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      Martin stared numbly at the waves winking at him in the early morning sun, coming alive when his cell phone began playing the guitar riff from Hotel California. He wondered how long he had been parked on the shoulder of the Pacific Coast Highway, wondered how long the ocean had been laughing at his failed flight into exile.

      He had wakened early and made his escape before his sister had entered his room, grabbing his toe in her unbroken daily ritual. Ever since Cassie had hit bottom in the film industry and moved into his once-spacious condo, Martin was never late for any meeting. But this morning, he had eluded her, got as far as Ventura before the cell phone’s buzzing interrupted his peace. Rubbing the bridge of his nose, knowing that Cassie would not give up, he pushed the talk button.

      “Hey, stinky face.”

      “Where are you?” his sister demanded. “And how did you know it was me?”

      “It had an irritating ring to it.”

      “Funny. You’re at the beach again, aren’t you? What’s with you and the Pacific Ocean these days?”

      Martin started to explain how a quick trip down Highway 126 to Ventura cleared his mind of the ongoing stress of keeping his family business afloat, but it was a useless explanation. Cassie had an easy answer for all his troubles. So did his brother Paul. Only Martin didn’t want to hear it. “What’s up?” he asked instead.

      “How do you know it’s me?”

      “Cassie, how is it possible you’re a graduate of USC and you don’t know about caller ID?”

      “I hate cell phones.”

      Martin couldn’t argue with that one. The portable interruption was the bane of his existence. “Then why are we having this conver…?”

      “John Withrop called,” Cassie said. “Said you are meeting at ten thirty this morning, wanted to know if you could make it ten instead.”

      Martin hadn’t told Cassie about the meeting with the bank, hadn’t wanted her to know how dismal Christmas sales had been.

      “Sure.”

      “Why are you meeting with John?”

      “Usual business,” Martin lied as he watched a pair of pelicans sail down the beach, oblivious to the world’s troubles.

      Cassie wasn’t convinced. “Martin, we can settle this once and for all with three signatures.”

      Martin closed his eyes, wishing he could will away the problems surrounding his newspaper. Tell the Los Angeles Daily Times to go to hell. Convince his siblings that since he had promised to keep the family legacy alive nothing short of death would deter him from that pledge.

      They had heard it all before. Just like he had heard their pleas repeatedly.

      “I’m on my way,” he answered before she could inquire further. Disconnecting the conversation, Martin turned off the phone and threw it on the backseat. Some day he would have time to enjoy a sunrise, have time to stop and breathe the salt air most Angelenos take for granted. The first thing he would do is fling his damned cell phone into the Pacific.

      

      Image was everything in Southern California. Like his colleagues in the nearby movie industry, Martin Taylor knew how to push insecurities aside and offer the world a confident persona. Swinging open the boardroom door as if he had emerged from important business, Martin warmly greeted John Withrop, vice president of the Bank of Santa Helena and a lifelong friend.

      “John, good to see you,” Martin said.

      “Good to see you again, son.” John grabbed Martin affectionately by the shoulders. “How’s your mom? I never see her out anymore.”

      Martin grimaced thinking how true that was since his father’s funeral. “She doesn’t socialize much since dad’s gone.”

      John rubbed his chin, no doubt calculating how long it had been since the death of Martin’s father. “Perhaps we’ll see her at the New Year’s party?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “But that’s not why I’m here.”

      The headache that usually arrived after lunch, the daily advertising reports and the first editorial meeting came early. There was only one reason why John would pay him a visit during the busiest time of a banker’s day.

      “The Banner’s not for sale,” Martin bit out too quickly. “You of all people should know that I would never sell this family-owned newspaper to a media conglomerate.”

      John removed his jacket and draped it over a chair. “Martin,” he said solemnly. “I’ve seen the holiday reports.”

      The reminder of the bleak Christmas ad sales felt like a knife in his gut, but he wasn’t going down without a fight. Martin headed toward the credenza and poured himself a coffee, thankful that his secretary had brewed a fresh pot. Coffee was his ultimate ally and he liked it strong.

      “Can I get you something, John? Cassie brought in some French roast, your favorite.”

      John followed him to the credenza, leaning back on the massive piece of furniture that Martin’s father had purchased from the Daily Democrat, a community newspaper that had fallen under bad times in the 1950s. Ironic, Martin thought.

      “Have you even looked at their offer?” John said. “You are losing money daily.”

