother decided to drive
his fiancée and the other brothers’ girlfriends, who were all going to be
bridesmaids, to The Gull’s Nest Point for a nice dinner.”


Katlyn took a sip of her wine, making Cherisa prompt her
impatiently. “And?”


“They were broadsided by a cement mixer with a drunk driver
at the wheel. Didn’t have a chance.”


Cherisa’s jaw dropped. “Oh, dear God. You mean, all five
were killed?”


“Horrible, isn’t it? But that’s not the end of the story.
When Red Love saw his boys heading down paths of depression and risky physical
and emotional behaviors, he was naturally concerned. But not too long
afterward, he was diagnosed with terminal cancer.”


Cherisa groaned. “Oh, that poor family.” Suddenly, Liam’s
behavior at the shelter began to make a little more sense. She still wasn’t
ready to excuse him though.


Katlyn continued, “Well, Red Love decided that he’d dole out
the boys’ inheritance on one condition—they had to find true love first.”


“You’re kidding, right? First of all, how can you define
true love? Second, who’s going to decide if it’s true or not?”


“Their Uncle Aron. He’s rich, too, so he doesn’t have a
financial stake in any of this. He’s also an attorney. And since he’s known the
boys since they were babies, their father decided he’d be the best judge.”


Cherisa thought back to the other female volunteers at the
shelter and the way they’d looked at Liam, like starving dogs eyeing raw meat. “Guess
that explains Liam’s behavior today.”


“What kind of behavior?”


“First, he pulls this attitude, kind of snarky and a bit
snobbish. Then all of a sudden he’s flirting. And doing it badly. He was
probably ‘auditioning’ me to be his love interest to get his hands on his
father’s money.”


“But it has to be true love, remember? Not fake.”


“So, maybe he thinks he’s the world’s greatest actor.”


“Doubtful.”


“Still, I’ve done the whole dating and marriage thing, and look
how that turned out. I’m taking a break from men, maybe permanently.”


Her sister chuckled. “You’re becoming a lesbian? Or a nun?”


Cherisa threw a pillow at her. “You know what I mean.”


“Maybe Liam’s idea is the way to do it. After all, people
did fine with arranged marriages for quite some time.”


“Yeah, but that’s when women had zero prospects. Couldn’t
get jobs, couldn’t be independent. Nowadays, women don’t need a man. Or at
least just any man. And my florist shop is doing quite well, thank you very
much. You know what they say.”


“No, what?”


“It takes a mighty good man to be better than nothing.”


Katlyn shook her head. “You know what you need? A girls’ day
out at the salon tomorrow. We can get our nails done, you, me, and Prissy.
Followed by milkshakes and hot dogs from Barry’s Shake Shack and some kitschy
tourist T-shirts from the Beach Bongo Bin since it’s right next door. We could
stroll along the boardwalk and watch the waves along the shore.”


Cherisa settled back into the sofa. That sounded like a
marvelous idea. A wonderful way to put her encounter with the annoying Liam
Love out of her mind. Not that it mattered because she was never going to see
him again. 


That wasn’t quite right, was it? She did have more days she
had to spend at the shelter, but she’d call up Sharrie Brodbeck and ask when
Liam was scheduled to be there. Then she’d pick other days. And if they
happened to end up there at the same time, and he tried to pull anything, she’d
deck him.


She raised her hand and made a twisting motion with her
fingers. Katlyn nodded and signaled back. They’d developed their hand signals
when they were kids, a way to communicate behind the backs of their parents and
other adults. With her “Yes,” and Katlyn’s “Let’s Party,” sign, she finally
felt the scales of the dragon-of-a-day fall away. And right now that meatloaf
was going to be as welcome as a five-star filet mignon.
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