
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Successful author Paige Newhart, also known as the Queen of Romance, has it all. Success, penthouse, money, designer clothes, you name it. However, she doesn’t have a hero in her own love life.

	 

	 

	Paige Newhart is a highly successful author, gaining fame for her romantic novels and known to her readers as the Queen of Romance. Paige has a luxurious penthouse, loads of money, designer clothes, and all the trappings of success, but she has never found a hero of her own.

	At forty-eight, Paige decides to finally take the plunge to find true love and sets her sights on writing a new love storyline for herself. Despite her success at writing romance, she knows finding true love in real life is not easy, especially at her age.

	Then she meets Booker Turner. Wildly attractive, he is her complete opposite but ticks all her boxes.

	Can Paige find true love and trust, or will she settle for just writing about it?
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Chapter One: Thoughts from a Fevered Brain

	 

	 

	Paige Newhart had it all. That was what she told herself, anyway. True, she had the job of her dreams and lived in her dream house—a penthouse. Still had her fame with the big bank account to show for it. She even had the proverbial dog everyone talked about, thanks to her recently acquired stepbro, Tex, and his last visit. When she saw the monster pup, she told Tex, “It’s on probation. This is not a forever home.”

	Her thoughts returned to her present plight. Somewhere, somehow, something’s missing in my life, and it makes my brain ache.

	A blinding pain ripped through Paige’s head. She raised a shaking hand to her forehead and massaged it. Oh God, am I having a stroke? Nausea rolled through her, and she groped for the wastebasket in case she had to hurl.

	Dizziness overwhelmed her, adding more misery on top of her throbbing headache. Is this an aneurysm? She eased herself from her ergonomic chair and slipped to lay on the gray-colored hardwood floor, mercifully missing her well-organized desk with its pens and pencils—well sharpened and arranged just so. The floorboards felt cool against her cheek.

	Ice. Maybe ice will stop the pain. Paige didn’t want to risk standing up to get some. She rolled onto her back, holding her head between her hands, trying to stop the pain or at least keep it at bay. It didn’t work. Calm down. Maybe it’s not a stroke.

	She could hear her older sister’s voice in her head, counseling her to breathe. “Inhale.” She inhaled and felt like puking. “Exhale.” She got dizzier.

	Tiny—the pooch on probation—licked her hands, whining as if worried. Or more likely, wanting to go outside. Paige pushed the pup’s head away, which didn’t deter the imp. Tiny moved closer and licked her throbbing brow. When Paige turned her head to the side, Tiny began to bark, the sound feeling like shards of glass worming through her brain.

	Paige wanted to shoot herself to end her suffering. Instead, she raised her index finger to her nose in the quiet command hand sign. “Quiet.” Tiny didn’t heed her and barked all the louder, bouncing back and forth in a near frenzy. “Tiny, stop. Settle. I’m okay.”

	Tiny produced another worried whine, then began drooling on her forehead, which pooled beneath her fingertips.

	Paige groaned as she wiped the slime away. “Tiny, stop. I haven’t passed out. I’m awake.”

	Through her pain, she heard pounding on the door and the dogwalker’s voice calling out.

	“Paige, you okay in there?”

	She heard the lock turn, and then Alex was bent over her, soothing and petting the dog while firing off questions.

	“Hey, you, okay? Did you fall? Have you forgotten to eat again? How long have you been working? Can you sit up?”

	Paige noticed the security keycard she had given him lying on the floor. “Better pocket that before Tiny eats it.”

	Alex laughed. “Yeah. Good idea. That dog will eat anything.”

	“Tell me about it. He ate my Louis Vuitton pumps.”

	Alex shrieked. “Oh no, he did not.” He paused and tilted his head, clearly considering the situation. “At least he has good taste.”

	“You mean expensive taste. Help me up, will ya?”

	Alex pulled her up to a sitting position and gave her an odd look. “Talk to me. Say a complete sentence.”

	She frowned. “Why on earth would I do that?”

	Alex scrunched his brow. “A question counts as a sentence, doesn’t it?”

	“Probably. What is this, some kind of test?”

	Alex ignored her question and commanded, “Raise your arms above your head.”

	Paige lifted a brow instead. “Why?”

	“Just do it.”

	She was tempted to roll her eyes but did as he asked.

	Alex took her chin and tilted her head this way and that. “Hmm.” His gaze roamed her face and then her body. He grinned. “Nothing’s drooping.” He paused when he got to her boobs. “Well, your face isn’t, anyway.”

	“Very funny.”

	“You’re not showing the typical signs of a stroke, so what gives?” He fished in his pocket, withdrew a small container, and shook out two pills. “Take these two aspirins. Just in case.”

