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        She’s off limits, on the air,

        and completely under his skin

      

      

      Morning show host Mabel Bowen’s all play, but only at work. She learned the hard way that dating isn’t worth the risk to her reputation, so she’s happy spending her nights alone.

      

      Well, she was. Then the most attractive man she's ever seen walks into her station. Quick, someone remind her: why does she have all of those no-romance rules again?

      

      Jake Carey’s all work and then a little more work. He grew up broke and devoted his adult life to chasing promotions, not women. Yet his legendary focus evaporates every time the gorgeous blonde with the maple syrup voice comes around.

      

      Before long, Jake and Mabel's friendly coffees turn into flirty lunches, and then a scorching night out obliterates all of their previously drawn lines at the worst possible time for both of their careers.

      

      Now Jake needs to convince the woman who spins words for a living that the numbers add up on their once-in-a-lifetime love.
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      It was six a.m., and Mabel Bowen wanted to make some radio magic.

      “You ready?” she asked.

      Her cohost lifted his oversized coffee mug and tipped it straight back, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. With a smack of his lips, Dave Chilton plunked the now-empty mug on the countertop and raised a challenging brow. “I am now.” He shook out his hands and stretched his neck to either side. “Let’s see if you can keep up, Bowen.”

      “You’re so on.” She met his grin with one of her own and settled her headset over her ears, repositioning herself to sit cross-legged in the chair that faced him over the radio-station control board.

      “Here we go in three… two…” With a flourish, Dave flipped on their mics to start the day. “Good morning, friends and foes! You’re listening to Dave and Mae in the Morning on 105.5 WNCB, the Brick, where we just rock.”

      Although Dave’s voice would be booming through the speakers positioned in the halls of the radio station, their snug soundproof studio kept the two of them cocooned from the outside world while they unleashed their mojo. Cohosting a morning radio show meant lousy hours, but playing daily verbal tennis with her best friend more than made up for the early alarm.

      “You know what else rocks?” Mabel spoke into the shock-mounted mic positioned next to her lips but kept her eyes on Dave as they got the show underway. “We’re here to ease you out the door on this glorious Wednesday morning in July. Dave, what can the residents of our fair city expect weather-wise today?”

      “Hot.”

      Her lips quirked at his flat tone, but she kept her voice drily sarcastic. “Wow, so specific. And tomorrow?”

      “Also hot.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure, sure. And then on Friday?”

      “Hot again,” Dave said. “It’s summer in Beaucoeur, Illinois, people. Brace for hot!”

      As he spoke, Mabel’s body gave an involuntary shiver; outside, it was pushing eighty-five with the sun barely up, but inside, the studio air-conditioning was waging its usual war to send her into hypothermic shock. She twisted in her chair, taking care not to dislodge her headphones, and snagged the emergency cardigan she kept stashed in a cubby on her side of the console. She started to pull the purple sweater on as she straightened but froze with one arm in and one arm out when she became aware of three pairs of eyes peering in through the big window that separated the recording studio from the greenroom beyond.

      She recognized station owner Kirby Richardson, of course, but the two men flanking him were new. New and apparently there to redefine the word hot. She hastily shoved her arm through the remaining empty sleeve but couldn’t tear her gaze from the two best-looking humans to ever set foot in this building. The instant Dave cut their mics to play the first song of the morning, she addressed him out of the side of her mouth. “Hey, uh, Dave?”

      He looked up from the press release in his hand and followed the discreet tilt of her head toward the window where the onlookers continued to gaze in at them. He swiveled his head back toward her and voiced what she was thinking. “Our new buyers?”

      “It’s either that or we’re newly enrolled in a male-model delivery service.”

      “No money in the budget for that,” Dave said as she snuck another peek. All three had turned their backs to the studio and were surveying the jumble of furniture crammed into the greenroom where the deejays hung out between shifts.

      “Behold, our new corporate overlords,” Dave muttered.

      Kirby had announced last week that he’d finally found a suitable buyer for the station, allowing him to retire to his beloved golf course and bringing an end to a stressful and uncertain time for the station staff. Of course, these new owners ushered in an entirely new source of stress and uncertainty, but she and Dave were prepared to go down joking.

      “Looks like they’re here to kick the tires,” she said.

      “Mess around under the hood.”

      “Poke us with their dipsticks.”

      Dave’s lips twitched at her lame innuendo, and as she twisted her face into a broadly comic wink to drive the punch line home, one of the new owners turned, and his assessing gaze landed on her. Blood rushed to her cheeks at his bold stare, but no way was she backing down. She lifted her chin and studied him right back through the thick glass.

      Tall. Thick black hair. Strong square jaw. Suit that cost more than her car. Muscular body filling out that suit with⁠—

      Nope. Her brain was galloping away from her toward an entirely off-limits target. She swallowed the excess saliva suddenly pooling in her mouth and forced her eyes away from what was clearly Superman in his Clark Kent persona. She glared down at the show notes crumpled in her tight fist, willing herself to project breezy nonchalance instead of unsettled awareness.

      “Wonder what they’re talking about.” Dave’s whisper interrupted her rampaging thoughts. She risked another glance up and was relieved—or was that disappointed?—to see that Superman had joined his blond friend to contemplate the grimy whiteboard listing the station’s remote broadcast schedule for the next month.

      “Oh, probably our slovenly deejay habits.” Even though the booth was soundproof, she kept her voice low as the blond man gestured emphatically toward the carpet. “Archibald, my good man, these surroundings simply will not do!”

