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        Thanks for always saying yes.

        Yes, you believe in me.

        Yes, I can do it.

        Yes, you’ll do the dishes.

        You are my hero, now and always.
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      There’s an evil truth all women know: Beauty comes at a cost. Some spend years wearing braces. Others spend hours in a hair salon getting permed, dyed, straightened, crimped, or styled. For Cherry Ryan, it was the four-and-a-half-inch stilettos lifting her to a height above the average thirteen-year-old. And boy, was she paying the price. After only an hour in the killer beauties, her arches screamed at her. Only good upbringing prevented her from cursing in pain.

      Hiding behind a humongous ficus plant, she slipped off a shoe to massage one foot against the other while the guests arrived. The beautiful, the rich, the generous. Totally not her crowd. Champagne and caviar and thousand-dollar-a-plate dinners didn’t fit within her budget. If it weren’t for the fact that she was the co-chair of tonight’s shindig, security would have booted her out on her derrière by now.

      Putting together the fund-raiser had consumed her life for the better part of a year, but it was worth it. The fund-raiser was being held to rebuild her neighborhood community center. The icon of the west end of Providence, where families could send their children to safely play, had stood for decades until last fall, when a hurricane ravaged the building. It had been a staple of Cherry’s own childhood.

      She shoved the offensive footwear back on and worked the aches of the other foot as she slipped a little farther into the shadows. Lizzie, the event’s receptionist, greeted the next set of guests with a genuine smile, quickly sending them on their way to the ballroom. There wasn’t much for Cherry to do now. She’d been here for hours setting up, moving things around, hunting down linens, and generally stressing out. Still, she couldn’t leave until it was over.

      When Cherry had signed up to help with the event—to give back to an institution that had saved her as a child—it had been with one stipulation, that she be allowed to work behind the scenes. Her time in the spotlight had come and gone, (beyond bad) and she had no desire to repeat the experience . . . ever again. Satisfied everything in the reception area was moving as precisely as a Bulova, Cherry turned to sneak back to her sanctuary in the kitchen.

      “Cherry.” A desperate plea stopped her.

      “Lizzie, is there a problem?”

      The young girl waved her over until Cherry bent down, head-to-head. “Can you watch the desk for me? I need to go.”

      Where had all the other volunteers disappeared to? The place should be hopping with staff, yet it was only her and Lizzie in the lobby. “I was on my way to the kitchen to check on dinner. Let me see if I can get someone to cover for you.”

      Lizzie grabbed her arm, holding her in place. “Cherry, I’ve asked three other people, all of whom said they’d be right back, and the last one was thirty minutes ago. If I don’t go now, I’m going to go right here.”

      “Oh. Oh. Go, I’m sorry, I’ve got it covered.” Cherry slipped behind the desk, easing her feet out of the heels. Ahh, a few minutes of relief.

      “Mind if I grab a quick bite? I won’t be but ten minutes,” Lizzie called over her shoulder as she ran down the hall.

      “Fine, but can you save me a plate in the kitchen?” Cherry asked.

      Cherry didn’t have time to hear Lizzie’s response as a large group entered and she started the check-in process. The steady stream of people left little room for nerves or the urge to hide. As the crowd thinned out and made their way into the ballroom, a slow, satisfied smile spread on Cherry’s face. No fans tonight. Not a single solitary person had treated her special. On the contrary, they barely acknowledged her presence as she greeted them. No judgments. No condemning looks. It was absolutely perfect. Wish granted, thank you, Fairy Godmother.

      Boisterous laughter filled the air. Must have been a good joke shared between the two older gentlemen who made their way across the hotel foyer. Both wore powder blue tuxes with ruffled shirts and bow ties. At one time, say around 1970 or so, they’d have been quite dashing. Sort of like her grandfather, although he’d wear the outdated outfit now just to get her gram’s goat and snub society.

      “Check out the babe. Now, that’s a rack,” the one guy not so quietly whispered to the other.

      Cherry’s creep-o-meter hit the red zone and maxed out. Hmm, party crashers perhaps. This wasn’t a dive, and the invited guests should have more couth than to make such remarks out loud. If they weren’t on her list, she’d call security and have them kicked out on their butts. For now, she’d play along and pretend not to have heard them.

      “Welcome to the West End Community Center Gala—”

      “Say, aren’t you the girl from that reality show? You know, the one with all those men fighting over you and taking you on outrageous dates? I’m surprised you don’t get them mixed up and call them the wrong name.”

      Inwardly, Cherry growled at the man. Outwardly, she smiled and ignored his question and comments while trying not to choke on the overdose of Aqua Velva and Bengay. “Names, please?”

      “Vernon Henderson,” the quieter of the two responded and then pointed to his nosy friend. “Burt Bennett.”

      “You look different,” Burt said.

      “What?” Cherry shot him a questioning look.

      “Not saying it’s bad. Women should have some meat on their bones.”

      Seriously, he just called her fat to her face? Like her scale didn’t announce the fact every week. As if she needed this prime male specimen to point out her flaws.

      “Aren’t you just the sweetest man? You remind me a lot of my grandpa. Perhaps you know him from the senior center? No? Oh, well. If you hurry you can still snag a good seat before they start serving dinner.” She gave a little finger wave as Vernon pulled Burt into the ballroom.

      “She’s the one caused that huge scandal with the singer fella on the show,” Burt told his friend as they left.

      Ouch. Couldn’t say she didn’t see that coming. Still, if they knew the full truth, she could only imagine how deep their comments would dig. Thankfully, only one other person knew the intimate details of what really went on, and he wasn’t talking either.

      She reminded herself all things in life come with a price. Great rewards brought risks, humiliation brought growth, and both created strength. Yep, and smacking a rude person upside the head brought satisfaction. Too bad about the whole time-and-a-place thing, because this wasn’t the time or the place to let her feelings show. Let it roll. Besides, how many people who dropped a grand a plate sat around watching reality shows? Weren’t they all reading the next great novel or attending openings for an up-and-coming artist? If ole Burt there was the worst of what tonight could throw her way, then bring it, baby, she was ready.

      “Hey, chica, what are you doing manning the front? I thought you were going incognito, which would explain your very server-like outfit.” Her best friend and co-chair, Tawny Torres, joined her at the desk, nodding toward the departing men. “They just called me a hot mama. Too funny. Any crazed fans in the crowd?”