      “It’s a slow period.” Martin attempted to sound a hell of a lot more positive than he felt, since Christmas was usually their finest hour. “Advertising is down for many reasons –– one of our department stores moved to inserts, the Times’ damn new bureau in town. But there’s a Kohl’s opening soon and I have some excellent reps working to establish a...”

      “Martin,” the older man interrupted, placing a friendly hand on his shoulder, “there is no more time.”

      When Martin gazed over at the man who had graduated next to his father and been a sponsor at his christening, Martin felt remorse for his lies. Still, he had made a promise. “I’m sorry, John. But I’m not selling.”

      John’s eyes turned steel gray. “I understand how you feel. Don’t you think it pains me to see you sell your father’s blood and sweat? But you don’t have a choice.”

      Time was still on his side. More importantly, Martin owned the Taylor family determination that, in the past, had moved mountains. “I have most of the money. Give me a few more weeks and I’ll pull this around.”

      John squeezed his shoulder like his father used to and Martin knew that what he had to say would be his last. “It’s not working, my boy. You tried your best to turn this paper around, and you’ve done an admirable job, but...”

      “Technology is expensive, John.  You know that. I needed that loan to...”

      “To buy the computers and software your father never had the foresight to purchase, I know. And you’re right, it was expensive, which is why you have that enormous balloon payment in ten days.”

      Martin rubbed the bridge of his nose, trying to will the pounding—and the problems—away. “After those upgrades, we didn’t have anything left over to fix that worthless excuse for a printing press and it broke twice last month.”

      “Which is why,” John continued, “you haven’t collected a salary during the last six months.”

      Martin said nothing, thinking how minuscule that sacrifice had been. A year of his salary would not constitute one-fifth of what was due.

      “I am right, am I not?” John asked.

      “Doesn’t matter.” Martin placed his now empty cup on the credenza and offered a smile worthy of a studio executive. “I own my condo. I make enough freelancing to keep me in groceries and everything else I write off as a business expense.”

      John grimaced, his green eyes filled with sincerity. “You can’t possibly make that payment, Martin. You only made half of the last one and you know the bank can’t carry you again.”

      “I will find the money,” Martin insisted, and he felt that confidence in every inch of his being.

      John shook his head. “Where? You already sold your father’s house. What other assets do you or your mother own? Your back is against a wall.”

      Martin attempted a rebuttal but there was no argument to the facts at hand. Confidence and faith were not assets on a bank statement. A silence lingered between them, one that threatened to swallow Martin whole.

      “Martin,” John finally said, “You are killing yourself trying to hold a failing company together, a business you had no part in creating. You are too talented to throw your life away at a losing battle. You deserve better than this.”

      For a moment, Martin concurred. He did deserve better. He wanted better.

      But he had made a promise.

      “I won’t sell,” Martin said sternly.

      John patted him on the back, and then headed for the door. “I’m sorry, my boy, but you don’t have a choice.”

      As the door closed behind the bank president, leaving Martin alone with his thoughts, he wondered how a day could start so peacefully and end up so aggravating. He wondered how and when he had fallen into such an impossible trap. Either way, he was doomed. If he stayed the course, the bank would repossess the newspaper and sell it to the Times on its own. If he sold the newspaper, he would emerge with a hefty inheritance and benefit his mother and siblings but he’d be selling his family’s legacy to a cutthroat media empire. Turning his back on his father’s promise.

      The only way out was to find half a million dollars. And the only place Martin knew that offered that kind of reward was the California State Lottery.

      

      Lizzy Guidry wondered how a day could start so peacefully and end up so aggravating. Before dawn she had taken her morning walk, relishing in the fog hugging the Santa Helena Valley and breathing in the heavenly scent that was Southern California in early winter: eucalyptus and pepper corn trees and the tangy scent of sage on the chaparral. She had to impress three county commissioners that day and after her trek up the mountainside felt empowered to meet the task.

      Then came the letter. If only the mail had been an hour later, she would have missed it until that night, missed worrying about her future until after the dreaded meeting. But timing was not on her side that day. As of January first, the rent on her grandmother’s room at the Mountain View Nursing Home would increase by three hundred a month. Three hundred dollars she did not have.

      Happy New Year, she thought, pocketing the note in her running jacket.

      “Don’t they have to give you thirty days notice,” Peter had asked when she returned home. “If I were you, I wouldn’t pay it.”

      Lizzy cringed, mentally screaming that she was as far apart from Peter Dark as a chigger bug was to California. Of course, he wouldn’t pay the increase; he didn’t pay for anything! How had she managed to let her ex wiggle his way back into her good graces and her apartment? As her best friend Holly Phillips always said, Peter Dark could talk her into ice cream on the coldest day of the year.