      Dave snorted and then replied in a peevish whine. “How can we be expected to work with people who labor in such appalling conditions?”

      She gave an answering sniff. “Just look at this couch, Percival. Is it… My word, is that velour?” She pressed a hand to her chest as the two suits walked past their admittedly atrocious sofa. “Why, my tailor would be beset with the vapors were I to sit upon it and introduce this fine suit material to such low fibers!”

      She and Dave burst into laughter at the precise moment that Superman looked up and met her eyes again. Her pulse fluttered in her throat, and she swallowed hard. He looked effortlessly cool with one hand tucked into his pants pocket, nodding thoughtfully at whatever Kirby was saying.

      Effortlessly cool and utterly off-limits. She had rules. And besides, the music break was over, and she and Dave were back on air in five seconds. Thankfully, she had years of experience in shoving away the real world as soon as the On Air light lit up. But while Dave shuffled papers for their upcoming events segment, her traitorous eyes flicked to the greenroom once more. Superman was watching her again, and the moment he noticed her noticing him, he spun around to rejoin the conversation his buddy was having with Kirby.

      Ridiculous to feel self-conscious, yet there it was. No way was she going to let him catch her looking at him again. Besides, he was off-limits. The reminder was what she needed to force her eyes back to Dave, whose fuzzy brows arched above his glasses in a question.

      “All good?”

      “Absolutely. Let’s go.” She filled her lungs and exhaled hard to jettison the distractions plaguing her brain. The instant Dave turned on their mics and launched into one of the bits they’d prepped that morning, her awareness of the men beyond the recording faded and she was in it again, the entirety of her focus now on Dave, their show, their connection.

      Two hours later, her insides were warm from all those good morning-radio vibes as she and Dave signed off for the day. Once they were clear, they exchanged deejay fives—air slaps that didn’t require lazy radio hosts to get out of their chairs and actually smack palms—and then they both jumped when a knock on the big studio window startled them. It was Blondie, grinning like a kid tapping away at fish in an aquarium. He gestured for them to step into the greenroom to join him and Superman. Kirby was nowhere to be seen.

      “Shall we?” Dave asked.

      She lifted her chin. “No other option. They’re between us and the exit.” But her heart pounded harder than it should have as she stepped through the door Dave held open. She pasted an artificially bright smile on her face and prepared to impress the new bosses with her professionalism and complete lack of distractedness.

      Blondie spoke first.

      “Dave and Mabel, hello! I’m Brandon Lowell from Lowell Consolidated Media, the new owner of this station. I’m here to check out the lay of the land.”

      With his dipstick. She swore that sometimes if she thought a joke hard enough, Dave could actually hear it. His small chuff of laughter told her this was one of those times.

      Brandon turned and gestured to Superman. “This is Jake Carey with Black, Phelps, and Suarez out of Chicago. He’s the accountant here to sort out the books.”

      Jake inclined his head, but unlike their through-the-window staring bursts, he kept the eye contact brief before nodding to Dave and then focusing his attention on Brandon.

      “Would you two have a seat?” Brandon pointed at the greenroom couch like a king commanding his subjects. “I’d love to talk a little bit about what you see for your future here at WNCB.”

      “Oh no, not the velour,” Dave muttered, and Mabel bit her lip to contain her nervous giggle.

      Although the battered couch was comfortable enough for a deejay who needed a quick nap between shifts, it was also covered in a number of suspicious stains and tended to sag toward the middle. When she and Dave settled in, they ended up shoulder to shoulder and sitting much lower than Brandon, who stood in the middle of the room to address the peasants, while Jake leaned against the greenroom desk. Its uneven legs wobbled under his weight, but he just shifted to accommodate the instability, the navy suit fabric stretching taut over his thighs. Wishing she could be so unflappable in the face of uncooperative furniture, Mabel surreptitiously tugged the hem of her skirt as close to her knees as she could get it and fought the urge to fluff the headphone divot out of her hair.

      “Congratulations on having the second-most popular morning show in this market!” Brandon boomed once they were settled. “You two are a big reason that Lowell Consolidated purchased your station. That and the fact that WNCB was one of the few independently owned radio shops left in the US.”

      Mabel studied him as he spoke, wondering why he didn’t leave her as flustered as his partner. He was handsome enough with blue eyes and sharp, clean features. But her eyes slid over to actual Clark Kent three feet away from him to confirm that yep, Brandon came across as a lesser specimen of manhood. A little less imposing, a little less handsome. A little… less. Meanwhile, Jake had assumed enough control over the rickety desk to cross one ankle over the other, looking artfully posed and a little bored.

      It wasn’t like her to let broad shoulders and thick, shiny hair distract her. Ditto that long stretch of neck running from Jake’s jaw down to his crisp white shirt collar. That was definitely not worth a second glance. And⁠—

      Oh God, Brandon had been talking this whole time. She refocused in time to hear him conclude. “So that’s why I’m here for the time being, to observe your work and make some decisions about the future. At some point next week, I’d like to sit in the booth to watch you run your show.”

      She and Dave nodded in agreement, not that they had any choice in the matter. Then all their heads turned when the greenroom door opened and Skip Stevens, the dayside deejay, entered to start his ten a.m. shift. With his deep voice, bald scalp, and droopy jowls, he’d always reminded her of a basset hound. Skip’s hangdog expression looked especially hound-like today as he took in the tableaux: she and Dave sitting like chastised children on the greenroom couch, Jake lounging on a desk that was trying its best to buck him off, and Brandon beaming toothily at all of them.