      What did her friend expect? Unlike Cherry with her too-curvy, pale, petite frame, at five-seven, with long, sleek brown hair, sultry chocolate eyes, and an hourglass figure, Tawny was hot. At least Cherry had great hair, and the auburn color was courtesy of Mother Nature not L’Oréal. She shook her head and shrugged Burt and his comments aside. “What are you doing out here? You’ve got to give the welcome speech in a few minutes.”

      The guests, dressed in their tuxes and gowns, started taking their seats in the ballroom, although the long line at the bar indicated her friend had a few more minutes before starting the program.

      “I came to find you to get a dose of sanity before stepping onstage. Do you think I could bribe one of the other committee members to go on in my place?” Tawny’s voice cracked with self-doubt and her hands shook.

      “Oh, my gawd, you’re actually nervous. The great and powerful Tawny Torres has found something that scares her.” Cherry poked her in the ribs, knowing full well Tawny’s real weakness. “You know, George would pay me big bucks to learn of this newly discovered Achilles’ heel.”

      Tawny pulled her shoulders back, head held high, and stared her down. “You will tell my brother nothing. It’s our job to torment him, not the other way around.” She sank back down in the next moment. “What if I pass out?”

      “Then maybe the cute politician at the front table will give you CPR? Besides, your dress was designed to be seen, not hidden in the shadows.”

      “You’re right, it is a showstopper. However, I’ll concede you won the slutty shoe competition this time. I don’t know how you manage it. I’d kill myself in those things.”

      “All true. Besides, those babies,” Cherry glanced at the leopard print heels Tawny wore, “are perfectly trashy shoes, and if it wasn’t for my pain and suffering, I’d call it a tie this year. Now, are you ready?”

      Tawny scanned her notes. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” She stood and smoothed her dress. “When’s Lizzie supposed to be back from her break?”

      A faint clatter of utensils followed by the yeasty smell of bread and the tantalizing scent of butter wafted through the air. “She went to get some food before coming back. I told her to save me a plate in the kitchen so I can eat after dinner and the auction are over.” What was the hurry? Hot or cold wouldn’t change a thing. Chicken from caterers always tasted rubbery.

      Movement outside the exterior glass doors caught Cherry’s attention. “Mama mia, that’s some serious testosterone heading this way.”

      What was it about men in tuxes, especially those who wore them as casually as they would their birthday suits? Primitive, instinctual, internal responses stirred to life inside her, whether she wanted them to or not. Down, girl. Something about the men, their presence, the way they walked, those amazing shoulders, told her these two would be comfortable in anything, but a suit would be their last choice. Nothing at all would be fine with her. But still, they didn’t fit in here. A ball game, yeah. A ballroom, no.

      “I want the blond. You can have tall, dark, and spiky,” Tawny whispered before they reached hearing range.

      It was good to know she wasn’t alone in her reaction, yet Cherry shook her head and mouthed “no thanks.”

      “We could flip a coin. Rock, paper, scissors, Spock. Winner gets first choice.”

      “You always cheat. Besides, I get the feeling with those two, there is no loser.” Pushing her inappropriate thoughts aside, Cherry slipped on her game face. “Welcome to the Providence West End Community Center Gala and Celebrity Auction. Can I have your names, please?”

      “Valentine,” answered tall, dark, and spiky.

      Several seconds passed in silence, and for some reason she thought of James Bond. The man definitely had the arrogance of the famous British spy. Then he turned serious blue-green eyes with flecks of brown to meet her gaze. Her breath held for the split second he kept eye contact, and then with the blink of an eye, he dismissed her to scan the ballroom. Aloof and impatient, he drummed his fingers along his lean thigh while he waited. According to her list, he was Valentine . . . Jason Valentine. Yeah, that worked.

      “Thank you, Mr.—” He walked off mid-sentence without a second glance. The man was nice eye candy—the kind that looked sweet and yummy and when you bit into it found out it was sour and made your mouth pucker.

      “David Farber,” answered his friend. “How are you lovely ladies this evening?”

      Cherry searched for his name on the guest list and retrieved their tickets from the will call envelope.

      “If there’s dancing later and either of you need to be rescued from any two-foot lefties, just give me a sign. Unlike others,” he nodded toward Valentine, “I like to dance and am as light on your feet as I am on mine.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t know if my toes can take any more abuse. If you’d like to proceed into the ballroom, dinner is being served now and the auction will begin at eight. Thank you for attending, your donation is greatly appreciated,” Cherry said.

      “I definitely want him,” Tawny whispered as David walked away to join Valentine in the ballroom.

      “You can have him and tall, dark, and arrogant. I’ve sworn off dating.” The tables were packed and the names checked off. One step closer to being done for the night.

      “Again?” Tawny asked.

      “Yes, and you can thank Todd for my decision.”

      “Which one was he?”

      Really? In the past year she’d been on two dates. “I know it’s difficult to keep track, what with the long line outside my apartment and the turnstile next to my bed, but he’s the bartender from Harry’s Place. Turns out he’s trying to break into modeling and wanted me to hook him up. He’s not even five-six. I wish I’d never gone on Finding Mr. Right, aka, Desperately Seeking Prince Charming. Emphasis on “desperate.” Everywhere I go I get someone who thinks they know me and totally feels my pain or they stare at me like a monkey in a cage waiting for my next amazing trick.”

      “Like that guy earlier tonight?”

      Dear ole Burt was just the icing on the cupcake compared to some of the people she’d met. “No worries, I’m sure for the majority of the guests I’m nothing more than a lowly staff member. And I’m fine with that. You, my dear friend, are the star of the show and had better get the party started.”

      Tawny reached out and touched Cherry’s arm, giving it a light squeeze. “A few more hours and we can call the event a success, barring any catastrophes that might pop up between now and the end of the night.”

      “You know you just jinxed us, right?”

      Shaking her head in denial, Tawny stepped toward the ballroom, stopped, and spun around. “Hey, have you seen the radio host? I’ve talked with all of the other participants in the auction except her.”

      Scanning her check-in sheet for Heather Judson, Cherry shook her head. “No, but there’s a chance Lizzie forgot to mark her down. I’m sure she’s here. The auction is all you’ve heard about on her show, can’t see her forgetting about it.”

