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‘Ms Donovan knows how to tell a story that will make your heart melt’ Night Owl Reviews
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Marketing exec Lucy Cunningham is thrilled when her firm wins Miami’s hottest fitness club. The reality TV show was Lucy’s idea: leave a fitness-challenged woman in the hands of top personal trainer, Theo Redmond, with a cash bonus for every pound shed. But Lucy didn’t expect to be the guinea pig . . .


After one meeting, Theo knows Lucy will be his toughest client yet, and a woman he’ll never forget. Smart-mouthed and stubborn, she rises to the challenge like a pro. And before he knows it, his heart’s in jeopardy.


As Lucy works her way into a whole new life, things start to heat up. Lucy and Theo are about to discover that appearances can be deceiving – and that true love lies somewhere between pizza and Pilates . . .





This book is dedicated to
every woman, everywhere,
who wants to be
at peace with her own body.
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November 30

Lucy Cunningham’s control tops were so tight that her inner thighs hissed like a swarm of cicadas with each step. The rhythm of nylon-on-nylon provided the soundtrack to what was becoming a long and humiliating stroll through the Palm Club’s cardio studio, where she was scheduled to meet the man that fate – and her psycho boss – had selected to change her life.

Yes, people were staring. But that was because Lucy was wearing a business suit in a sea of spandex. That, and she was the only chubby chick in a room full of skinny people, which was always fantastic.

Lucy adjusted her laptop strap and pasted on a smile. So where was this guy? It was horrifying enough that she’d agreed to a public makeover as part of one of her own marketing campaigns, but now she had to go peeking behind treadmills in a game of find the über-trainer? According to the receptionist, he was a hard-to-miss man with short light brown hair, blue eyes, and a little gold hoop in his left ear. Yet so far, she’d managed to miss him and his hoop just fine.

Lucy felt ridiculous. Then she felt around inside her jacket pocket for the comfort of her edible worry beads and popped two Milk Duds into her mouth. It hadn’t escaped her that the beloved Duds would have to go if she was going to lose a hundred pounds in a year. But for that blissful instant, perhaps the last she’d ever know, Lucy closed her eyes and felt the chocolate melt on her tongue until it was yielding and warm, just the right consistency to swirl around under her soft palate to position for the gratifying payoff – the lethal slam of her bite.

Ah, Milk Duds. The official candy of pissed-off fat women everywhere.

Lucy chewed, now much happier, and allowed her eyes to scan the rows of gleaming steel fitness machines displayed on acres of plush charcoal carpeting. She glanced down at the Post-it note in her damp palm. It said: Theo Redmond. Her boss had referred to him as ‘personal trainer to the beautiful people of Miami Beach,’ which made Lucy smile, seeing that he was about to become personal trainer to Lucy Cunningham, originally of Pittsburgh.

As she rounded the corner and entered a wide sunlit area full of high-tech machines, it occurred to Lucy that she might not have thought this through sufficiently. After all, who in her right mind decides to turn over a new leaf during the holidays? Talk about masochistic.

And she hadn’t even considered how she’d introduce herself to this trainer, once she located him. She always preferred the blunt approach but wondered how he’d handle a quip like, Howdy! I’m the out-of-shape babe you ordered!

‘Lucy Cunningham?’

Her head swiveled toward the deep voice. She stopped in her tracks as the bronzed God of Fitness arose from his knees. He’d been helping a vaguely familiar-looking woman with a machine that flapped her arms up and down like chicken wings, and the woman now seemed forlorn that he was leaving her side. The man began to walk toward Lucy, smiling.

Her stomach clenched with that near-sick anxiety she felt in the company of jocks, even though it had now been a whole decade since the Taco Bowl incident and there wasn’t an ESPN reporter in sight.

She reminded herself to breathe. She reviewed to herself the truths one by one – the guy moving her way had nice eyes; he had a genuine smile; the guy looked like a life-size Ken doll, only hotter.

His big hand swallowed hers. His skin felt warm and a bit calloused. He squeezed her chubby little fingers. And Lucy knew she was staring, but the sheer physical beauty of this man had apparently left her mute and brain-dead.

He smiled at her and inclined his head to look her in the eye. ‘I’m Theo. I’m running a little late, so would you mind having a seat in the conference room?’ He gestured toward an area walled off in smoky glass. ‘I’ll only be a few minutes.’

Lucy nodded. She looked from the trainer’s big white smile to the exotic woman on the exercise machine and it hit her. She’d just seen that perfect female face and that perfect female form on the front of that month’s Cosmo! The woman on that bench was supermodel Gia Altamonte!

Lucy sucked in a breath of surprise, and the partially desiccated Milk Duds went along for the ride.