      “Oh hi,” Skip said, mopping at the sweat on his shiny dome. “This is… Are you…? Yeah, I’ve got to get on the air.” He dove into the studio like it was the last available Uber in a ten-mile radius and had the headphones over his ears and the On Air sign illuminated with remarkable swiftness. Apparently unperturbed by the interruption, Brandon clapped his hands together, barked, “Excellent!” and pulled his phone from his pocket, exiting the room without a goodbye.

      “Good meeting,” Dave muttered, freeing himself from the pillowy embrace of the couch after a short struggle. She’d started to lever herself up too when Jake flowed off the desk and extended his hand to her.

      Mabel’s first instinct was to recoil; everything about him was big and beautiful and overwhelming. What if she touched him and they both burst into flame? But that was silly. When had that ever happened to anyone in real life? And besides, he was off-limits.

      By then she’d hesitated long enough that a touch of confusion crept into Jake’s friendly expression, so she hurriedly shoved her hand into his and let him pry her up from the quicksand couch.

      Had she been worried about bursting into flame? The jolt she experienced when his hand closed around hers was so much more intense than that. His bare palm, warm and a little rough, settled against hers like a lightning strike, all sparks and tingles. Her pulse jumped, her breathing hitched, and she’d bet her mother heard the gong of imminent grandchildren all the way up in Minnesota.

      Mabel didn’t know how long she stood there holding his hand. Maybe a few seconds. Maybe a few decades. All she knew was that at Dave’s loud “ahem,” she dropped Jake’s hand and prepared to launch into a competitive round of “ignore the crackling chemistry.”

      Then she snuck a glance at Jake’s face and saw… nothing. No emotion, no spark of interest. Just an unreadable stare and a murmured “Nice to meet you both” before he pivoted sharply and left the room.

      She watched him go in baffled silence until Dave gave a low whistle.

      “Well, good thing that wasn’t weird,” he said.

      “Shut up.” She brushed her hand down her skirt where the skin still tingled and pushed the memory aside so she could focus on the rest of her day.
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      “Enjoying the radio business so far?”

      Jake Carey looked up from the spreadsheet he’d been studying and glared at Brandon’s feet, which were kicked up on the desk and perilously close to his file stack. “The coffee’s lousy, the books are a mess, and this janky chair’s trying to kill me.”

      “Yep, it’s nonstop glamour,” Brandon said cheerfully, lacing his hands behind his head.

      Jake stood to stretch out his spine, sparing a thought for his expensive ergonomic chair sitting unused behind his desk three hours north in Chicago. But no sense in dwelling; after half a week in Beaucoeur, he was resigned to his fate. For the next few months, he’d be surrounded, not by the glass, chrome, and leather of his high-rise accounting office but by the low ceilings, wood paneling, and lingering scent of cigarette smoke at WNCB. Was someone at the station in the habit of ignoring the No Smoking sign on the wall, or was the smell baked into the ancient carpet from the hedonistic years before the practice was banned? Either way, the scent reminded him of visiting his grandma in her South Side apartment as a kid, when she’d ply him with cookies and smoky hugs.

      Frankly, he’d kill for either of those creature comforts at the moment; three days removed from his normal gym-office-home routine in Chicago left him feeling tense and twitchy. Of course, Brandon wasn’t helping things.

      “So, why haven’t you made partner yet, Jakehammer? We all thought you’d manage that before you were twenty-five.”

      His onetime college roommate flashed a grin that set Jake’s teeth on edge. They might not have seen each other much in the nine years since graduation, but Brandon still knew how to jab a thumb right into Jake’s vulnerable spots, starting with that idiotic nickname he’d been using nonstop since Jake had arrived in Beaucoeur on Wednesday.

      Good thing he’d retained the lessons from his years as a scholarship student at the University of Chicago. Fake-it-till-you-make-it generally worked with his wealthier classmates, and since heir-to-the-Lowell-media-empire Brandon had been the leader of the privileged brigade, Jake responded with a smirk of his own.

      “Don’t worry. I’m planning to dazzle you with my work on this sale and convince you to bring all the accounting activities for Lowell Consolidated to Black, Phelps, and Suarez. You’re my golden ticket, man.”

      Brandon just nodded as if he’d predicted what Jake would say. “That’s exactly why I hired your firm. Nobody in our class worked harder than you. And hey, you could be my golden ticket too. This transition goes smoothly, and my old man might finally retire and let me take over the company. If that happens, I’ll make up new accounts just for you to audit.”

      “Deal.” Jake dropped back in his chair, imagining the next few months. Straighten out the books, get a handle on Lowell’s accounting needs, and head home with a fat new contract for a major media conglomerate. That had to be enough to win the partnership he’d been vying for since joining BPS straight out of college. It was the only future he’d ever envisioned for himself, and he wanted it so badly his bones ached with it.

      Dave Chilton’s voice crackled through the speaker near the office ceiling and intruded on his thoughts. “We got an email this morning, Mae,” the man said over the final notes of the boppy rock song the morning show had been playing.

      “Oh yeah?” Mabel’s disembodied voice had Jake sitting up straight, the last of his partnership daydreams popping like a soap bubble.

      Dave continued, “It’s the question we most often get asked, which makes me wonder: why are people so interested in our relationship?”

      “Oh, our relaaaaaaaationship,” Mabel replied, the purr in her voice sliding along Jake’s skin like the softest velvet.