      Tawny hurried away, concern pinching her face. For months the two of them had been working on tonight’s event. They’d sold out all five hundred seats. The money they raised wouldn’t cover all of the repairs, but it was a start, and they had more plans in the works to expand the center so they could provide after-school programs as well as more summer sessions. Resources for these families were limited. Day care and summer camps were luxury items they couldn’t afford. Cherry understood their needs all too well.

      Twenty minutes later, the soft click of the door at the far end of the hall, followed by the quick click-clack of a pair of heels, had Cherry looking up. Oh, no!

      Shaking, Tawny grabbed Cherry’s hands, squeezing tight.

      “We’ve got a big problem, chica. Heather isn’t here. She called and can’t make it. She’s got food poisoning from bad sushi or something.” Tawny released Cherry to pace back and forth, wringing her hands.

      Another win for Mr. Murphy and his stinking law. Cherry dropped into the chair she’d previously been relaxing in to think. They had to find a replacement—this was their one big chance to bring in the money they needed, her one big chance to redeem herself in her community’s eyes, a chance to pay the center back for helping her all those years ago. She shuddered to think what would have happened to her without their help and guidance.

      Tapping her pen on the clipboard, Cherry calculated how much money the radio host would have brought in. Tall, leggy, blond, and stacked. Dang, she probably could have funded their entire entertainment system or someone’s salary for a month. “We’ve got some big shots here tonight. Maybe we can talk one of them into volunteering?”

      “I’ve been asking. No one is willing or else they’re not available. Cherry, we really need the money. Those kids need the center.” She gave Cherry her big, brown-eyed puppy stare. Slowly a smile spread across her face, sort of like the Grinch as he plotted his evil plan to steal all the presents from Whoville.

      A hard rock drumbeat broke out in Cherry’s chest, her palms started to sweat, and cold spread throughout her veins. “Whatever you’re thinking, Tawny Maria-Isabella Torres, you can forget it. Every time you get that look on your face, I regret it.” Cherry backed away from her friend until her back was against the wall.

      Advancing on her like a panther, Tawny got up in her space, grabbed her hands, and begged. “You can take her place.” Cherry started shaking her head before all of the words had left Tawny’s mouth. Her friend had lost it. The stress of planning tonight had apparently zapped all of her brain cells. “Please, we have no other options.”

      “No one is going to bid on me. I’m a nobody.” How much humiliation could a person take?

      “What? You’re a local celebrity. There are tons of men here who would kill to go out with you.”

      “Being on a reality show does not make me a celebrity. It’s been a year and twenty pounds. My fifteen minutes of fame are over. No one remembers me. Besides, if I’m a celebrity, then so are you, because you were on Finding Mr. Right too.” Panic gripped her and she eyed the distance to the front doors. If she took off the heels, she could outrun Tawny.

      “First, I left during the third week, so not the same thing. Second, people remember you. Especially since Ari’s new release tanked and he hinted it was because of you. Plus, there’s the recent rumor about him sleeping with his producer’s wife.”

      Yes, Ari Johanson, her ex-fiancé of five seconds, thrived on scandals. Especially if he got free publicity from it. At least this time it didn’t look like he’d come out smelling like a rose. His career tanking after he used her to jump-start it was karma slapping him back.

      “Come on, Cher, think of this as a way to show the world he’s a liar. Think of the kids.”

      That’s the problem, she was thinking of the kids and all the programs, equipment, and plans they had for them. Xboxes, computers, books, and so much more, none of which came cheap. Outside they needed rubber ground cover for the playground, and the tennis and basketball courts needed work, as did the soccer and baseball fields. All of which took some serious money, way more than the dinner alone would bring in. They really needed every dollar they could round up.

      And yeah, it’d be nice to expose her ex-fiancé for what he truly was. Help rip the Dr. Jekyll mask off and let the world see where Mr. Hyde had been hiding.

      “Okay, I’ll do it. But I’m not letting you dress me up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I look like a hooker ready to crash a high school prom.” She shifted to check out the black strapless dress Tawny had produced for her to wear during the auction. A funhouse mirror reflection couldn’t look worse. Her boobs squished out the top, and breathing was mission impossible. Thankfully the dress had a slit in the back, so Cherry’s not-so-skinny thighs wouldn’t show, but she’d still have to take baby steps as she made the walk of shame down the runway. “Where’d the dress come from? It’s not one of yours.”

      “It’s Heather’s. She sent over a spare earlier because she’s notorious for dropping food down the front of her dresses and wanted to have a backup. Kind of like someone else I know.”

      Guilty as charged, which was another reason why Cherry hadn’t wanted to eat earlier while wearing white. It was like waving a red flag at her food, daring it not to leave a stain smack in the middle of her boobs.

      “Why can’t I wear my clothes?” At least she wouldn’t be so exposed. Cherry arranged her hair to cover as much of her skin as possible.

      Scrunching up her nose, Tawny shook her head. “We want people to bid on you, not give you their drink order. This is sexy.”

      Cherry tried to pull the dress up higher. It wasn’t working, kind of hard with the material shortage going on. Sexy wasn’t the word she’d use, and she’d bet a gazillion dollars neither would her gram. Although both started with an “S” and ended with a “Y.”

      “Stop messing with your dress, you look fab.” Tawny gathered Cherry’s long hair and performed a series of complicated twists and knots, pinning curls and loops in strategic places to expose Cherry’s pale neckline and taking away what little camouflage she had. Next Tawny teased the front up before spraying enough hair spray to kill off another layer of ozone. “You ready?”

      Not in a million years would she be ready. Waves rolled and crashed inside her stomach, making her glad she hadn’t eaten. Her heart skipped a beat or two and she wondered if a person really could die of fear. No, she wasn’t ready. She’d thought she was one time before and, well, that hadn’t gone quite as planned. Humiliation in front of millions pretty much took care of your quota for life. But this was for the kids and their community, not her. Steeling her nerves, she pulled her shoulders back to lift the girls and plastered on her most confident look. “Promise you won’t let me go for twenty bucks?”

      “Just show them your good side, dearie.”