	She gratefully took the pills with the water he handed her. “I’m fine. I have a monster migraine. I slid outta my chair, I didn’t fall.”

	“You know that’s not normal, right? You’re killing yourself. And why? Yesterday, Elyse mentioned that you have no deadline to meet. No new books to write at the moment. No book signings or tours. Why do you push yourself so hard?”

	Her cheeks heated. He has me there. “You don’t stay on the best sellers list by lying around. I have work to do.”

	“Working yourself to death isn’t going to cut it either. Even the airlines know to tell the passengers to put their masks on first so they don’t pass out before they help their youngsters.” He frowned. “Though judging from their recent performance, it doesn’t appear like they know much about customer satisfaction.” He shrugged. “But I digress. Writing from dawn to dusk day in and day out is not the way to keep your mojo flowing. You need some downtime. Have to recharge the battery. I prescribe a nice relaxing vacay.”

	“Thank you very much,” Paige grumbled. “But I already have a mother, you know. And an older sister.”

	Alex shook his head. “Yeah.”

	She shot him a wry look. “You’re my dogwalker.”

	“Nuh-uh. From now on, I’ll be your assistant.

	“Elyse is my assistant.”

	“She was your assistant—was being the operative verb. She left. Remember? Don’t tell me you didn’t notice?” He rocked, holding his arms as if cradling a baby. “You know... The baby bump? The maternity leave? Maybe you did have a stroke.”

	Paige groaned. “Of course, I remember.”

	Alex continued. “Now that we know for sure you haven’t had a stroke, starting today, I’ll handle your schedule, make you eat, sleep, dress. For heaven’s sake, you make six figures, yet you dress like a bag lady! You need a keeper to make sure you do the things normal people do. When was the last time you poured yourself a glass of wine and took a good old-fashioned bubble bath? Or better yet, used your ultra-sonic shower stall with its piped-in music, aromatherapy, and chromotherapy system?”

	Paige gaped at him. “How do you know about my shower?”

	Alex pointed at her mutt. “Ahem, I groom Tiny. He wallows in every mud puddle he finds. I have to clean him up.”

	“You do? Using my shower?”

	Alex shrugged. “Someone’s gotta do it.”

	“Don’t I have a dog groomer for that?”

	“Yes, you do, but take it from me, you’d go broke fast if I took that lummox in every time he did his doggy best to roll around in horse manure in Central Park. Not to mention the bushes, leaves, you name it, and don’t even get me started on thistles.”

	“Thistles?”

	“He loves plowing through them in search of chipmunks.”

	Paige held a hand up to stop his flow of info. “Okay, okay. So, you wash him off in my state-of-the-art bathroom?”

	Alex smiled. “Yup. He adores the summer rain and lavender spray. I prefer the summer sun, myself.” He nodded. “Your puppy makes a mess, and I can’t be a wet, hot mess after grooming him, ya know? I even keep an extra set of clothes here. You never notice, because your face is glued to your keyboard.”

	Paige waved that off. “My process is to write from six to six. I have to research, plot, consult my thesaurus, run through my emotion’s encyclopedia, dust off The Elements of Style, browse my urban dictionary, check my goal, motivation, conflict, my outline...” Her writing style made her a proverbial plotter. Every scene was researched, outlined, and half-written before she began. Her outlines were thorough and determined her chapters. She constructed character biographies and knew their backstories and lineage before writing the first word of the manuscript.

	Alex tut-tutted her, his glare piercing.

	Maybe he has a point. Maybe I do work more than I realize...

	She looked around at the elegant but simple furnishings of her home and tried to see it through Alex’s eyes. The polished glass and chrome gleamed. The crystal lights were bright. The sleek black lines of the ultra-modern furniture highlighted and complimented the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city and Central Park.

	Her office boasted the best natural lighting and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that held her writing craft tomes and inspirations arranged alphabetically. Sleek mirrored doors hid them from view because they’d ruin the look if exposed. The books were dogeared and showed signs of regular use.

	Alex pointed to the windows. “Your view’s wonderful from here, but when was the last time you looked at it? Have you even noticed the season changed?” He pointedly peered at her out-of-season warm fuzzy socks and her plush pastel PJs covered with eggs and bunny print. “What good does a penthouse view do you if you’re always looking at a computer screen?”

	Paige pouted. “I look at the view.” To prove it, she hazarded a look out the window. “From time to time.”

	The sun spread its light over the trees, highlighting their changing colors. It looked like God had tossed a tropical fruit salad with the colors of apricot, watermelon, and lime leaves. Some sun-kissed lemon-yellow leaves looked almost onion-paper thin. It’s gorgeous out there. Time in nature could be inspiring... I might need to get outside. Feed my muse, invigorate my mojo.