      “Mmmm. That woman has a fine radio voice,” Brandon murmured.

      “Shhh.” Jake didn’t want Brandon’s voice intruding as he listened to the blonde he’d met on Wednesday.

      Said blonde briskly replied, “You’d think that two people who spend as much time together as Dave and I do have some kind of wild history. But the boring truth is, Dave and I are friends who met in college. We’re not married. We’re not dating. We never dated⁠—”

      “I mean, have you seen Mae?” Dave’s voice interrupted. “She’s hella scary in that tall Valkyrie way. I was never attracted to her. Yuck.”

      “Dave needs his eyes examined,” Brandon muttered.

      “Dude.” Jake sent him an irritated glare and tilted his head toward the speaker where the deejays’ back-and-forth spilled forth. Brandon widened his eyes and held up his hands in a silent apology.

      “Yuck?” Mabel scoffed. “You were unattractive first! I wanted to not date you first! Folks, did you know that Dave dresses as a werewolf for Halloween every year just by wearing shorts and a tank top? Do you need the number of a good waxer, Wolfie?”

      Dave bellowed out a Chewbacca roar, then said, “You’re one to talk. Mae once sent a date to the ER with a rash when he got too close to that prickly ’stache of hers.”

      “My lady ’stache is magnificent,” she shot back, and Jake tilted his head to revisit his memory of their first meeting. No upper-lip hair, only a wide, expressive mouth and miles of tanned skin.

      “What you listeners need to know,” she said, “is that when Dave sweats, it’s slightly radioactive. I once saw a droplet roll off Dave’s nose and land on a spider. Friends, that spider then bit a passerby, who immediately shot webs out of his wrists and crawled up the side of a building.”

      Jake chuckled softly as Dave countered, “Good thing I have a lovely wife who doesn’t mind my jokes⁠—”

      “—or his radioactive sweat⁠—”

      “—and Mae, while also lovely, hasn’t found that special someone. That someone who won’t mind that she doesn’t know that Spider-Man’s web shooters are mechanical, not biological.”

      “Nerrrrrd,” she interjected, but Dave barreled on.

      “So if you’re interested in our gal here, send us an email with your bio, photo, and likely parole date.”

      Mabel gave a gusting sigh that made the hair on the back of Jake’s neck stand at attention even though it was nothing more than a voice coming from a speaker. “My special someone’s out there somewhere, and in my heart of hearts, I know he’ll get sprung early for good behavior. Aaaand after the break, we’ll run down the community events scheduled for this weekend, so stay tuned.”

      A Smashing Pumpkins song kicked up, and Brandon nodded to himself. “That girl is good. They’re gonna make me so much money.”

      There was a conversation Jake should be interested in pursuing. It’s why he was in Beaucoeur after all: to make this station profitable. Yet his brain refused to focus on the numbers.

      That girl is single.

      The thought materialized like the sharp clang of a bell. Single. Sure, it’d only taken listening to one show for him to develop an appreciation for her fast wit, but that was just part of his job here, right? He closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose, and sucked in a breath, picturing that empty partner office on the fifty-sixth floor of his building, waiting for him to fill it. The image helped push thoughts of Mabel’s voice from his mind, and he exhaled slowly, calm back in place.

      “Everything okay?” Brandon was looking at him with curiosity.

      “Yep.” Of course. He was reliable, work-first Jake Carey. The same as always.

      “So who’d you leave behind in Chicago?” Brandon spoke as if Jake’s thoughts were printed above his head. “Wife? Girlfriend? Boyfriend?”

      Thumb, meet another tender spot.

      “Not even a potted plant,” he said flatly. “The job keeps me busy.” Which was true, even if it wasn’t the whole story.

      Brandon just sighed. “God, you workaholics wear me out. At least I’ve got an ex pestering me about shared custody of the dog.” He pinned Jake with his sharp blue eyes. “Is it worth it?”

      Brandon’s suddenly serious tone was a 180 from his normal flippancy, and Jake didn’t even have to think about the answer. “For a partner’s salary? Of course it’s worth it.”

      Worth not pledging a fraternity in college so he could spend all his free time taking course overloads to graduate faster. Worth not investing time in his dating life, searching for relationships with the potential for more. Worth every skipped vacation, every weekend in the office, every family holiday where he’d paid for the meal but hadn’t gotten there in time to eat it while it was hot.

      Fuck, it had to be worth it.

      “What a drag.” The man across from him shook his head as he tucked his phone into his pocket. “In your next life, I recommend being born rich.”

      Jake huffed a laugh. How perfectly ridiculous and perfectly Brandon. “Sure. I’ll get to work on that.”

      He might not have been born rich, but he’d busted his ass, and now he had a fat 401(k), a condo with a view of Lake Michigan, and enough in savings to allow him to sleep soundly at night. A BPS partnership would be the keystone in the life he’d been building from the moment he’d realized as a teenager that he wanted more for his worn-down mom and his hungry, big-eyed sister than constant money worries and a shitty walk-up apartment in one of Chicago’s bleakest neighborhoods. And if that required spending a few months in an extended-stay hotel in downstate bumblefuck, so be it. Nothing was going to knock him off course.

      “Knock, knock.”

      How? How did she summon goose bumps with only a handful of words? His shoulders tightened when the woman with the sharp brain and the supple voice invaded the office. He dragged his eyes to the doorway to confirm that the blonde he’d met on Wednesday still vibrated with the same bright energy he’d first glimpsed through the studio window.