      A few minutes later Cherry found herself backstage, placed between local politician Nick Lawson and Detective Caesar Esposito, who had saved an entire family from a serial killer last fall. At least she wouldn’t be the last one on the chopping, er, auction block. Both men should bring in a nice donation, but they were night and day. Lawson was gym toned, with boy-next-door clean-cut good looks. Esposito was well over six feet, dark and brooding; a sexy bad-boy aura surrounded him. Until he smiled—then all your defenses melted and you saw the teddy bear beneath the cop.

      “First time?” Lawson asked.

      Nodding, Cherry pressed a hand against her rebellious stomach and peered out at the crowd. The guests were busy eating dessert, blissfully unaware of the staff running around behind the stage lining up the merchandise.

      “Relax. The magic combination to open their hearts and wallets is to have a good cause, good food, and good wine. You’ve got all three.” Lawson gave her a reassuring smile.

      “Killer legs aren’t going to hurt either, kid,” Esposito chimed in.

      They all laughed and agreed between the whole team they should rake in the donations.

      Lawson leaned over to her. “I told Tawny to contact my office next week. I’ve got my assistant looking into some state grants to cover some of the programs you want to offer, especially the free lunch.”

      “Thank you. I’ll make sure we follow up.”

      “It’s important for parents to have an affordable and safe place for their kids to go while they work.”

      The spotlight lit up center stage. Tawny climbed the steps, taking her time as she walked to the microphone to allow the dinner conversation to die down.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, before I turn the mic over to our auctioneer, Mr. Van der Schmidt, we’d like to once again thank you from the bottom of our hearts for your tremendous support . . .”

      Tawny’s voice faded as Cherry concentrated on breathing deep and slow. She hated being the center of attention. Going on Finding Mr. Right had taken every ounce of courage she could muster, and after a few days, with all the chaos, it was easy to forget about the cameras. This was different. Each celebrity would be called up one at a time and auctioned off. What if no one bid on her? The media had taken Ari’s side. Not one had questioned his story. So, considering she’d been dumped on national TV, branded a cheating, lying harlot, walking off the stage tonight without a single bid wouldn’t top her worst day. Still, she knew some of the attendees tonight, and somewhere out there lurked at least one reporter.

      The auctioneer started off with local newscaster Jeanine Miner, Providence’s homegrown sweetheart. Like Cherry and Tawny, Jeanine had grown up in the west end and understood the need for a recreational and educational center and what a difference it could make in the lives of the residents. Twenty-eight and single, she was a rising success in her field, with a natural prettiness everyone admired. The committee had high hopes for the money Jeanine would bring in. So, when the first bid came in at two hundred dollars, Cherry’s spirits sank.

      Within seconds a counteroffer came in, jacking the amount up to five hundred, and the excitement of the crowd filled the air. A third offer came in, which launched a bidding war. Dollar amounts were thrown at the speed of lightning, egged on by the enthusiasm of the attendees and the suave sophistication of the auctioneer’s comments. With each new offer Cherry’s excitement for the success of the night grew. Several times she caught herself chanting out loud with the auctioneer for the next bid or clapping along with the audience when a higher amount was pledged.

      Cherry pressed her hand to her stomach.

      “You okay, kid?” Esposito asked.

      She had to swallow several times before she could speak. “I think the butterflies are holding a rave in my stomach.”

      “Don’t worry. They’ll love you.”

      A pounding of wood on wood made Cherry jump and she had to grab onto Esposito or fall into Lawson. The auctioneer called the bidding to a close with the final amount of twenty-five hundred dollars and congratulated a man Cherry recognized as a newscaster at a rival station. A shy blush stole across Jeanine’s face, hinting at a possible crush. As far as inventive ways to ask a woman out, it was up there and guaranteed him a yes. Judging by Jeanine’s happy smile, a simpler method would have netted him the same result.

      The action made her wonder, did all men think women needed grand gestures? Admittedly, they were hard to ignore. Cherry remembered a year ago when another man made a bold move to gain her attention and stand out in a crowd of interesting and good-looking men. With all of her heart, Cherry hoped Jeanine’s story turned out with a happier ending. As for her, she’d learned to stay away from grandstanders.

      The auction proceeded, moving on to a restaurateur, a lawyer, a fireman, and a pastry maker, along with others from their community who’d generously given of themselves to help their cause and see the center rebuilt. Numbers flew around the room, as well as a few good jabs from the participants’ friends and family members. With the bright lights it was hard to see the people in the audience, which was okay, because it meant when it was her turn, she might not see who was or was not bidding. She’d just have to be careful not to trip. The reporter was here for Lawson, but he wouldn’t pass up a chance for a good laugh or anything front-page-worthy.

      Ratings. It was always about the ratings. Thanks, but no thanks. They could look elsewhere. She was done making a fool of herself for America’s entertainment.

      She hadn’t realized how much time had passed until she heard the auctioneer call for Nick Lawson, the politician to her right. Rumor had it Lawson had designs on the Oval Office someday. The auctioneer called out for the opening bid, and as with the others, the audience hesitated, waiting to see who would be first.

      “I’ll give you fifty.” The spotlight swept around the room to land on a guy in his mid-forties, a giant smile on his face, waving his paddle.

      “I’ll see your fifty and raise you four hundred.” The light moved to a stately brunette across the room.

      “I have four-fifty, do I hear five hundred? Come on, ladies. Remember, all the money raised tonight goes to help rebuild the West End Community Center and the families who need their services. I’m asking you to dig deep and give from your heart. As a bonus for helping these kids, you also get a date with the very eligible Nick Lawson.”

      “Five hundred.”

      If the auction house hadn’t donated his services for the evening, Cherry would have said Mr. Van der Schmidt was worth every penny as he ended the bidding a few minutes later, declaring the first female bidder the winner at twenty thousand dollars. Cherry’s heart about burst with happiness as she quickly calculated the amount the auction had brought in—a little over sixty-two thousand dollars, and they weren’t done yet. The West End Community Center was going to rock.

      A tap on her shoulder caught her attention. “What?” She looked at Caesar Esposito in confusion.

      “Your turn, gorgeous. Knock ’em dead.”

      Knock who, what? Ohhh. Lost in thought, she’d actually forgotten where she was for the moment and hadn’t heard the auctioneer call her to the stage. Cherry glided to center court with a pageant-worthy smile, listening to the auctioneer read her bio.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, up next is none other than our co-chair Cherry Ryan, former star of the reality show Finding Mr. Right. A year ago, twenty-five men went head-to-head to win this redheaded beauty’s heart. But alas, in the end, her Prince Charming was not among those brave men. Gentlemen, if you missed your chance the first time around, dig deep into those wallets and show this lady how big your heart really is. Who will open our bidding?”