      When Peter followed up his lecture by asking for more money, Lizzy thought how the chigger was a good analogy when it came to her ex. Like the pests that inhabit her native South, chiggers dig deep under a person’s skin until they are warm and comfortable, but they irritate the hell out of the host, causing a red welt and a nightmare of an itch.

      She had handed Peter her last twenty, hinting that now would be a good time to make a fresh start. She had taken him in during the holidays, after his acting spot on a small cable sitcom had been cancelled and he had lost the lease on his Burbank apartment. But his agent had called the day before and things were looking up. Two auditions were scheduled and she wanted him gone.

      “I’ll be out of here by the time you get home,” he had promised her, planting a kiss on her left cheek.

      At least one thing had gone right that morning.

      Driving home from the failed meeting, Lizzy listed the catastrophes in her mind, amazed at how so many could appear within one morning. Her car had failed to start, and by the time she had it running she was twenty minutes late and the freeway was packed with post-holiday shoppers.

      When her cell phone rang, she spilled coffee on her new designer blouse, a blot that ran straight down her breastbone and permanently stained the expensive silk.

      “Damn,” she yelled, and then answered “Elizabeth Guidry” while pushing the talk button, then speaker so she could maintain one hand on the wheel while dabbling her blouse with a Kleenex.

      She was greeted by two women laughing. “Hello to you, too.”

      “I didn’t think you heard that.”

      “Are we interrupting something?” Dewey asked.

      Lizzy was dying to speak to her Columbia journalism school buddies, nicknamed “The Cajun Embassy” because they had all hailed from Louisiana, but her psyche wasn’t in the right place. The threesome reconvened every year for Carnival in New Orleans and this would be the first year Lizzy would miss the fun.

      “It’s not a good time, y’all,” Lizzy said, dreading having to tell them the bad news. “I’m on the 5 and the traffic’s horrible.”

      Only Dewey would understand that scenario; she worked for an entertainment magazine in Hollywood.

      “What’s the 5?” asked Maggie, who wrote for a regional publication in Memphis.

      “It’s hell on wheels,” Lizzy said with a laugh. “The Golden State Freeway. And right now I’m late to a meeting downtown.”

      “We won’t keep you then,” Dewey said. “Just call us later and let us know about Mardi Gras because we’re finalizing plans.”

      Lizzy’s heart had fallen into her knees. Mardi Gras was the vacation she took every year and a time to kick back with good friends—the best! This year, however, the money wasn’t cooperating.

      “Will do,” she had said, trying to keep the despair from her voice. “I’ll call you later.”

      When Lizzy finally arrived downtown, she hated desperately for parking spaces, then ten minutes later rushed in the door of the county office building only to break a heel in the process.

      By the time she had made it into the commissioner’s office, the meeting had been cancelled. Probably for the best, she had reasoned, when she discovered a snag in her hose that hugged the back of one calf. Until she got the phone call from the commissioner’s secretary saying they would not consider her ideas again until June.

      Lizzy pulled into the Santa Helena’s city parking garage, reminding herself to check her oil when the car sputtered into her spot. Turning off the engine, she leaned into the wheel, wondering where she would find three hundred dollars for Nana—or more to get her to New Orleans—or what she would do if her car finally died. She had to ask again. Tom owed her as much.

      “You want what?” Tom asked, when she entered his office and approached him about the raise.

      She started to retort until the mayor turned and stared out the window overlooking the Santa Helena Towne Centre. She expected resistance, but tension gathered between his shoulder blades as if he were angry.

      “Is it because of the meeting?” she asked. “It couldn’t be helped, Tom. My car is on its last leg. If I would have had a raise months ago like I asked, this might not have happened.”

      Tom turned his dark gaze upon her. “It’s not about the meeting,” he practically shouted.

      She had never seen him this way, never heard that tone before. He had always been happy with her work, just strapped to find money in the budget.

      Then she sighed, remembering the image consultant he was paying to raise his numbers in the polls. “It’s that New York weasel, isn’t it? What’s Anthony saying about me this time? I already bought new clothes, which wiped out my savings account. Like that’s really going to make a difference in the press you receive, anyway.”

      Tom’s eyes flamed. “The press I receive, Lizzy, is exactly the problem.”

      He threw the Santa Helena Banner on to the desk, its page turned to the editorial section. Lizzy leaned forward and her heart stilled. The headline read, “Mayor Whitley expert in all he does.”