      Single. The word resurfaced with another clang, and his palms started to sweat. Thankfully Brandon took up the talking banner while Jake wrestled his accelerating heartbeat under control.

      “Well, hello, Morning Show Mabel.” Brandon leaned back in his chair and looked at her like a predatory cat. “What can we do for you?”

      She stepped into the office, her eyes bouncing between Jake and Brandon.

      “Do either of you have jumper cables in your car?” She gestured over her shoulder, presumably toward the parking lot. “The station van’s dead again, and I usually use Kirby’s cables to jump it, but he’s gone, and Dave’s at an appointment, and Skip’s on the air, and all the ad reps are out of the office doing God knows what, so which of you is gonna be my hero?”

      She ended her flood of words with a smile-grimace that Brandon met with a grimace-grimace. “I’m sorry, did you say the station van’s dead again?”

      Now Mabel was full-on grimacing too, and she slanted another gaze at Jake. God, she was pretty—and that was before she ran her tongue over her lower lip, flipped her hair over her shoulder, and resumed torturing him with her velvety voice.

      “Yeah, uh, we need to jump it on occasion,” she said apologetically. “Usually after it rains. Or snows. Or if it’s unusually dewy. Did that… not come up before the sale?”

      “It did not.” Brandon leveled a cool gaze at her, and she bit her lip. “Hopefully the human capital performs better under damp conditions.”

      “Everything but my hair!” she chirped nervously, smoothing a hand over the golden mass hanging past her shoulders. “So, uh, cables?”

      She glanced toward Jake again, and he forced himself to rally with a smile-smile. Brandon was being a dick, which meant it was up to him to be the decent person. The decent person who was laser focused on his job and his job only, like usual, no matter how much he enjoyed listening to her radio banter.

      “I’ve got cables,” he said, surreptitiously swiping his damp hands down the front of his pants.

      “Well, thank God,” she said with a breathy laugh. “Come white knight for me?”

      No. Yes. Fuck.

      “Yeah. Sort it out, Jakehammer,” Brandon said with a wave of his hand, blissfully unaware of Jake’s struggle to find his equilibrium. His eyes dropped to his phone yet again, and his thumbs started flying. “My ex apparently wants to start another text fight about whose weekend it is with the dog.”

      “Jakehammer?” Mabel tossed a playful look over her shoulder as they exited the office and headed down the hall.

      “I beg you, do not.”

      Her voice was as decadent off the air as it was on. Only three days working on the periphery of a radio station and he already understood why some people made this their career. The job-centric thought summoned the calm, professional competency he was known for in Chicago. Of course there, he was usually examining audits instead of searching for battery cables.

      “Where’s the van?” He stepped ahead to hold the door open for her, wincing at the blast of summertime heat.

      “Around back.” She pointed. “We always keep the spot next to it open in case it needs a jump.”

      She stopped short when they reached the far end of the parking lot and he hit the unlock button on his Jeep.

      “This is yours?” she asked as she clambered into the passenger seat.

      “Yes.” He slid behind the wheel to find her eying the interior with unabashed interest. Although his Jeep was obviously a decade old, he kept it looking like he’d driven it off the lot that morning.

      “Huh.” Her finger traced the immaculate dashboard.

      “What?” He fired up the engine and backed out of the spot, starting to suspect that his ride wasn’t impressing her with any kind of professional anything.

      “It just…” She flapped a hand toward his suit-covered chest. “It doesn’t really fit your whole ‘I earned a million dollars before breakfast and made three assistants cry’ vibe. Don’t you guys all drive, like, black Audis?”

      “I’ve never seen the point of spending money on a luxury car,” he said stiffly. Three of his coworkers did in fact drive black Audis, but the thought of spending money like that physically pained him. Far better to funnel it into rainy-day funds for his mom and Finn.

      His mom and Finn. That’s why he was here. He needed to push away any other considerations, including the woman next to him smelling like a fancy garden, to get his job done. Work-mode Jake, activate.

      He circled the building and eased into the spot next to the van plastered with the Brick logo, then shucked his jacket, rolled up his sleeves, and grabbed the jumper cables. As he got to work hooking the clamps to the two batteries, Mabel’s words refused to stop tumbling through his brain. Once she got the van’s engine turned over, she joined him on the sunbaked asphalt where they stood in silence until he asked, “Is that really how I come off?”

      Her eyes snapped up to his.

      “Hmm?” She bundled her hair into her fist and lifted it off her neck. “Oh, the fancy-businessman-driving-an-old-Jeep thing?”

      At his curt nod, she dropped her hair with a shrug, gesturing toward him. “Your suit looks like it cost more than your ride. I made assumptions.”

      “I’ve never once made an assistant cry. Wouldn’t dream of it. That’s a hard job.” He kept his eyes on the motor of his Jeep. When he was fifteen, his mom had answered phones for a slimy insurance agent who sent her home in tears at least twice a week, so he’d picked up an after-school job bagging groceries. It added enough cushion to the household budget that she’d been able to search for a less stressful position. The day she quit the insurance job, the tears she’d cried had been happy ones and he’d figured out the best way he could contribute to the family.

      “So, how are you liking the glamorous world of radio?”

      The echo of Brandon’s question jolted him back to the present. “Why does everybody keep asking me that? You guys sound like a cult.”

      She pressed her hands together as if in prayer and bobbed her head. “The cult of radio. You’re in it now, bub.”