      “I’ll give you a hundred,” a man slurred from the front row. Before the auctioneer finished his spiel and Cherry could take her first step down the runway, the man repeated his opening bid. The spotlight swept across the room and landed on her buddy, Burt Bennett.

      Dear Karma, whatever I did, I’m sorry, truly sorry. Please don’t let him win.

      Slowly Cherry made her way down the stage, praying for a counteroffer. The auctioneer asked again if anyone gave him one-twenty. Please, Cherry prayed.

      “Two hundred.”

      Relief washed through her as she turned and made her way back, until Burt called out the next amount. She stood next to Mr. Van der Schmidt to see who the counter-bidder was, but the bright spotlight blinded her. She could hear the crowd murmuring, calling out to the men to bid higher. Looking to the side of the stage, Cherry caught Tawny’s look of concern.

      “Three hundred” came from the middle of the room.

      Call it, call it, she silently begged the auctioneer. She didn’t care if she went down in history as a bargain basement date. There was no way she was going anywhere with Good Ole Burt. The guy seriously creeped her out.

      “Five hundred,” Burt called out.

      Tears burned the backs of Cherry’s eyes. Talk about mortifying. She didn’t want to know why Burt was bidding on her, after his comments out front it couldn’t be honorable. She really prayed the counteroffer wasn’t coming from his friend. Why had they thought this was a good idea?

      “Seven-fifty,” called the unknown bidder.

      “One thousand.” Damn Burt. Didn’t he have anything better to spend his money on?

      By now they had placed two spotlights on the bidders, one on Burt, and the other on a man Cherry didn’t recognize. She didn’t care; anyone would be better, and while her goal tonight was to raise as much money as she could, she wasn’t willing to sacrifice her dignity, morals, or safety. Well, maybe the first two.

      The auctioneer looked to the other bidder, waiting for his counter. As the seconds dragged out, Cherry caught herself right before she raised her hands and bid on herself. Burt was probably a nice guy, some kid’s grandpa, just your average guy next door. Ha, so was Ted Bundy. There was no way she was going out with some man her grandpa’s age, who talked about her bodacious ta-tas. The thought made the acids churn faster in her stomach.

      “I have one thousand. Do I hear eleven hundred?”

      Come on, come on. Someone please save me. If I bolted now, would Burt win by default? Maybe Tawny will bid on me?

      The voices faded as she planned her escape. They’d talk, the good people of Providence, but who cared. What was another smear on her reputation?

      The auctioneer pounded his gravel and yelled, “Sold to the gentleman with paddle number four hundred and ninety-nine.”

      Burt’s eyes locked with Cherry’s, nailing her to the stage. Arms crossed in front of him, cheeks stained red. Not the look of a man who won, which begged the question: Who did?
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        * * *

      

      Jason wanted to kick himself when he strolled back into the ballroom as the auctioneer gave the winners instructions on paying and opened the dance floor. After sitting through the worst dinner ever and witnessing women fight over Nick Lawson, he’d stepped out for some fresh air, only to learn the people he needed to speak with were the women who had checked him in. Now that the festivities were over, they could finally get down to the business portion of this evening. They say more deals are sealed in a bar than a boardroom. Well, he planned to do whatever he could tonight to seal the deal of his life.

      First, he needed to find Dave—as usual he was never where Jason left him—then they could divide and conquer. Working his way through the crowd, he spotted Dave surrounded by several men, slapping him on the back and congratulating him.

      “. . . most thrilling auction I’ve ever attended,” gushed an elderly lady he’d never seen before.

      “Man, you missed it.” Dave shook another guy’s hand while nodding his thanks to a couple more. He was suddenly the freaking life of the party.

      A guy takes a leak and all heck breaks loose. “What have you been up to?” Jason scanned the room looking for the pretty dark-haired woman and the redhead they’d seen at check-in.

      “Getting you a date.”

      “What?”

      “A date. You know, that thing when a man brings a woman flowers, then takes her to, say, a restaurant, they have dinner, a little conversation, enjoy each other’s company, and if all goes well, you go back to her place for some mind-blowing sex.”

      Black tie affair or not, he was about to knock his best friend’s block off. “I know what one is. I’m surprised you do. I don’t need one, nor do I need help getting one. What I need is a contract.” He looked around again for the women he’d been told were the committee chairs.

      Dave slung his arm across Jason’s shoulders and propelled him toward the outer hall. “See, that’s the beauty of my plan. Not only do you get a date with a smoking-hot babe—the redhead who checked us in—but she’s the co-chair of this shindig.”

      “How exactly did you get this date?”

      “I won her during the auction.”

      Crap. Why couldn’t he have brought Brody with him tonight?

      “You had to notice her when we arrived. She’s got the rack of a goddess.”

      Yeah, he’d noticed the redhead, dressed in her conservative white shirt and black skirt, which was why he’d thought she was one of the staff members. “And why did you feel compelled to bid on her? The plan was to talk business with the chairs, get them to know us, to see we’re serious about the project. Not get me a date.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets before he wrapped them around his friend’s throat.

      “Competition is tough, we needed an edge. She was on some dating reality show. Didn’t find her true love, duped the guy or got duped, some scandal. You wine and dine her, soften her up, and she’ll be more likely to vote for giving us the contract.” Dave clamped him on the shoulder. “Buddy, she’s our in to win this contract.”

      He had no desire to take some pseudo star to dinner. He had no desire to take anyone to dinner lately. She’d probably expect a five-star restaurant, order the priciest entrée on the menu and champagne, and be as boring as a cardboard cutout. He didn’t follow the show she’d been on. They were all staged, and if he wanted his brain cells killed off, he could find more entertaining means. Now he’d probably have to hear every sordid, tiresome detail.

      Whatever it took. That was the deal he and Dave had agreed upon when they went after the community center project. Not that it’d make them a fortune. Not by a long shot. It was all about the connections. It wasn’t enough to be the best at what you did. If the right people didn’t know about you, you didn’t succeed. Getting the center job would put their names in the hands of Providence’s upper crust.