      Lizzy would have been optimistic about such a headline had she not known Martin Taylor and his sarcasm, his constant criticisms of the current administration. It had to be bad.

      “Expert in hiding wrongdoings,” Tom explained. “Expert in protecting friends.”

      Lizzy groaned. The District Attorney had been caught fixing tickets for his nephew, a joyrider who loved to speed the Santa Helena back roads in the early morning hours. The mayor had chosen the D.A.’s side, claiming the boy had hurt no one, and Lizzy worked days trying to gloss over the details to the press.

      “Expert in double talk,” Tom continued. “Expert in failing to meet campaign promises.”

      Tom had tried to make good on projects he had campaigned for, but the city council refused to budget half of them, nipping funds to the rest. The new crop of council members was on a budget-cutting roll and Tom’s propositions had been its victims.

      “I’m sorry, Tom,” Lizzy said. “But you know I have no control over what Martin Taylor puts in his newspaper.”

      Straightening, Tom grabbed his coat and headed for the door. “That’s your problem, Lizzy. You should have control. Next time you ask for a raise, try doing your job first.”

      Tom slammed the door behind him, and Lizzy’s spirits, whatever was left of them, sank to the floor. “What more could happen today?” she wondered aloud. Then a line in the editorial caught her eye.

      “Let us commend the mayor’s public relations director,” Martin had written. “Another expert at City Hall who so aptly cleans up the mayor’s dirty work. Someone should inform Elizabeth Guidry that she’s in the wrong position. She would be better suited as the city’s official pooper scooper.”

      A fire began in Lizzy’s foot, the spot she had twisted when her heel had given way, and quickly burned up her spine, following the same path as the run in her stockings. She bolted upright as if the flames shot out the top of her head. “Pooper scooper?”

      She had been wrong. The horrid day would not end.

      Lizzy limped from the office, passing Holly, the mayor’s executive assistant, on her way to the elevator.

      “I guess you saw the editorial,” Holly said, fighting back a smile.

      Lizzy slammed her palm against the elevator button, but the damned thing didn’t light. She then pushed it with all the force of her index finger.

      “Don’t be mad, Lizzy,” Holly said. “No one reads that paper anyway.”

      The elevator doors opened and Lizzy stepped inside, then turned to face her friend. “I’ll kill him,” she uttered before the doors closed on Holly’s grinning face.

      

      Lizzy pulled into the Mini Mart, thankful that some things were always reliable. After visiting her grandmother in the nursing home, it was close to eight and most businesses were closed in the peaceful valley several miles outside the nation’s second largest city. The corner gas station-convenience store was open all night, its neon a beacon to Lizzy and her injured car.

      “Hey Lizzy,” Jeff called out from behind the counter.

      “I need some oil, Jeff,” Lizzy replied. “The light came on again.”

      “You got it.” Jeff came around, picked up Lizzy’s brand on aisle three and placed it on the counter. “That will be seven fifty-eight.”

      Lizzy paused, rubbing the bridge of her nose to remember what else she needed. “Oh yeah, Super Glue.”

      Jeff moved to come around, but Lizzy stopped him. “I’ll get it. What aisle?”

      “Four.” Jeff sent her a wry smile and Lizzy imagined for a moment he was flirting with her. She answered with a grin of her own. Now, a man’s attention would be a nice addition to this disastrous day, she thought, even a harmless flirtation.

      “Saw your name in the paper today.”

      The anger she had carefully hidden from her grandmother returned. Tenfold. She hobbled to aisle four and grabbed a small tube of glue, her forehead pounding from the fury.

      “Hey, don’t take it seriously,” Jeff said. “It is kinda funny.”

      When her burning eyes met his, Jeff cleared his throat and silently added the glue to her total.

      A car pulled up and for a moment Lizzy hated being seen with half a shoe, a run in her stocking and a brown stain pasted across her chest. But the way she was feeling, the Queen of England could walk through that door and she wouldn’t say boo.

      “Well, speak of the devil.”

      Lizzy turned and watched in horror as Martin Taylor stepped out of his Ford Explorer and waltzed toward the Mini Mart. “It’s his twice-weekly ritual,” Jeff explained. “He comes in every Wednesday and Saturday to get a lottery ticket.”

      When Martin crossed the store’s threshold, Lizzy wondered if he had had a day much like hers. His usually expressive blue eyes were filled with worry and his shoulders slumped as if he carried a great weight. But what did she care?

      He glanced up and seemed genuinely happy to see her, although he didn’t offer his trademark charming smile, the one that made half the women in Santa Helena swoon. “Lizzy.”