      “Clearly.” He stepped forward to unhook the cables from the now-purring engine. “It’s fine. It’s a job. One that’ll land me a partnership hopefully.” Then he’d be back in Chicago, and she’d be here using that voice to stroke the eardrums of everyone within listening radius.

      “I hope you get it soon then. You don’t want to fall behind on your car payments.” She patted his Jeep’s bright green front quarter panel with a grin, and he bit back the urge to laugh.

      “Careful. This Jeep is the longest relationship I’ve ever had.”

      “Ooooh.” She caressed its panel again, then her phone pinged, and she fished it out of her pocket with a groan. “Shit, I’ve gotta go. I’m supposed to be doing a live remote at the Beaucoeur Public Library’s north branch in forty.” She clambered back into the van and cranked down the window. “Thanks for your help.”

      “You bet,” he said. Then he shoved aside his detached professional competency for a second. “And hey, Mabel?”

      She popped her head out the window, blue eyes round with curiosity. “Yeah?”

      “Dave’s right. Spidey’s web shooters are definitely mechanical.”

      Her mouth dropped open for a split second before she tossed her hair with a shout of laughter. “Another nerd! Oh, you’re gonna fit in fine around here.”

      Then she slammed on a pair of sunglasses, reversed out of the spot, and roared away, leaving him staring after her on the boiling asphalt, the cables dangling from his hand and her laughter echoing in his head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh good, you’re goofing off. That means you can help me out.”

      Mabel looked up from her phone and narrowed her eyes at Dave’s wife in mock outrage. “That’s it? No hello? No ‘so good to see you, old friend’? Just ‘you’re lazy, please help me’?”

      That earned her a smile from Ana Chilton. “Hello, old friend. So good to see you. Can I steal a moment of your very valuable time for a project that’s kicking my ass?”

      “Duh.” Mabel levered herself off the greenroom couch with a grunt and shoved her phone in her pocket. “Whatcha need?”

      “My husband, for one thing.”

      Mabel jerked her head toward the studio where Dave was conferring with Skip about which local artists to promote on New Music Wednesday next month. Ana walked over to the window and waved until he spotted her, and Dave unfurled such a delighted grin that Mabel had to swallow past a hard little ball of envy in her throat. Not that she wanted Dave, of course. But had any man ever been that delighted to see her on the other side of a pane of glass?

      No. That answer was a definite no.

      “Hey, baby.” Dave exited the studio to greet his wife with a kiss, squeezing the sturdy brunette close. “How’d I luck into a workday visit?”

      “I’m here to shamelessly use your brain.” She rested her hand on his cheek briefly, then tossed a look at Mabel over her shoulder. “That one too. She’s clearly not busy.”

      “Hey!” Mabel protested. “I was staying abreast of current affairs so I’d be able to contribute on air tomorrow.”

      “She was on Twitter,” Dave said.

      Dammit. “Anyway,” Mabel said, “what’s up?”

      Ana shrugged out of her blazer and dropped it on the back of the desk chair. “Work put me in charge of the questions for our women’s shelter fundraiser in two weeks. I need to see if actual humans can answer the things I’m pulling together. And you two are close enough approximations to humans for me to test them out on.”

      Dave rubbed his hands together, competitive glee lighting his thin face. “Excellent. We’ll crush it.”

      “This isn’t a competition, darling. Nobody’s winning anything today.” Ana’s voice held the saintly patience she’d perfected with their two toddlers.

      “Okay,” Mabel said, “but you’ll also tell us how supersmart we are if we can answer them all, right?”

      Ana rolled her eyes. “You’ll have the gratitude of Beaucoeur’s largest social service agency for helping us make trivia night a success.”

      “All right then.” Dave grabbed the pages Ana held out, his eyes moving across the words. “Pssht. Child’s play.”

      He grabbed a pen from the desk and got to work jotting down answers while Ana leaned toward Mabel and said in an undertone, “So. The guys from Lowell Consolidated.”

      Well, that brought things back down to reality.

      “Oh, um,” Mabel began, “the guys have only been here for what, a week and a half? And Brandon promised no big changes⁠—”

      Dave looked up from the paper with a scoff. “Sure. They bought us, and now they’ll let us do business as usual. Seems likely.”

      Her optimistic, everything-rolls-off-my-back-like-I’m-a-Slip-’N-Slide partner sounded so gloomy, and it killed her. “Hey, it’ll be fine,” Mabel told him. “Maybe Lowell’ll pump a bunch of money into our show, pay for some billboards or something.”

      “Guys, no.” Ana interrupted them. “Dave, quit listening for a sec. I want to talk to Mabel about their hotness. I bumped into them on the way in today, and they are just… so, so hot. No offense, dear.”

      She patted Dave’s shoulder, and he shrugged and turned back to the questions. “Doesn’t bother me if you objectify my new bosses.”

      “Excellent,” she said, sighing dreamily. “Because Brandon’s at, like, peak hotness.”

      “I don’t think we should obj— Wait, Brandon?” Mabel twisted her face in confusion. “Jake’s clearly the hotter one.”

      Ana screwed up her face right back. “I guess, if you prefer your men dark and handsome and terrifyingly square-jawed.”

      “Um, I thought everybody preferred their men dark and handsome and terrifyingly square-jawed.” Mabel did anyway. She definitely did.

      Ana just sniffed. “Some of us prefer more refined features.”

      “Oh, you poor thing. You enjoy refined male beauty, yet you ended up with this troll.” She jerked a thumb toward Dave. “Do you make him wear a lucha libre mask around the house?”