      They joined a line of people in the narrow hallway waiting to pay for the auction. “You take her out,” Jason said. “You’re the charming one.” As if to prove him correct, a random guy walked up and knuckle-bumped Dave while congratulating him on a killer bid.

      “Can’t, bro, you’re the contractor. I’m only an electrician. Plus, I like my balls just where they are, and if I went on a date with another woman, Mandi would have them sliced, diced, and gift-wrapped.”

      Did he have to go there? No guy wanted to hear about slicing and dicing unless the subject was food prep. “Thought you two broke up.”

      “We did, but she begged me for another chance. Being the kindhearted guy I am, I gave in.”

      A snort of disgust made the woman in front of him turn around and give them a revolted look. Jason said, “Having met Mandi with an ‘i,’ I’m betting the roles were reversed and it cost you a pretty penny to get her to give you a second chance.” The line moved closer to the table, giving Jason a glimpse of the two women from earlier. He wondered how his date would feel when she found out she’d be stuck with a lowly carpenter.

      “Why didn’t Brody come with us tonight?” Dave asked. “This event seems to be right up his alley.”

      As was wining and dining the redhead. Or better yet, keeping Fubar under control when Jason left the room, so he wouldn’t be in this predicament.

      “His mom needed something fixed around the house . . . again,” Jason said. “Her standard excuse to get Brody to come over for dinner. It’s hard on her now that Mr. Nichols is gone. How anyone could miss the bastard, I’ll never figure it out, but she does. I guess it takes all kinds.”

      “Yeah.”

      The couple in front walked up to the table to take care of their transaction, giving Jason a moment to prepare. Maybe they could donate Dave’s auction money to the fund-raiser? There were still a couple of hours left before the event ended, and he could follow through with his original plan of approaching the brunette and asking for a few minutes of her time. Except, what if the redhead was anything like his ex, Stephanie, who thought the world was created as her personal playground? She’d take his bowing out as a slight.

      With the way his luck had been running lately . . . crap.

      Sucking it up, he accepted he’d have to put up with Dave’s hare-brained scheme.

      Although Jason had no intention of wining and dining her on false pretenses. He’d tell her straight up at the beginning of the date why he was there.

      Sweet, musical laughter filled the air. While the couple in front of him blocked most of his view, he could see the redhead laughing in response to something they said. Nice. He’d give two points in her favor: her laugh, and the fact she didn’t dress like a hooker.

      Or rather hadn’t.

      The couple walked away, giving him an up-close, unobstructed view of the woman his friend had essentially bought for him. Holy crap. Gone was the prim secretary outfit, and in its place was a dress that screamed “sex me up.” Dave’s description of her rack was dead-on, and as most of it was on display, Jason had no problem verifying his friend’s rating. She’d done something different with her hair too, pulled it back, exposing a long neck that begged to be nibbled and creamy flesh that reminded him of peaches.

      Dave stepped up to the table and Jason followed. He was pretty sure his mouth hung open. He didn’t care. This was not the woman he’d met earlier, the one who was easy to walk away from and forget. This siren called out to him. She looked up at the two of them, a smile spreading across her face.

      “Well, since all the other winners have paid, I’m guessing one of you two is my savior?” He’d never seen eyes quite like hers before. A pale sky-blue ring surrounded the iris, with a midnight blue circle around the outside.

      David raised his hand. “That’d be me, but I have to confess I was a substitute bidder for my friend here.”

      “Oh.” So much meaning behind one word. Her smile never faltered, while disappointment flashed in her eyes. Yeah, she probably hoped Fubar was her date. Who could blame her? Dave was a Farber, and they were big money in the area. Too bad Dave wasn’t one of them. And Valentine wasn’t tied to anything but trash. His parents had spent more time wasted than sober. Not like she’d be the first to point that fact out to him.

      Elbowing Dave aside, Jason stepped forward. “Sorry, you’re stuck with me. Boy Wonder here is taken. Any preferences on where we go?”

      Her brows darted down in a sharp V before smoothing back out into a neutral expression. “Preferably not McDonald’s, but anywhere else is fine with me.” She handed him a card with her name and number on it.

      “Taco Bell?”

      “Works for me,” Cherry responded with a smile, surprising Jason.

      “Good to know. Let’s meet at the fountain in Piazza di Amore, Thursday at seven.”

      She gave a little nod of agreement.

      “Great. I look forward to hearing about your exciting life as a reality star.”

      Jason headed down the hallway with Dave toward the front door. What had he let his friend talk him into this time? Thankfully a former client who couldn’t attend had donated the tickets. Between the overcooked chicken, the constricting suit and his failing business, he sure as heck wouldn’t have spent the money.

      Dave slapped a hand down on Jason’s shoulder. “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it? Did you see those killer curves? The two of them could stop traffic. Too bad the other girl wasn’t up for auction. We could have double-dated.”

      “Stuff it, Fubar.”

      “Valentine.”

      Shit. He knew before he turned around who that baritone voice belonged to, and Jason didn’t need this tonight. “Bronson.” Jason kept his hands at his sides. He wasn’t about to give the man a chance to snub him in public.

      To those who didn’t know him, Bronson came across as a dignified philanthropist, everyone’s buddy and a friend to those in need. Jason knew firsthand how deceiving the old guy could be.

      “Isn’t this event a little above you boys’ pay grade?” The man sneered as he looked Jason and Dave up and down. He didn’t introduce his friend, and Jason figured he’d found them lacking. Nothing new there. “This is a ticketed event. Do I need to call security?”

      “Careful, Bronson, your adoring public is mere feet away from learning the truth about you.” Dave nodded to the door while mouthing “let’s go.”

      “You don’t belong here,” Bronson said.

      “Just doing our civic duty and helping out the community. If you’ll excuse us, we were just on our way out.” Jason was not in the mood for a sparring match, so he nodded to Bronson and followed Dave to the exit.

      As he reached the door, Jason overheard Bronson’s friend asking about him.

      And he also heard Bronson’s response.

      “More west side trash.”

      The men’s cruel laughter burned through Jason’s soul.
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      Slipping into her grandmother’s kitchen early Monday morning, Cherry let the warmth of home chase away the chilly morning air. The smell of strong coffee brewing and cinnamon rolls baking and the sight of her gram sitting at the table waiting for her brought an inner peace to her like nothing else could.