	“Have you eaten anything today? Had breakfast? Lunch?” Alex’s tone reminded her of a principal scolding a kid.

	She cringed when she thought of the Almond Joy candy bar that had passed for lunch. Maybe I am hungry.

	Alex was yammering on about food when Tiny began to circle. Alex headed for the door, grabbed Tiny’s leash, and called over his shoulder, “It’s time you at least visit Central Park. Why have a view of it when you never look, never go? Sadly, your dog spends more time there than you do.”

	Paige glared at him, refusing to become defensive. “My books don’t write themselves. May I remind you, I started the Glam Rom genre, and I must work to afford this view.”

	She made sure her tone indicated she wasn’t happy with the conversation and gritted her teeth. She had nothing to defend. After all, she was on the sunny side of fifty, and Alex was just shy of thirty. For frick’s sake, I could be his mother! Who’s he to chastise me?

	Alex looked at her as he opened the door. “How ‘bout I pick you up a bowl of perfection from Pierre’s with some crusty warm bread if you use that fancy-dancy shower and put on some fabulous outfit? If your fans could see you now, they’d flip. You have an image to maintain, girlfriend. After all, you are the Queen of the Glitz genre.”

	“Glam Rom,” she muttered, but he didn’t appear to be listening.

	After the door shut behind him, Paige did as Alex suggested. She caught a whiff of her rumpled PJs as she removed them. Eww. Alex is right. I’m ripe. She deposited the clothes in the hamper and assembled her choice of bath oils and scented candles. Why not go the whole hog? She poured herself some bubbly and climbed into her free-standing white marble tub.

	She had to admit, her state-of-the-art bathroom was wonderful and larger than some people’s entire walk-up apartment. She lived in the lap of luxury with a cook, a housekeeper, a masseuse, and a manicurist, who all came to her apartment. Yet she was living like someone in the third world.

	Alex brought up a good point. Why have it all when she never experienced it?

	She dimmed the starburst crystal chandelier that hung dramatically in the center of the room. Plush pink towels hung at the ready on their heated racks. Why am I acting like a struggling artist? Something’s off with me. And my frickin’ brain still hurts.

	Her thoughts tossed to and fro, not landing for long on any one thing. They flitted from one scenario to another, robbing her of peace and quiet and adding to her fierce migraine. She set the jacuzzi to the Lazy River setting and let the scented water flow over her.

	Paige mused as she soaked. She had been writing for a long time and generally loved it. Thoughts would flow, images would build, and scenes cascaded from her outline. Yet she couldn’t nail down precisely what was bugging her, and that was a problem. Her work in progress, WIP, was... well, progressing, and she had met her ten-thousand-a-day word count.

	Word in the publishing world had it that her nemesis, Molly Made, wrote fifteen thousand words a day, but Paige didn’t buy it. How could that be done? Especially when Molly was a well-known pantser and didn’t even know what the hell she was going to write until she sat at her computer. Gossip had it that Molly just sat down, and bingo, words emerged. Give me a break. How can an author who writes by the seat of her pants get in fifteen thousand words a day?

	A writer’s medium was words, and it was a rare event when Paige couldn’t get them down on paper, which usually only happened when she had a headache. The problem wasn’t her WIP plot, the setting, the characters, or the scenes. But what was? She sank back in her tub, looked out at the night skyline of the cityscape, and drew on her intuition. Her writing wasn’t the issue. Something else was.

	Hmm, maybe the source of my discontent is me. My life. Not my writing. Not my career. That was going great guns with no barriers standing in her way. She kept a spiral-bound journal to jot down ideas if revisions or inspiration struck. When it did, she was known to get out of bed and rush to her laptop computer to alter her outline, but that was extremely rare. No, my muse is fine. It’s me.

	The thought drove her out of her tub.

	Paige wrapped a thick towel around herself and looked down at her body. It’s not bad, still passable. There was a little more to her now. More to love. A sudden epiphany had her dropping the towel to lay in a puddle at her feet. She stepped over it, wrapped her wet head in another towel, and stood staring at the mirror in shock. There’s more of me to love but no one to love me. She was the Queen of Romance, yet she had no hero, no king, no mate, no man in her life at all.

	She pulled herself together and got dressed, selecting an asymmetrical ribbed blush pink brushed cotton crop top with matching wide-cut pants. She could go out or stay in wearing the outfit. If her fans saw her, she’d be lookin’ fine as wine.

	Her thoughts continued conjuring heroes, wondering how she had neglected to get one for herself. That was her problem in a nutshell. Her work proved she knew the logistics of what to do to find him.