      Dave reached for Ana’s hand and lifted it to his mouth for a kiss. “That lucha libre mask is a very important part of our lovemaking, what with my wife’s Mexican heritage.”

      Ana yanked his hand away. “Oh my God, do not drag my heritage into your weird mask fetish.”

      “Are you calling my mask kink weird?”

      “Eww, David! I was kidding!” Mabel hollered, slapping her hands over her ears. “Can one of you hit me over the head really hard so I forget the past sixty seconds?”

      The Chiltons’ evil laughter didn’t stop until she wrestled the sample trivia questions away from Dave and grimly set to work answering the ones he’d left blank, but even with their combined efforts, a few questions remained stubbornly unanswered.

      “I give up,” she announced.

      “I don’t.” Dave slid her a glance, then shouted toward the hallway. “Hey! Can I get a consult from our in-house accountant?”

      “What are you doing?” she hissed, but her grinning partner just ignored her to address the man who materialized in the doorway.

      “We’re working on some trivia questions and could use help from an expert.”

      “Uh, sure.” Jake Carey stepped warily into the deejay’s natural habitat, eyes drifting over the yellowed station promo posters and pinned-up leis from a long-ago party tacked to the far wall before landing on her and then Dave. “As long as it’s about banking reform, I should be helpful.”

      Mabel let loose with an embarrassingly loud guffaw, then clapped her hands over her mouth, leaving Dave to say smoothly, “Actually, it is about banking reform.”

      Jake glanced at his watch and then shot them a confident smile. “Okay. Hit me.”

      Still giggling a little at the absurd coincidence, Mabel read off the sheet, “Which 2002 law created the Public Company Accounting Oversight Board to cut down on fraud?”

      “The Sarbanes-Oxley Act,” Jake said immediately.

      This time Ana was the one to burst into shocked laughter. “He’s right!”

      “Seriously? Who remembers Sarbanes-Oxley?” Mabel demanded.

      “Accountants,” Jake said drily. “Accountants remember Sarbanes-Oxley.”

      “Shoot.” Ana stood and snagged her blazer. “I need to run. But I’ll let the trivia committee know that we’re on the right track for difficulty and range of topics. Thanks, all.”

      “I’ll walk you out.” Dave grabbed his wife’s hand, and they strolled out of the room, leaving Mabel alone with Jake, who made no move to leave.

      “What else you got?” he asked, leaning forward to look at the list.

      Was that a little competitive streak coming out? Okay then. She looked down at the last of the unanswered questions on the sheet. “I don’t suppose you know what pop artist recorded a song featuring the line ‘She’s like so whatever’?”

      One corner of his mouth lifted into a smile as he reached for the paper. “Don’t you guys do music for a living?”

      Her eyes drifted down his arms, which were covered to the wrists by his shirt and suit coat. Pity. After he’d rolled up his sleeves to jump the van, she’d practically had an out-of-body experience ogling his exposed forearms. Accountant Jake Carey had goooood forearms.

      “We do music, but Dave doesn’t listen to pop and I’m drawing a blank.” She garbled the words in her haste to get her mind onto a safer topic, one that didn’t involve this man’s muscles.

      Jake pressed his thumb against his lips in thought, and her eyes followed the motion. Nice lips. Lucky, lucky thumb. “I do believe that’s Avril Lavigne’s ‘Girlfriend.’”

      As soon as he said it, her vapor-locked brain unstuck, and she yanked her eyes away from his mouth to hum the song quietly to herself. Yep, that lyric was in there.

      “You’re right,” she said in wonder. “I was just schooled in music by an accountant.”

      He shrugged. “I have a younger sister. Also, ‘Sk8er Boi’s’ a bop.”

      She burst into a startled laugh, and his chocolate-brown eyes met hers, lit with a spark she hadn’t seen in him before. But when Dave walked back into the room, that warmth vanished, and she watched him turn back into corporate-accountant guy, the man with the gorgeous face and the holy-shit body covered in an expensive suit.

      “I’d better get back to work. Glad I could help.”

      “Thanks,” Mabel called after his retreating back, and only someone who knew her well would pick up on her unusually husky tone. Unfortunately, Dave knew her better than anybody.

      “Aren’t you two adorable,” he crooned. “Just don’t get us fired this time, huh?”

      His words hit her like a bucket of cold water, and her chin snapped back. “Jesus, Dave.”

      He winced. “Sorry. Too far?”

      “Too fucking far.” A dart of pain bloomed in her heart, and she crossed the room to stand in front of the bulletin board plastered with take-out menus and old concert fliers.

      Dave followed her. “Hey, come on. It was a joke. You know I don’t blame you.”

      “Why not? I blame me.” She used her pinkie nail to straighten an ancient Pearl Jam poster on the wall, but when Dave stepped closer to her, his shoulder nudged it off-kilter again.

      “You went out with a guy you were interested in. You didn’t know he’d trash you to the station manager when you ended things.”

      She laughed bitterly. “The station manager who happened to be his father and who threatened a humiliatingly public firing if we didn’t go quietly.”

      “So we went quietly, and now here we are.” Dave gestured toward the greenroom.

      “Yes, here we are,” she agreed, taking in the broken-down couch, threadbare carpet, and sagging blow-up palm tree decorated with a string of snowflake lights. “Exiled from paradise⁠—”

      “Gainesville, Florida, wasn’t exactly paradise.”

      “Well, it was definitely a larger market and closer to the beach.”

      “I still say we should’ve sued,” he said darkly.