      “Martin,” she replied tartly.

      He paused, a frown creasing his forehead, then looked over at Jeff, who shrugged. Could it be possible the man failed to remember he had made her the laughingstock of the entire Santa Helena Valley? She wanted to throttle him. No, torture him slowly.

      “You’re just in time, Mr. T,” Jeff said nervously. “I have to shut down in three minutes. Let me take care of Lizzy and I’ll get you your lottery ticket.” To Lizzy he added, “Lizzy, your total is ten ninety-five.”

      “Lottery ticket.” Lizzy thought her head would explode from the rage. Martin Taylor insults her publicly, keeps her from obtaining a raise that would keep a roof over her grandmother’s head and now she has to hurry along so the infernal man could play a stupid game? “You must be kidding.”

      Martin finally focused his attention on her, still eyeing her curiously as if he didn’t make the connection. “If you don’t mind, Lizzy, they close the machines this time of night. They pick the numbers at eight.”

      The nerve of him infuriated her further, if that was possible. Slow torture wouldn’t be enough. “Gee, Martin,” she answered sarcastically, “how nice of you to remind me. I could use a lottery ticket myself.”

      Jeff cleared his throat. “I don’t think there’s enough time.”

      “Twenty seconds.” Martin offered that charming smile, the one that lit up his all-too-perfect face. “I’ll be out of your way.”

      Lizzy took a deep breath. Drawing herself up and placing a steadying hand on her hip, she blocked his path from the cashier. “You’ll never be out of my way, Martin Taylor. Not as long as you keep printing those hateful diatribes you call editorials.”

      Martin cringed. Now, he remembered. “Lizzy, it was only one man’s opinion.”

      “Only an opinion?”

      Suddenly, the anger dissipated and Lizzy felt her senses clear. Slow torture was exactly what Martin Taylor needed. “Jeff, I’d like a lottery ticket.”

      “Quick pick?” he asked, trying to speed things along.

      “No,” Lizzy said with a smirk. “I think I will pick my own numbers. Don’t you think that’s the better way to do it, Martin?”

      She sensed Martin knew what she was up to; he folded his arms across his chest and sighed.

      “Yes,” Lizzy said triumphantly. “I want to pick my own numbers.”

      “You have three minutes, Lizzy,” Jeff said.

      To his credit, Martin said nothing, just offered a defeated, aggravated smile.

      “Four and fourteen,” Lizzy said. “I think I’ll start with my birthday since I was born April 14. Don’t you think that’s a good idea, Martin?”

      Martin said nothing, continued to stare, his eyes frigid pools of blue.

      “How many more?” Lizzy asked.

      “Six and a bonus,” Jeff answered, “but hurry.”

      “Twenty-seven for my age,” Lizzy said. “Twelve for Martin’s age.”

      Martin’s cold eyes narrowed, but he remained silent. She could feel the animosity emanating from him and she felt victorious. And to think she actually found the jerk attractive once.

      “Two minutes, Lizzy.”

      Glancing back at Jeff, she saw a designer name printed on his T-shirt. “Surfers 58” it read.

      “Fifty-eight,” Lizzy announced.

      “You forgot the bonus number?” Martin offered. “How about two for your maturity level?”

      Lizzy gritted her teeth, amazed how much anger still brewed inside her. “Fine,” she answered, tilting her chin up. “Two it is.”

      Jeff immediately set the machine in motion and a square pink ticket popped out. There had to be moments to spare, but not enough time for Martin to purchase one. She folded her arms across her chest and met his gaze head on.

      “Ten ninety-five,” Jeff said. “And one dollar cash for the ticket.”

      Suddenly, the wind lifting Lizzy to victory disappeared and she crashed to earth. She had given Peter her last twenty that morning.

      “Oh God,” she muttered, “I have no cash.”

      Martin stared at her as if she had lost her mind, then ran a hand through his blond hair and shook his head. Before she had time to recover and plot another course of attack, he pulled a dollar from his pocket and threw it on the counter.

      “It’s on me,” Martin said. He turned to leave, then paused as his hauntingly blue-eyed gaze met hers. “Thanks, Lizzy. That was the perfect end to a perfect day.”

      The hurt and frustration staring back at her nearly made her regret her attacks. She wasn’t the mean and revengeful type, but Martin had touched a nerve. One that caused raises to be withheld and placed loved ones in jeopardy. For an instant, she hated thinking she was the cause of a person’s bad day, but then she remembered all too clearly who had been the cause of hers.

      “Just returning the favor, Martin.”