	Hmm, Which trope would I use if plotting my own love story? She walked over to her silver-gray crushed velvet chaise, moved the precisely placed silver scatter pillows, and sank into it, thinking hard.

	Friend to lover? Uh no.

	Ned, my editor? She giggled. Impossible. He’s married.

	Anton? He’s gay.

	Cute meet-up? Risky and iffy.

	Enemy to lover? Molly Made is my nemesis but female, and I’m straight.

	Billionaire? Don’t need the moola.

	Boss and office manager? Don’t have one... Besides, that’d be harassment.

	This is hopeless. She was clueless as to what trope would produce her ideal hero. She sighed with relief when Alex returned, holding a bag with Piere’s signature emblem prominently featured. The aroma made her stomach growl.

	She stood, stretched, and followed Alex to the dining room table, where he removed cartons from the bag. He walked to the sideboard, retrieved a china bowl, and poured the French Onion soup with melted cheese into it, sliding a plate under to catch any droplets.

	He placed the bowl on the table, and with a flourish and a bow, he pulled her chair out. “Madame, have a seat. Bon Appetit.”

	She sat, thanking him, sipped a spoonful of soup, and moaned. “Oh My God! This is perfection on a platter.”

	He winked. “Told ya, did I not? Be sure you eat every drop. I will see you tomorrow.” He gave Tiny a scratch behind the ears and left.

	She finished her meal. She retreated to her lounge chair and grabbed her laptop from the low table. After an intense amount of time thinking, she popped up like bread in a toaster, seriously unsetting the throw cushions. She would carefully follow her writing process, like always, plotting her Find a Man plan by beginning with an outline. She clicked the Outline tab and started typing.

	Goal: Independent Type A woman author wants a hero.

	A. Where to find one?

	1. Dating sites

	2. Speed dating

	3. Matchmaker

	4. Church

	5. Grocery Shopping

	6. Chance

	B. Motive?

	1. A date

	2. A mate

	3. A spouse

	4. A chance to fall in love

	C. Possible conflict?

	1. Dependence, emotional, financial.

	2. Geography, global, USA, state

	3. Flexibility

	4. Common Interests

	5. Compatibility

	6. Religion

	Paige sighed when her list started getting too long. None of my characters go through all this planning rigmarole. Heck, it’s easy for them. I make it all come together like magic. There was no magic in her outline except falling in love. She summarized her outline, boiling it down to the simplest concepts. New plan...

	Find Mr. Right

	Fall in Love

	Marry

	Have Children

	Get a Dog

	She had the career of her dreams. It was time to find the man of her dreams. The irony was not lost on her. Romance was her livelihood but not part of her life. I’m ready to find my hero. It’s go-time.

	Then she took a look outside. Night had crept in while she was off in her own world. In a true Scarlett O’Hara fashion, she reminded herself that tomorrow was another day.

	 


Chapter Two: Eggs Florentine

	 

	 

	Paige awoke the next morning filled with purpose. She showered, blow-dried her hair, then donned a deep burgundy silk lounge set. She exited the bedroom through what she called her Loretta Young French doors. She called them that because she’d seen Loretta Young elegantly emerge from double doors of the same style in an old TV show. Doing her own version, Paige made her dramatic exit from the bedroom to the second-floor balcony overlooking the Great Room.

	Alex came through the front door, returning from walking Tiny. “Your mail came. Fredrick, the doorman, had it ready when we came back in.” He laid Tiny’s leash on the small acrylic entry stand. “Most of it is probably junk, but there’s an intriguing brochure in here somewhere. Check it out.”

	Paige descended the black free-floating staircase, walked into her office, and sat at her desk, adjusting her ergonomic chair. She turned on her computer and clicked on her renamed Find Mr. Right document, reviewing what she had typed and reading through all the tweaking and editing she had done before settling on the simple plan.

	Alex followed her into the office and handed her the mail.

	Paige flipped through the pile and sighed. So much for a paperless world. She found the brochure Alex mentioned. The paper stock was quality, and the view it depicted was breathtaking. It featured a charming turn-of-the-century renovated lodge that boasted state-of-the-art amenities, including the Spa Haus, the Boutique Space, an Apothecary, and a large gazebo for on-site entertainment. The background showed the most beautiful mountains in full autumnal perfection within the Great Smoky Mountain National Park.

	The Sugarlands Lodge, run by the famed Weathers Girls, boasted authentic regional cuisine and charming cabins. The brochure listed several activities visitors could schedule for additional entertainment, like renowned Appalachian Storytelling, a resident psychic, and best of all, a real-life mountain matchmaker.