      When she’d first come to live with her grandparents at the age of eight, the two of them had started this Monday-morning ritual. They’d get up a little earlier than usual, come down to the kitchen, and chat about the week ahead. Of course, back then it was hot chocolate instead of coffee. Gram said the best way to handle life was to tackle it head-on with a plan. So, they’d sit there sipping their cocoa, nibbling on mouth-watering pastries and make their plans to take over their little corner of the world. The tradition carried on after Cherry moved out, and she had to admit, it was the best part of her week.

      “Morning, Gram.” Pulling a cup from the cabinet, Cherry filled it, added a dash of cream and sugar, and sat at the table. Being the ever-intelligent woman she was, Gram allowed her the first sip uninterrupted.

      “How’s my Cherry Bear this morning? Still recovering from all that running around on Saturday, I’d bet. Your grandfather wanted me to call yesterday and get all the details, but I told him you’d probably be sleeping the day away.” Gram’s eyes crinkled with humor when she mentioned her husband. This summer they’d be married for fifty years, and he still made her laugh.

      “He just wanted the gossip.”

      “That he did,” A hint of Ireland could still be heard in her gentle voice. Gram rose and touched her shoulder as she headed to the stove. A puff of steam escaped from the open oven door to fill the room with the scent of cinnamon making Cherry’s stomach rumble in anticipation. “We also wanted to see how the gala went. Did you meet your goal?” Her grandmother transferred two of the rolls to plates before smothering them with her homemade icing.

      “The dinner sold out, which is fantastic. We also set up a donation box, in case anyone was feeling extra generous, and Tawny’s adding up what was in there. The auction hit a little snag, but in the end, it worked out. Didn’t you and Gramps watch the news Saturday night? The local station said they’d carry the story to help us bring in more donations. I thought surely with one of their own in the auction, they’d be all over it.”

      A blush spread across her grandma’s cheeks as she took a bite of her roll. “We went to bed early Saturday.”

      Cherry looked up sharply at her, inspecting her coloring, looking for any sign of illness. The woman looked as healthy as a twenty-year-old, with more character. She’d never known her grandparents to go to bed early. She’d have to keep a closer eye on them. After all, they were nearing seventy and not spring chicks any more.

      “Relax, Cherry Bear, I’m not going anywhere. I spent all day Saturday playing in my gardens. Too much fresh air and sunshine wiped me out.”

      Life didn’t come with guarantees, not on love or how long you got to stick around. Cherry would let it go for now. The lady positively glowed. Instead, she filled her grandmother in on the sick radio host and Tawny’s scheme to save the day.

      “Sounds like you had quite the night. Good thing that Burt fella didn’t win or I’d have to break out my frying pan.”

      The comment brought a fit of giggles to both of them as they remembered the time her gram had gone after one reporter for trying to sneak pictures of Cherry with her grandparents one day. The funniest sight in the world, a five-foot-nothing little old lady chasing some guy who must have weighed almost two hundred pounds down the street, brandishing her best skillet at him.

      Cherry refilled their cups and took her empty plate to the dishwasher before settling back against the counter. “Sorry to disappoint you, but your cast iron is not needed . . . yet. With all the other big names from the community standing up there, the press had much bigger fish to fry than me. As for the date, it’ll only last a few hours. Standing there waiting to see if anyone would bid more than five bucks on me brought back memories of my first time on Finding Mr. Right, waiting to see if Edward would ask me to stay or not.” She gave her gram a quick grin. “I survived and helped bring in a little more money for the cause.”

      Her grandmother studied her with a scrutinized eye, looking for any signs of distress. When it came to family, she’d scored the grand prize, at least with her grandparents, who shouldn’t have to worry about her anymore. These were their golden years. As for parents, since no one knew if they died or disappeared, choosing a simpler life without parental responsibilities, who could say?

      “What’s this guy like, the one who won the bidding?”

      “Kitty-Kat,” her grandfather called from the hallway, “I’m going to run to Walgreens and pick up my Viagra and then head over to the bookstore. There are a couple of hot new releases I want to pick up.” He appeared in the doorway, eyes lighting up upon seeing Cherry. “Hey, pumpkin, didn’t know you were already here.”

      “Clearly.”

      “How are you doing?”

      “Scarred for life, thanks,” she teased.

      “As you should be, if I raised you right.” He tweaked her cheek before turning to her grandmother.

      The kiss he planted on his wife would have made the best romance writers swoon with envy. The love between her grandparents was the real deal—the type ballads and stories were built on—what Cherry hoped to find for herself one day.

      The kiss ended with a playful nose rub before Gramps bounded over to Cherry, giving her a quick peck on the forehead. “Whatever I did to deserve to be surrounded by such beauty, I’ll never know, but I’m thankful for it every day of my life. You two enjoy your morning chat. Cherry Bear, we’re still on for lunch Thursday, right? I want to hear all about the big night.” And he was off and out the door before she could murmur two syllables.

      Okay, that was odd behavior, even for her grandfather. A little over-the-top, like someone had been taking too many happy pills perhaps?

      “Is Gramps okay?” Cherry rejoined her grandmother at the table.

      Her grandmother’s gaze settled on the back door. Deep furrows between her brows marred her beautiful face. “Physically, he’s right as rain. Mentally, he’s a man, so they’re all a bit off their rockers, honey. Don’t you worry about your grandpa. He’s going through his midlife crisis. He’ll settle down after a while. Until then, we’ll humor him a bit more than usual.”

      Midlife crisis at seventy? Well, if he planned to be around until one hundred and forty, she was fine with that. “Do me a favor, please? Spare me any more of the details. A grandchild can only take so much knowledge of their grandparents’ activities.”

      Brilliant pink stole across her gram’s face, followed by a low chuckle. “Now let’s get back to you and this gentleman who bid on you. What’s he like?”

      Rude, arrogant, sexy as sin. “Hard to say. We didn’t actually talk, and Jason’s friend was the one who did the bidding on his behalf. I’m not sure why.”

      Sipping her coffee, Kitty Ryan broke off a piece of roll and nibbled away at it. Cherry knew her grandmother well enough to know this was a sign her wheels were spinning away, planning and plotting. “Graaam?” Cherry extended the word, letting her grandmother know she was on to her and her sneaky mind.

