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Chapter 1

 

"That's a wrap, everyone. Thank you. Another great show."

Reviewing the studio audience anxiously, WMAS television host Maryanne Lynch started to remove her earpiece as usual and roll the wire into a neat coil. This time, though, the enormous stone on her diamond engagement ring snagged the strands of her sleek black bob, tangling up the wire and interrupting her thoughts. She freed herself only to have the ring hitch again, this time catching the jacket pocket of her cappuccino business suit as she tried to slip her earpiece impatiently inside it. 

Kirk Blackstone, her producer, approached her at the worst possible moment. "Maryanne, there are a bunch of Girl Scouts here in preparation for our coverage of the organization later this week. They need your expert opinion to complete their badge for media careers. Can you meet with them?"

"Sure, in the conference room. Just give me one minute, okay?"

She moved through the studio, scanning the crowd while remaining intent on her purpose. "I had to wear a pencil skirt today," she muttered at her slow pace. 

One of the many guests in the studio audience today while her show was being filmed had looked familiar, but she hadn't been able to put her finger on who he was while she was on stage. She hurried to catch up with the audience. When she turned the final corner before the studio exit doors, she spotted him. With his tall frame and blond hair, he stood out in the crowded lobby area.

"Excuse me, sir!"

He turned back, seeing her waving at him, then made his way over to her. "Can I help you?" 

"Thank you for visiting the show today, sir. While I'm never unaware of who'll be on-stage with me at any given time, I don't always get time to talk to the audience in advance. It was my producer's idea to do an impromptu opinion piece from the general populace and those involved in the Sterling Lakes renovation. You offered several opinions during the taping that I wanted to follow-up with you about." 

As though helpless to prevent his own attention, his brown-eyed gaze traveled over her lithe figure that she worked on so hard with yoga and salsa dance. "No problem."

"Everyone's all worked up about the renovations to St. Luke's Church and the new face of Sterling Lakes. It's a hot topic," she managed, hoping to draw him out.

"It's good the town folks are interested."

"They're more than interested. They're reborn! This is the new lease on life Sterling Lakes has needed for so long. You can't imagine what it means to citizens."

"Heartwarming sentiment. Truly." 

His tone was genuine, though Maryanne couldn't help wondering if he wasn't being sarcastic. He again moved to turn away, clearly eager to leave when he threw a last bit of politeness her way with the words, "Now if you'll excuse me?" 

Maryanne had done enough interviews to know his tone probably meant he wasn't really interested, but then why had he been here at all? She refused to let him leave until she found out. 

She took a step closer to him. "There's just one other thing to clear up. If the strip mall being put in is developed the way that was described in your general commentary and leading questions while my show was being filmed today, it means the Townsend Barn will need to be razed." 

"Townsend Barn currently stands in the middle of the land that's being developed into a strip mall, leading to your correct conclusion that the barn will have to go." 

"That can't happen."

His lips twitched. "Unfortunately, the architect's designed it to happen exactly that way, Miss Lynch."

"You certainly know an awful lot about it." In frustration, she launched her unfiltered opinion at him the way she couldn't while she'd been on stage, "The people of Sterling Lakes love that barn. It has an angel weather vane. That's very rare, you know. You can't just discount the history it has in Sterling Lakes."

"I don't know what to tell you. The plans've been drawn up and approved."

Maryanne arched one eyebrow, fighting an inner tug of war she was sure made her body language scream 'We'll see about that!'. "Really? We all know plans are made to be broken." 

He didn't speak. And yet... 

Was he trying not to laugh at her? 

"Some of us do realize plans are made to be broken. Especially you, Miss Lynch."

Starting at his sudden, obvious intention to make this personal, she gasped out, "Me? What do you mean that, Mr.--?"

"You really don't remember?" The side of his mouth curled up slightly in a smile that astonished her. She floundered, feeling as though she'd entered this discussion sans half the facts. "I lived in Sterling Lakes way back when, Maryanne," he told her. "I'm the guy you stood up for the Senior prom."

Studying his face, she exhaled slowly as pieces fell into place. Unfortunately, they didn't fall neatly--in part because she couldn't decide if he sounded mad, like he was nursing a grudge over something that'd happened "way back when", or if she'd been correct earlier in wondering if he was trying not to laugh at her. "Oh...I remember that night. Travis Collimore. Back then you called yourself T.J. You just blindsided me."

He broke into a broad smile that took her breath away. "Good, then we're even. Just took me a few years to catch up to you, Maryanne, that's all. What do you say we talk about those good old days over dinner?"

Maryanne thought quickly. This could be a good lead and, frankly, she wanted to know why he remembered her so readily. They'd never dated, though she had accepted his request when he asked her to the prom. She'd been so embarrassed about standing him up that night, so distressed. Oddly, that did feel like a million years ago. Surely they could laugh about it now? 