      Martin walked through the doors of the Mini Mart, climbed into his Explorer and drove away. After apologizing to Jeff, she placed her lottery ticket inside her purse and followed suit, her heel breaking clean as she crossed the threshold. With one breath, Lizzy reached down, snatched the broken shoe and flung it into the bushes. With equal agility, she disposed of the other. Then she entered her car and headed home.

      At least Peter would be gone, she thought. She had that to look forward to. And maybe, just maybe if her horrid streak of bad financial luck would improve she might join her friends for Mardi Gras revelry this year and put this horrid holiday season behind her.

      One block from her house, the car sputtered and stalled. A fear began in the back of her mind that she might have damaged the engine, but she pushed it away. She pulled to the side of the road and abandoned the tiny Tercel, mentally making a note to call Jevon in the Sheriff’s Office who was good with cars. He would know what to do. Right now, she hadn’t the brainpower to think.

      Lizzy limped toward her apartment, the coarse cement of the sidewalk ripping her stockings further. A few steps more, she told herself, and she could fall apart within the safe confines of her home.

      When she opened the door, the sight before her was more startling than all of the dreadful occurrences that day put together. Peter had left all right. Along with most of her furnishings.

      She uttered an expletive, but the word emerged soft and slowly, as if spoken in awe to the force of an incredibly horrific day.

      

      “You’re late.”

      Chartreuse Bellamy was not Martin’s idea of a rejuvenating evening, but he had promised to join her for dinner. “I had paper business,” he muttered before hijacking the glass of wine in her hands with a grin, then falling onto her couch.

      “The roast is burnt,” she said matter-of-factly. “You better be prepared to take me out.”

      Martin rubbed the bridge of his nose, praying for relief from the constant pounding. Chartreuse had been good for a few laughs at the Chamber Christmas party, in addition to being supermodel gorgeous, but she confused ten minutes of flirting with a lifelong commitment. She called daily, insisting on everything from romantic dinners to long weekends in Mexico, now that she was between photo shoots and bored. He finally relented on her home-cooked meal when he ran out of excuses.

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’m not feeling very well.” Martin downed the contents of the glass in one swallow. “I think I’ll go home and get some rest. I’ll owe you one, I promise.”

      “If you worked out more, you wouldn’t be this tired.”

      Martin laughed, wishing it were that easy, but he couldn’t help feeling less of a man by her remark. So many things had been put on hold over the past three years. “I’ll start first thing tomorrow,” he said with a sarcastic smile. “Right now, I’m going to work myself into bed.”

      Chartreuse wasn’t buying it. She stood glaring with hands on her hips, one covered in an oven mitt shaped like Tweety Bird. “Fine,” she said in an injured tone. “I’ll throw the roast to the dogs and starve.”

      “You don’t have dogs. And you starve yourself quite nicely without my help.” Martin couldn’t help himself. The few times they had talked, the pencil-thin woman—a strong wind could blow her away—never stopped whining.

      Chartreuse sent him one of those smug, idiotic facial gestures, the kind girls used to bestow on him in grade school. Were there no mature women left in the world?

      “Then go home,” she announced with a pout that would have looked as authentic on a boa constrictor. “I’ll spend my evening alone.”

      Martin stared at the auburn-hair goddess with long, slender legs most men would itch to wrap around their waists, but all he envisioned was half a million dollars and the brown-eyed devil who held his ticket to paradise.

      “It’s Wednesday, Chartreuse,” he said. “Eat a microwave dinner and watch TV like the rest of the world. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      To his surprise, she waved off his promises. “I’m through waiting for you, Martin Taylor. All those excuses about working late, you must think me a fool.”

      Martin laughed. He placed a comforting arm upon hers. “I assure you, any time you want to see me you can always find me at The Banner.”

      Chartreuse huffed and marched toward the kitchen so Martin placed his glass on to the dining room table and headed for the door. Before his fingers touched the doorknob, Martin spotted a memo on the end table. His chest constricted as he recalled each horrific number written there.

      “What’s this?” But he knew. The same figures Lizzy had ceremoniously pulled out of thin air.

      “Your stupid lottery numbers,” Chartreuse said. “I wrote them down for you when they announced them half an hour ago. Like you asked. A half hour ago when the roast was still moist.”

      Life was incredibly cruel, Martin thought, gazing at the memo with “Life’s a bitch and so am I” printed at the top. The one night he misses a lottery ticket—buys it for someone else, no less!—and she picks the winning numbers.