      “Just thinking, dear. It must be a little exciting to go on a mystery date, not knowing a thing about your man and what the night will hold. I never got that. Had my heart set on your grandpa since I was three years old and he defended my sand castle against a bully on the beach. Being our parents were close friends, by the time he’d asked me out on our first date, I pretty much knew everything there was to know about him and was already head over heels in love with the big oaf.”

      Once upon a time, Cherry would’ve agreed with her gram, but not anymore. “Trust me, the only thing you missed out on was a few what-was-I-thinking moments and a broken heart.” Walking to the sink, she washed out her dirty cup before gathering up her purse and jacket. Cherry gave her gram a tight hug and a smooch good-bye. “As for Valentine, since his last words to me were that he couldn’t wait to hear about my life on the show, he’s probably like all the others. He did his good deed with the auction. In return he gets bragging rights that he had dinner with a TV star. End of story. Don’t read more into than it is, Gram. Some of us just weren’t meant to live the fairy tale.” With a quick kiss she was out the door.

      She’d love nothing more than to one day be the princess in the fairy tale. Meet her Prince Charming, fall madly in love, have a handful of kids and live happily ever after. One thing she knew for sure—if that day ever came, she wouldn’t make promises she couldn’t keep and she’d never abandon her family.

      Another benefit of her Monday-morning ritual, she beat everyone else to the realty office, giving her peace and tranquility to sip a third cup of coffee and scan through her e-mails before the deluge of office chatter and phone calls swept away the calm. This morning she especially needed her quiet time. Granted, she had spent Sunday vegging out on the couch, napping, reading, and catching up on a few TV shows. The visit with her grandparents this morning left her unsettled.

      Shaking her head, she agreed with her gram; most men, especially her gramps, were a little crazy. Kicking her sensible pumps to the corner of her office, she wandered out to the receptionist desk in the main lobby to gather her snail mail. She loved her job as a property manager, mostly because it allowed her the flexibility to set her own hours so she could volunteer her time to the community and the center.

      Speaking of, now that the auction was done, she should think about what to do next. Like maybe go back to school. Things were good now—between work and the committee, she kept the blues away—but come fall she’d have lots of free time again to stare at the walls and gorge on cookie dough.

      Besides being able to work when she wanted, she could work from where she wanted too, be it her cozy little office or even a beachside café. Not that she spent many days sitting in the sun with her fair skin, but the thought was liberating on its own.

      Right now, she wouldn’t mind kicking back under a giant umbrella to celebrate Saturday night’s success. Or what she’d thought was a success until she’d opened up the contractor’s bid waiting in her mail this morning. Sitting on the edge of her chair, she stared at the numbers.

      “Holy crud. Are they kidding?” She flipped a page and perused the list and dollar amounts. “Six hundred dollars for one toilet? Does it come with an entertainment system and self-clean? Because for the quoted price, it should.”

      To check off all the items on their dream list would take millions of dollars. They knew that, knew the gala wouldn’t cover all of the costs. Secretly, she had hoped to be wrong. Dang reality, it loved nothing more than reaching up and smacking you in the face. The half mil the tickets brought in—minus the costs—would still go a long way to repairing the building, bringing her back up to code so that next time she’d be able to withstand a category 5 hurricane. The auction brought in another sixty-five thousand, and the committee would have to determine where to best spend it between the indoor equipment, the outdoor fields, and the programs they wanted to offer. At least they could start now.

      Or could they? This particular contractor, the one the majority of the committee had been leaning toward, had quoted three times the amount she had calculated. Granted, she was no math whiz, but jeez Louise, she’d done her homework. Maybe she’d subtracted when she should have carried.

      The bell over the front door jingled and Cherry looked up to find Tawny, with a happy grin and her arms filled with papers.

      “Aren’t you Miss Mary Sunshine this morning?” Cherry asked. Her friend’s eyes filled with delight and Cherry added, “I’m pretty sure it’s illegal to be so cheerful on a Monday morning. What’s up?”

      Dropping down in the faux-leather visitor chair, Tawny pulled its match closer and dropped her load—papers, files, and purse—onto it. “Good morning to you too. What’s wrong with you? Switch to decaf or something? Speaking of, I’d love a cup of joe, but the real stuff, none of the fake junk for me.”

      Cherry walked over to the coffeepot, filled the cup three-fourths with hot liquid, and diluted it with cream and sugar until it turned light beige in color before handing it over to her friend. Just looking at the sweet stuff made her teeth ache. “Shouldn’t you be at work?”

      “Ever hear of banker’s hours?” She waved a hand to shush Cherry, laughing at her own joke. “Kidding. Mr. North was thrilled with how well Saturday went. He’s such a great boss. I’m really glad he got involved in this project by getting the bank to support the auction. Anyway, he told me to take the day off.” She took a sip of her coffee, giving Cherry a chance to sit.

      “North also said the higher-ups were quite satisfied with the results and pleased with the PR this event has brought the bank and that my volunteering will look good on my evaluation. The higher-ups love when we do community projects. Whatever, what’s more important is my parents are proud of us.”

      Cherry nudged the sheet with the gala’s income and expenses toward Tawny, keeping the bid in front of her. “According to the spreadsheet, the night was a hit. Wish we had brought in more with the auction. I’m sure if Heather Judson had made it, we could have, but it is what it is.” Letting her friend scan the rows of numbers, Cherry reviewed the bid again. “When is the deadline for submitting proposals?”

      “Friday, but I think most of the members are set on going with RI Builders. They’ve been around a long time and Stan knows the owner, vouches for their work. Why?”

      Handing over the proposal, Cherry let the numbers speak for themselves.

      “Dios. You’re kidding me, right? This seems a little steep. Stan assured us they would give us a discounted rate.” She kept flipping back and forth through the pages of the proposal, shaking her head. Cherry understood the feeling.

      “That was my reaction too. We might need to extend the deadline, rerun the ads for the job and see if we can get any other qualified bidders. I know RIB is good, but simply being around the longest doesn’t make them the best at what they do or the perfect candidate. Maybe we undercalculated.”

      Tawny gave her the steely-eyed stare of death. Yes, how dare she question Miss Math, what on earth was she thinking?

      “Since we’re on the topic of bad
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