She nodded. Pushing back the evening with her fiancé, Elwood, wouldn't be a problem. He was used to a journalist's hectic schedule. "Just give me five minutes and we'll go, okay? The Girl Scouts are here, needing information. I promise it won't take long."

"You got it."

"Great. Be back in a jiff. By the way, do you still go by T.J. or is it Travis now?"

"Travis," he told her. 

Maryanne thought she saw a warm glint in his expression but couldn't be certain. She hurried off to the conference room, dialing Elwood on her cell phone as she hastened down the corridor.

T.J. Collimore--now Travis--back in town. Unreal, she thought, waiting for Elwood to pick up. When her call went to his voicemail, she left him a brief message and moved into the conference room. A smiling sea of bright-faced Girl Scouts greeted her. Giving them the scoop about her thriving media career was almost as easy as breathing for her. After ten minutes, she'd satisfied their curiosity and emerged from the conference room. 

Re-tracing her steps, she found Travis still waiting for her in the lobby. "You made it," he greeted her as if he thought she'd intended to stand him up yet again. "How did it go with the Girl Scouts?"

"A merit badge was in the offing and I couldn't refuse to play my part. The girls are fabulous. I'm doing a piece on the organization later this week on my show as well. Getting my executive producer to go along with it wasn't easy." As usual, her brain was going a hundred miles an hour.

"Somehow I think you had no trouble being convincing."

She glanced at him, unsure how to interpret the look in his eyes. "Are you making fun of me? I've gotten the impression since I caught up with you that you were trying not to laugh at me. And you were in an awfully big hurry after having dominated my show with your far-too-knowledgeable comments from the audience."

"I guess I wasn't sure if a reunion was wise just now. But, listening to you talk about the town renovations, I remembered how tenacious you were as a teenager. And I also read up on you and how you got the station to back you for the talk show," he said. "You seem to be a woman who knows how to get her way."

They left the studio. 

"It's good you know what you're dealing with upfront, Travis," she informed him, not liking that she was about to wipe the nostalgic expression off his face but needing him to realize she'd been serious earlier. "This barn thing isn't a joke."

He pushed his hands into the pockets of his slacks as though resigned to a discussion he wasn't sure he wanted once it was taken off-stage. "I can imagine how the folks feel, but you just told me they're reborn with this project. Surely you...and they...know growth is impossible if you always keep things the same way they've been. Change is good. It's progress. It creates opportunities and jobs--"

"The issue isn't as black and white as you're painting it," she insisted, halting and facing him.

"Actually, it is. That's all it comes down to, period."

She narrowed her heated gaze on him. "Specifically what does it all come down to in your estimation?"

"Money, of course." He sighed. "Look, let's talk about this over dinner, all right?"

Maryanne looked at his well-made suit and shiny, expensive shoes. Head to toe, he radiated wealth and polish. A far cry from most folks in Sterling Lakes.

Warily, she asked, "All right. Where are we headed?"

"I noticed on the way to the studio that Sterling Lakes Diner is still in business. Can't resist that."

"Just as good as ever," she managed in a grudgingly companionable tone. "I'll meet you there."

She hopped into her convertible and watched Travis' long legs and broad back disappear into a nearby minivan while putting her cell phone in the hands-free holder on the dash. She imagined the SUV was a rental because it wasn't the sort of vehicle she could picture him choosing. 

Once she'd eased out of her parking spot following him and left the studio behind, she sped up. The wind felt good against her skin after being cooped up inside all day. She couldn't resist passing him in the old-man SUV once they made it to the road, waving as she darted ahead of him. 

Her cell phone interrupted her slightly vengeful actions. Glancing at the screen, she saw Elwood's information displayed there. "You got my message?"

"I did. You're hung up at work again?"

Chuckling, she said, "You sound like Alfred Hitchcock. Come on. I won't be long."

"You know this dinner's important to me. The Club only honors one member a year."

"I know. I'll be there fashionably but not seriously late. I promise."

"Okay. You do what you need to do. I understand."

His tone was anything other than understanding, yet she chose to ignore it. "Thanks. Really, I'll be right along."

"See you soon then," he all but signed a contract with his tone. 

She hung up and rubbed her temple with her free hand, certain a headache was on its way. Forcefully, she reminded herself that Elwood was a wonderful man. After being single for so long, she'd never expected to enjoy anyone's company as much as she had his since they'd hosted the Charity Gold Classic together last spring. 

Neither Elwood's money or status in the community had won her heart. She had plenty of both herself. That he was a widower many years her senior clinched her decision to get involved with him. She was nowhere near ready to settle down and she'd anticipated, after what he'd been through, considering his long marriage to a woman who'd been a pillar in the community, he wasn't either. Her
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