Theo Redmond peered at her, his brow now furrowed in concern. Then he patted Lucy’s back in an area that would have been between her shoulder blades if she’d had shoulder blades, but there’d been nothing remotely blade-like on Lucy’s body for years, as she well knew, and she was about to make some amusing comment along those lines when she realized she wasn’t getting any air into her lungs.

‘You OK, Miss Cunningham?’

Lucy smiled nonchalantly, confident she could will herself to breathe. Any second now it was bound to happen.

The trainer and the cover girl continued to stare at Lucy as the seconds ticked by.

The hell with this, she thought, clutching her throat in what she prayed was the universal sign for: There seems to be a Milk Dud lodged in my airway.

Trainer Ken leaped into action. He ripped Lucy’s laptop strap from her shoulder, twirled her around so that her back was toward him, and brought his arms up under hers. In a hot flare of humiliation, Lucy realized several things at once: Gia Altamonte was on her cell phone, summoning the paramedics in a particularly annoying high-pitched Latin accent; the trainer had his hands dangerously close to Lucy’s underwire-buoyed twins; and, in her last oxygen-fed thought, she realized she was too large for Theo Redmond to encircle in his arms in order to save her life.

Lucy was swimming, up, up into the bright world, surfacing from a heavy and sensual dream, where she was being kissed like nobody’s business, kissed so hard her lungs burned. She tried to embrace her dream lover, but her arms felt too cumbersome to move, so she just angled her mouth to better accommodate his kiss.

‘The ambulance is here, so you can stop making out with her, Theo.’

That voice sounded like fingernails on glass.

‘Lucy? Miss Cunningham? Can you hear me?’

That voice was sooo much nicer.

Then it came back to her, and Lucy opened one eye to see the face of Theo Redmond hovering above. He had exquisite soft blue eyes framed in dark brown lashes and brows. He had smooth but strong lips. He was stroking her cheek.

‘Welcome back.’

Lucy closed her eyes tight and tried to melt into the plush carpeting of the cardio room floor. The paramedics rushed in. Their voices were hurried as they took her blood pressure, asked her what medicines she was taking, and – could this possibly get any worse? – heaved her onto a stretcher, wheeled her out through the busy Palm Club, to the elevator, the model and the trainer hurrying along at her side.

‘We’re taking you to the hospital, where –’

‘No.’ Lucy’s eyes snapped open. She glared at the paramedic.

‘Just to be on the safe side,’ he said.

‘I’m fine.’

As Gia Altamonte signed autographs for the ambulance crew crammed in the elevator, Theo leaned down close to Lucy’s face.

‘Do it for me, OK, Lucy?’ One side of his mouth hitched up, and he winked at her. ‘When a woman loses consciousness on our first date, I have to wonder – is it my antiperspirant? My mouthwash?’

‘It was my Milk Duds.’

‘Those things will kill you, you know.’ He let his little grin explode into a blazing smile.

Lucy couldn’t help it – she smiled back, still feeling the astounding pleasure of that dream kiss. And in the heat of Theo Redmond’s smile, something inside her ignited. It occurred to Lucy that dropping a hundred pounds had just become her second-biggest challenge.


Chapter 1

December

‘Nice to see you again, Lucy.’

She heaved herself up from the low white leather couch in the Palm Club’s lobby and stood before Trainer Ken in all his glory, wondering how the man had managed to become better-looking in the last four days.

‘I’m baaack,’ Lucy said.

Theo laughed, and she scanned his crisp uniform of navy blue athletic shorts and white Palm Club polo shirt, then looked at those perfect bright teeth framed in those perfect man lips and thought if it weren’t for the mouth-to-mouth-induced nirvana she’d experienced in his presence, she’d need to poke Theo to make sure he was real flesh and blood. The guy was way too perky for first thing in the morning.

‘So how are you, Lucy?’

‘I’m breathing on my own today. At least I got that going for me.’

‘And I can assume you’re not armed and dangerous?’

Lucy wasn’t sure she’d heard right, and frowned.

‘I’m asking if you’re packin’ any Milk Duds this morning, Miss Cunningham.’

Lucy’s jaw fell open. It seemed that Buff Body Theo’s sense of humor was a little edgier than she’d assumed. Maybe she’d been too preoccupied with her own mortification and near-death experience four days ago to appreciate it.

‘No ammo today,’ she said, letting go with a nervous laugh. Then, as if on cue, she patted her sweat-pants pocket in search of the comfort of a Milk Dud. She looked up in horror to see Theo smiling softly.

‘It takes about six weeks to establish a habit or to break one,’ he said, his voice kind.

‘So I hear.’

‘The good news is we’ve got fifty-one weeks left.’ He reached for her hand, squeezing her fingers in a gentle grip. ‘How about we start over? I’m Theo Redmond, your trainer for the next year.’

Lucy steadied herself with a deep breath, aware that passing out was passé. ‘And I’m Lucy Cunningham, your worst nightmare.’

‘Let’s think positive, shall we, Miss Cunningham?’