	Paige’s interest was piqued. She decided Sugarlands Lodge would be the perfect place to start her search for Mr. Right.

	She smiled at Alex, who sat on the other side of the desk with Tiny settled by his feet. “Alex, would you call Sugarlands Lodge and schedule a week-long reservation as soon as possible for me?” She handed him the brochure. “And get the low down on the place, things not covered in the pamphlet.”

	Before she headed off on a vacation, she wanted to make sure she was resort-ready. First stop, the pharmacy for her yearly flu shot and COVID booster. A world-class resort town could spawn worldwide health issues, and she wanted to be prepared.

	She spent the next several hours working on her WIP and chatted with her editor on a conference call. Alex interrupted her a few times to make sure she ate something. By late evening, she decided she needed to get some sleep.

	 

	*

	 

	The next morning, Paige woke at sunrise, as she did every morning. Her appointment at the pharmacy was set for eight o’clock, which was perfect because it gave her plenty of time to get ready.

	She dressed in a cutout shoulder tunic over patterned leggings, topped with a deep red shawl. She grabbed her handbag, checking that her phone was within its easy-to-reach front pouch, then slipped her vaccine card in front of the phone so she would have to fish through the larger part of the bag to find it. She grabbed her keycard, told Tiny to stay, and headed for the elevators.

	Fredrick tipped his hat when he saw her walking across the lobby. He looked smart and courtly in his doorman uniform. She chitchatted with him briefly, and he held the door as she exited the building.

	It was a short walk down Fifth Avenue to the pharmacy. She walked into the pharmacy’s Minute Clinic, checked in, and was directed to a chair across from the strategically placed screen that provided privacy for the inoculations.

	Paige looked around the empty waiting area. That was until a tall well-built man with a bit of salt and pepper in his hair strode past her and took a seat.

	She spent a moment appreciating his broad shoulders, sturdy build, and... A ponytail tied at the nape of his neck! What’s up with that? She tilted her head, considering him. For some reason, he stoked her curiosity. He’d make a good hero in one of her novels. How would she cast him? A captain of industry? A movie mogul? An entertainment lawyer?

	Hmmm. It didn’t matter, the man was hot as hell.

	He wore a manly burgundy leather vest open over a tailored shirt with the top few buttons open and cuffs rolled fashionably. His pants were pressed black denim, and his feet sported tasseled loafers. He was a study in contrasts and wore his clothes like they were tailored just for him. He began rolling up his sleeve as he waited.

	The pharmacist came out to usher one of them through the half-screen section.

	Mr. Hot Dude gestured at her. “Ladies first.”

	Paige smiled. “Thank you, sir.”

	She hadn’t contracted COVID or the flu even though New York City teemed with people from all over creation, which was why she maintained her yearly boosters. In minutes, she received her shots and colorful bandages, then returned to her chair to wait the mandatory fifteen minutes in case there was an adverse reaction. She’d had no problems with previous injections and expected none now.

	Hot Dude stood and muttered, “Here goes nuthin’.”

	Is he talking to me? Paige wasn’t sure.

	The shot gal gave the man a wink as she directed him behind the partition.

	Flirty bitch.

	“Have a seat,” the girl said. “Do you want your annual flu shot today, too?”

	His voice boomed in the small confines of the cubicle. “Might as well get it over with.”

	Paige noticed the technician standing just past the edge of the partition. She had the syringe loaded and was set to deliver the jab.

	She heard the man say, “I hate—”

	Suddenly, there was a loud crash followed by a thud and the aluminum folding chair hitting the floor with a clatter. The man’s feet and legs showed beneath the screen. Mr. Hot Dude was on the floor and apparently out cold.

	The girl yelled, “He’s fainted. Mr. Turner! Mr. Turner!”

	Paige jumped up, ready to help. She checked the guy’s pulse. It was steady. “Quick. Give him the shots while he’s out.” She demanded. “He’ll need ice for his head. Maybe some OJ.”

	The girl was younger than Paige and looked a bit panicked. Maybe she had never seen a grown man faint before, but she did as she was told.

	The man roused but appeared ashen and drained. Paige remained calm, watching closely as he stirred.

	He opened his baby blues and simply said. “I hate needles,” as if nothing had happened. He stayed cool and calm as if fainting was an everyday event. No big thing.

	Paige just looked at him. “I see that. The good news is, you were vaxed while you were out, but you may have a headache.” She peered into his drop-dead gorgeous eyes, and her breath stopped briefly. “Pupils normal. I don’t think you’re concussed.” She extended her hand to pull him upright and nearly fainted herself as they touched and an electric zing shot up her arm.

	A flush stole over his face, staining
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