      “Probably.” The helpless anger swept over her again even though it had been almost five years since she’d dumped the wrong guy and opted not to pursue a no doubt soul-killing legal battle against him and his father.

      “Are you really not happy here, Mae?” Dave straightened his glasses where they perched on his long nose, then studied her with concern. “Because I think Beaucoeur’s been pretty good to us.”

      She hugged her arms to her chest. “Oh sure. Cool job, nice coworkers, devoted listeners. Your kids were born here, and I finally figured out all the light switches in my house. What more could we want?”

      All true, but she still felt unsettled. Why was it so hard to admit to Dave that despite all the good in her life, she had a hole in the middle of her chest?

      Fear. That was her problem. She could interact with fans all day long and rattle away on the air while thousands of people listened, but she was too scared to go looking for a relationship after the fallout from her last one close to half a decade ago. So she’d just learned to tune out the loneliness that always throbbed in her heart.

      And then goddamn Superman had strolled into her station, hauled her up off a couch, and dialed up the volume on all that loneliness. But Jake was involved with the new owners, so he was an extra level of not-for-her. Of course, no way in hell was she going to tell Dave any of that. Since he was still looking at her in concern, she shot him a carefree grin. “It’s all good. And at least we’re not playing Celine Dion for a living.”

      As she expected, he gave an exaggerated shudder. “Light rock. Perish the thought.” Then he turned serious again. “But you made heart-eye emojis at the accountant, which isn’t something I see every day. Just… keep your mind open, okay? Who can say where you’ll be when you meet the right person?”

      Mabel nodded, not wanting to continue this discussion by pointing out that accountant Jake was the last person she should risk jumping back into the relationship pool with. No, she had every intention of tamping down the loneliness and throwing herself into work like she always did. No more heart-eye emojis, no matter how handsome the accountant in question might be.
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      The clattering buzz of Jake’s phone yanked him out of his numbers hypnosis, and he blinked at the time on the screen when he slid his thumb across it to answer. How was it after seven already?

      “Hey, man. What’s up?”

      Everybody had a friend who preferred to call instead of text. For Jake, that was Milo Markowitz, college-buddy-turned-corporate-legal-counsel for a Chicago imports company.

      “My dude! You up for dinner?”

      Jake shook his head. “Seriously? I’m in Beaucoeur. I’ve been down here for almost a month.” And he hadn’t even made a dent in the station’s fucked-up files or all of Brandon’s special projects, which was why he was still hunkered down in his temporary office instead of enjoying the marginal comforts of his hotel.

      “Huh. I could’ve sworn you said you’d be done by now.”

      Jake laughed grimly. “Not even close. I’m here until the media company’s done with me. They’ve got me going through all kinds of shit I’ve never analyzed before. Audience shares, ratings numbers for their stations across the country, putting together how it all relates to ad revenue. It’ll be a few more months at least.”

      Not that he was counting or anything. Beaucoeur was fine for a downstate city, but he’d run back to Chicago that same day if he got the call to come home. He’d just prefer to do it with a partner plaque on his office door.

      Milo grumbled. “Well, now I have to find some willing woman to be my Friday-night dining partner.”

      “Riiiiight,” Jake said. Milo, with his wildly curly hair and pretty-boy face, never had trouble finding a date. “I’m pretty sure you won’t be eating the Purple Pig’s chorizo alone tonight.”

      “No doubt,” Milo said. “And if you’re going to be gone from the mahogany halls of Black, Phelps, and Suarez for much longer, maybe I’ll have to visit you. Bring a little culture to the sticks.”

      Jake wasn’t sure what culture Milo claimed to possess other than an encyclopedic knowledge of baseball stats and a deep, abiding love of Greek food and beautiful women. Still, he’d welcome a visit from his buddy. “Sounds great. Pick your weekend.”

      Milo rang off with a vague promise of “soon,” no doubt already thumbing through his mental Rolodex for an evening chorizo companion. Jake, meanwhile, had at least two more hours of work to do before he was comfortable knocking off for the night, and a tiny bit more coffee might help him cross the finish line. At this time of night, he was the only one in the station other than the Goth-y overnight deejay who drifted silently around the darkened hallways during her shift like the ghost girl from The Ring. She’d scared the shit out of him the first time he bumped into her after hours, and he peered cautiously down the hall to make sure he wasn’t in danger of her sneaking up on him again tonight.

      The coast was clear, so he made for the kitchen. Other than spooky Tracy, he enjoyed working at the station after dark, with nothing but the low hum of the broadcast from the wall speakers to disturb him. But once he reached the coffeepot, rows of phantom numbers obscured the water-stained surface of the machine, and he rubbed his eyes. In some ways, Beaucoeur was no different from Chicago. His office wasn’t as swank, and his mattress wasn’t as comfortable, but his days focusing on spreadsheets to the exclusion of the people around him were the same, as were his long hours, late-night caffeine intake, and rushed, solitary dinners before he fell into bed to do it all over again the next day.

      “Can you make it pour with your mind?”

      Mabel’s amused faux whisper snapped him out of his trance, and his stomach clenched. “Yes. It’s the first thing they teach us in business school.” God, since when did he tell dad jokes? He was hopeless.

      She brushed past him to reach for the carafe. “Well, at my college radio station, we only learned how to tap a keg, so let’s handle this the old-fashioned way. May I?”

      The fancy-garden scent of her hair mingled with the smell of coffee as she extended the pot toward him, and he held out his mug for her to top off
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