She pulled her hand away and huffed. ‘Call me Lucy. I’m not that much older than you, and when you call me “Miss Cunningham” I feel like your spinster piano teacher or something.’

‘I’m thirty-two.’

‘I’m only twenty-nine.’

‘I know.’ He tapped his thigh with his clipboard and scowled a little, like he was thinking hard. ‘This is where I usually ask my new clients to fill out a bunch of forms, but I don’t feel like filling out forms this morning. How about you?’

‘So we’re going out for doughnuts instead?’

Theo tossed his clipboard on the reception counter and cupped Lucy’s elbow, turning her toward the elevators as he chuckled. ‘How about coffee and a sunrise? We can get to know each other a little, see what approach we’re going to take, while we watch the sun come up.’

As they walked down the three flights of stairs to the lobby on Washington Avenue, Lucy checked out her trainer from the corner of her eye and, as she always did, wondered how much more she weighed than the person next to her. She knew it only made things worse, but she couldn’t seem to stop her brain from doing the calculations. Maybe it was another one of those habits she could break with Theo’s help.

‘Are you originally from Miami, Lucy?’ The elevator doors opened and they headed for the street and into the pleasant, saltwater-scented city air.

‘Pittsburgh. I moved here about a year ago to be closer to my parents. They retired to Fort Lauderdale.’

‘Are you enjoying it?’

Lucy smiled to herself as they turned east along Fourth Street, heading toward the strip. The truth was that moving to Miami had made her feel like a foreign exchange student plopped down in an alien land. But her appreciation for the sun and heat and colorful array of humankind was slowly beginning to chip away at the culture shock. ‘It’s growing on me,’ she said.

Theo gestured toward the front patio of the News Café on Ocean and motioned for her to go up the steps in front of him. He pulled out a wrought-iron chair for her, then sat down across the table under the market umbrella.

‘I already know what approach I’d like to take to this whole business,’ Lucy said.

Theo grinned. ‘Oh? What approach is that?’

‘I’d like to stroll through one of those magic chambers and come out a hundred pounds lighter, a hundred grand richer, and drop-dead gorgeous.’

Theo leaned back in his chair to leisurely study his newest client. Her brown hair was yanked into a tight and shiny ponytail. She had a sweet face, with smooth and clear skin, nicely shaped full lips, and adorable cheeks. Theo briefly scanned the rest of her. At about five-seven, she was a big woman but evenly proportioned. She carried herself well. It dawned on him that Lucy Cunningham might be the real deal if she lost the weight. No. When she lost it, he reminded himself.

It was true that Lucy had ended up in the ER before she’d even laced up her sneakers, but he still saw this yearlong project as doable. He’d help the marketing executive lose up to one hundred pounds, documented in monthly TV appearances, magazine columns, and nonstop advertising, and they’d make a thousand dollars each for every pound she shed.

At the end of the year, Lucy would be thin and rich and he could afford to get his butt back to med school. Everybody wins.

Theo took note of the hefty-chick camouflage Lucy wore that morning – navy blue leggings that ended just below her knees and a large T-shirt that hit midthigh, an attempt to hide what couldn’t be hidden. He returned his gaze to her face and encountered a set of big gray-blue eyes that were lit up with anger and defiance. Her pretty smile had transformed into a smirk.

The waitress appeared and Theo ordered decaf. Lucy followed suit. ‘I’m assuming you know where we can find one of those magic chambers?’ he asked.

‘I was hoping you did.’

‘There isn’t one. So that leaves Plan B.’ Theo waited for her to respond, but her gray eyes bored into his, unblinking. ‘Aren’t you curious what Plan B is, Lucy?’

The coffees came and Lucy swore she could smell cologne over the scent of java. She hoped it was only shampoo or soap, because she didn’t trust jocks who wore cologne. Like most of her issues surrounding men, that little quirk could be traced right back to Brad Zirkle and the Taco Bowl incident. But for this thing to work with Theo, she was going to have to at least try to trust him, cologne or no.

‘Plan B? Bring it on,’ she said.

Lucy watched Theo hide a smile by sipping his coffee. Then his eyes wandered over her head toward the street. She followed his gaze to a beautiful redhead strolling confidently up the sidewalk, who waved and called out, ‘Catch you Thursday, Theo-dorable!’

‘Thursday it is!’ Theo returned his gaze to Lucy, not missing a beat, and as he chatted about unrefined grains and positive thinking, Lucy wondered just how much of a ladies’ man her trainer was. With those looks and lip-locking skills, he had to be an A-lister among the single females of South Beach.

But Theo-dorable? Puh-leeze.