      He uttered an expletive, but the word emerged soft and slowly, as if spoken in awe to the force of an incredibly horrific day.
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      Diane Wells waved her hands defensively as soon as Lizzy rounded the corner. “It was a printing error,” the nursing home director exclaimed. “The increase doesn’t go into effect until February.”

      The news slowed Lizzy down, but the panic remained. “It’s three hundred dollars a month, Diane. Where am I to find three hundred dollars?”

      Diane quickly moved around the counter, placed an arm about Lizzy and headed them into the lobby. “Not so loud,” she whispered. “Mrs. Rodriguez is sleeping and you know what she’s like when she doesn’t get her nap.”

      Had she raised her voice again? What on earth was happening to her? First, she screamed at the policeman hauling her car away, almost to the point of getting another ticket, and now she was yelling at the woman who had created a loving home for her Nana.

      “I’m sorry, Diane.” Lizzy took a deep breath. “I’m having a string of bad luck and it’s three hundred dollars! That may not sound like much to you but I’m a single breadwinner taking care of my grandmother.”

      There it was again, that high-pitched tone laced with panic. Among all her faults, Lizzy hated losing control the most.

      Diane squeezed her shoulders. “We’ll work it out.”

      “How?” Lizzy didn’t mean to be unkind, but she had a car to contend with and an apartment devoid of furniture. She had an angry boss refusing to grant her a raise. Three hundred dollars might as well be three million.

      “Go visit Nana and we’ll talk later.” Diane patted her arm one last time before heading back to her desk. “We’ll work it out.”

      Lizzy tried to compose herself before moving down the hallway to Nana’s room. Her heart raced, like it did every time she felt emotional and at the mercy of someone else. She prided herself on being independent, of relying on no one, of always being in the driver’s seat. Ever since her parents’ death and their brush with bankruptcy, Lizzy vowed never to let life grab her steering wheel.

      But life had a way of doing what it pleased.

      Nana’s door stood open and Lizzy paused at the threshold, trying to force a smile. Nana had adamantly urged her to stay away from Peter, reminding her time and again that the handsome actor could not be trusted. But Lizzy had to learn the painful lesson on her own, finding him in the arms of his co-star, a tall, elegant actress with hair three shades of red.

      Yes, she prided herself on her independence. Except when it came to a breathtaking smile beneath bewitching blue eyes begging her forgiveness five nights ago, promising the world if only she would let him use her couch for a few days. Rubbing the bridge of her nose, Lizzy wished, not for the first time, that she had her Cajun grandmother’s insight.

      “Are you going to stand there all day or wait until the cows come home?”

      Lizzy gazed up to find Nana studying her. She moved into the room and planted a kiss on a cheek that was far more graceful than its advanced age and years of working in the south Louisiana sun.

      “What are you doing here this time of day?” Nana asked. “I just saw you a few hours ago.”

      “My car broke down last night.” She pulled her wrap about her grandmother’s shoulders. “I’m on my way to work. Besides, I have a press event later so I won’t be able to come by tonight.”

      “You don’t have to come by every night, ’tit-monde.” Nana took her hand and placed it against her cheek. “I done told you that. Go out and get a date, have some fun, pass a good time.”

      “I do have fun,” Lizzy said. “I had a wonderful time at Christmas.”

      Nana dropped her hand and met her eyes. “Not with me, chèr. With someone your own age.”

      Lizzy turned toward the window and stared down into the meditation garden filled with succulents and cacti and wondering trails that led past a stream. Nana’s nursing home, like the meager house they left in Bayou Rose, Louisiana, exuded a peace she could never capture in her own life.

      “You look terrible,” Nana said. “What you do, sleep on the floor?”

      How true that was, Lizzy thought, but Nana didn’t need to know the particulars. “I didn’t sleep well.”

      “Does your insomnia have something to do with that conniving ex-boyfriend of yours?”

      Lizzy held her breath. How on earth did Nana know that Peter had used her couch for five days? Nana’s gaze narrowed as if she could read Lizzy’s mind. “Dave said he saw him coming out of your apartment last week. Tell me you didn’t let that bozo back into your life.”

      “He got kicked out of his apartment. I helped him out over the holidays.”

      “Lizzy!”

      Lizzy began pacing, the familiar panic raising her blood pressure. “I know, I know. I'm a naive idiot who makes bad choices with men.”

      “Only when it comes to couyon actors who think with other things besides their brains.”

      Lizzie almost smiled at Nana’s Cajun French word for idiot, but thinking back on the previous evening, she wondered if she were a magnet for such creatures. “Seems to be a pattern.”

      “Hein?”

      Despite having lived in Southern California for years, Nana sounded as if she’d walked off her husband’s shrimping boat, marsh mud between her toes and a gumbo cooking on the stove. Lizzy savored the Cajun cadence that kept her connected to her parents, made her feel as if she were twelve years old again, skipping among the cypress knees and catching catfish for dinner. A time when she was content and free from fear.

      “Peter’s gone.” Lizzy lifted her chin, feeling her old confident self return. “I assure you I won’t make those mistakes again. I’m swearing off men for good.”

      “Well don’t do that, ’tit-monde. They’re not all Peter. Did you call Jevon at the Sheriff’s Office? He’ll get your car up and running in no time.”

      Lizzy grinned, thinking of sweet Jevon who Nana placed high on the Richter scale of men. Even if she did fancy the mechanic—which she did not beyond friendship—Jevon only had eyes for Holly. And the car wasn’t easily fixed.

      “Well, it’s a little more complicated than that.”

      “How come?” Nana stood and grabbed her cane, made her way to the mirror to ready herself for lunch.

      “It stalled last night and I left it by the side of the road in front of my apartment. Apparently it was a tow-away zone and...”

      The panic returned and Lizzy swallowed to keep the tears at bay. Nana turned and grabbed her in a bear hug, Lizzy relishing the feel of her strong arms from years of working the shrimp boats. The world could go crazy—and had—and Nana could make it all right again.

      “Oh, chèr bébé,” Nana whispered, “it will work out in time. Get that boss of yours to pull a few strings.”

      “My boss is angry with me,” she answered against her shoulder. “That hideous man Martin Taylor published another tirade against him and he blames me for it.”

      Nana pulled back, a gleam in her eyes. “Is this the one who called you a pooper scooper?”

      Anger, like a wild brush fire, poured through her veins, replacing the sadness. Her own grandmother had read the despicable editorial. “I swear I will kill that man.”

      Nana grinned, a sparkle reflecting in her brown eyes the color of a gumbo roux.

      “What?” Lizzy asked.

      “Seems to me that when a man goes to all the trouble to include you in an editorial, one about the mayor no less, he’s trying to get your attention.”

      Lizzy huffed. “That’s ridiculous. He humiliated me.”

      “It wasn’t that bad.” Nana waved her hand as if dismissing a gnat. “It got your attention.”

      “If he wanted my attention, he could have called me up and asked me out for coffee.” An image of their first meeting flitted across her mind.

      “What?” Nana asked, sitting down before her mirror.

      Lizzy frowned. “He did ask me for coffee, the day I went to the paper and introduced myself.”

      “Ah, ha.”

      “That doesn’t mean a thing.” Lizzy rearranged the combs in Nana’s hair. “He stared at my breasts the whole time. Of course, it was right after Peter left and I had gained weight and the sweater I was wearing was rather tight.” She shook off the argument. “Doesn’t matter. He’s a womanizer.”

      “What does he look like?” Nana said, staring at her granddaughter in the mirror, the sparkle still shining. “And pooh on your weight. You’re beautiful.”

      Thinking back on the numerous times the two had crossed paths, Lizzy had to admit Martin Taylor was quite a looker. As if she cared. “Typical California charmer. Blonde, blue eyes, smile like the devil.”

      “And you turned him down?”

      Lizzy planted her fists on her hips and stared back. “Like Peter, he thinks with the wrong piece of anatomy.”

      A knock sounded behind them, then a woman dressed in a nurse’s uniform leaned inside. “Time for launch,” Consuela Rodriguez said in a thick Spanish accent. “Huliene fries, just like you like them, Mrs. LeBlanc.”

      “Merci, Consuela,” Nana answered. When the smiling nurse disappeared, Nana turned to Lizzy. “They sure do talk funny ’round here. Me, I can’t understand half they say.”

      Lizzy stifled a laugh, wondering how much Consuela understood her grandmother, especially when she woke from a nap spouting conversations in Cajun French.

      “Go home,” Nana said as Lizzy walked her down the hall to the dining room. “Call in sick and soak in a bath for a few hours. You’ll feel better once you get some rest.”

      “Doubtful.” Thinking back on the myriad problems facing her, nothing short of robbing a bank would afford Lizzy rest.

      Nana stopped and gazed at her sternly. “Peter is gone, isn’t he?”

      Well, at least there was one bright spot in her disastrous week. Peter was not likely to come crawling back now.

      “Yes, Nana. Peter is gone.”

      So is practically everything
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