‘Plan B is whatever works for you. We find it and we do it every day until it becomes a part of who you are.’ Theo leaned across the small café table, lowered his chin, and looked directly into Lucy’s eyes. She realized the most disarming thing about the guy was that he was masculine and exquisite at the same time. His face was perfectly balanced – a strong and straight nose, widely spaced and intelligent blue eyes, smooth lips, defined cheeks, ending in a slightly squared and cleanly shaven chin.

And his body was . . . well, Theo’s body was solid and graceful and sun-kissed. He wasn’t some bulging, muscle-bound hulk. The man simply flowed.

Lucy wiped perspiration from her forehead as her heart thudded, wondering if the redhead on the sidewalk or Theo’s other girlfriends ever grew immune to his looks. Did they break out into a sweat just listening to him talk? She wondered if Gia Altamonte was one of those girlfriends and how many more of Miami’s supermodels belonged to that club.

‘And you’ll follow Plan B until you can’t imagine life without it. Until you feel balanced and healthy, look fabulous, and have more energy than you ever thought possible. How does that sound?’

Lucy scrunched up her nose. ‘I still want the magic chamber.’

Just then, a pretty blonde sat down a few tables away, chatting on her cell phone while she smiled at Theo. Hey, you, she mouthed silently. Theo nodded his head in the woman’s direction and Lucy began to wonder if he was a trainer and a gigolo.

Theo described how he wanted her to keep a daily journal of her food, her feelings, and her goals. ‘We’ll tackle all the hard stuff tomorrow, after the TV studio, OK?’

‘Yep.’ Lucy eyed the blonde who eyed Theo.

‘I’ll have a detailed questionnaire for you about your fitness and health history, your current food choices and lifestyle. The more thorough your answers, the faster we can hit on exactly what will work. Sound good?’

Lucy froze, slowly understanding the implications of his last comment. She had to put in writing what she’d been eating lately? Was nothing sacred? ‘Make sure to have extra sheets of paper handy,’ Lucy said.

Theo lowered his voice. ‘You’ll need to bring your swimsuit tomorrow, too, OK?’

No, that wasn’t OK! She’d rather die than let him see her in a bathing suit. ‘Are we going snorkeling?’

Theo shook his head gently, knowing this part was going to be rough on Lucy. ‘It’s for the hydrostatic tank –’

‘The whaaa –?’

‘We’ll immerse you in water and get an accurate measure of your percentage of body fat.’

Lucy’s eyes went huge.

‘We have to know where we’re starting. That’s all it is – a place to start.’

‘But do we have to start there?’

‘I thought you agreed to a fitness evaluation.’

Lucy gulped. She blinked. She looked away for something to focus on while she got hold of herself. Her eyes landed on the blonde again, now crossing her zero-body-fat legs and batting her eyelashes at Theo.

‘Couldn’t we just make a guesstimate on my body fat? Like, say, ninety-eight percent, and go from there?’

Theo tried not to laugh. He watched Lucy Cunningham swallow hard and keep her eyes on anything but him. The embarrassment pulsed off her body in waves. He felt for her, he really did, but they couldn’t start until he was sure she was a willing participant.

‘Did you agree to this, Lucy? Are you aware that what we find out tomorrow and everything else we glean from lab tests, strength and cardiovascular evaluations – everything – is going to be made public?’

‘I’m doing this for the cash; let’s get that straight right from the start.’ Lucy took a deep breath. ‘I know I could stand to lose weight, but I plan to use the money to start my own company. And I do not plan to fail. It’s just that getting started sounds so . . .’ Lucy looked down at her hands. ‘Hard.’

Theo pondered the slope of her neck and shoulders, how she overfilled the small café chair. Clearly, they’d be doing lots of cardio, adding machine and freestyle exercises over time. He was thinking Pilates for core strength. Yoga for flexibility.

He watched Lucy’s jaw clench with frustration and figured she’d benefit from a few sessions where she could beat the living shit out of a kickboxing dummy. He made a mental note of it.

But as he continued to watch her, Theo was struck with the urge to hug this woman, tell her everything would be all right. That had never happened with a client before. Yes, it was about money for him, too, but he liked Lucy Cunningham. He wanted her to be happy. And there was something about her – maybe the mix of brave girl and smart-assed woman – that tugged at him.

‘I know it takes a lot of courage to do what you’re doing.’ She didn’t respond, and he watched as she hid her face in her hands. Theo worried she’d choked again. ‘Lucy?’

‘I need a minute, please.’ She jumped from the chair, laced her way through the tables, and ran out onto the sidewalk. Theo watched her go – she had decent running form and seemed pretty agile – then he saw that she was crying.

He sighed, threw a ten down on the table, and went after her. Lucy had stopped at the corner. She was red-faced and out of breath as she waited for a chance to cross at the curb.

‘How long’s it been since you took a nice run?’ Theo stood at her side, following Lucy’s blank stare toward the entrance to Eighth Street Beach and the rising sun beyond.

‘What year is this again?’ The light turned and Lucy walked across Ocean Boulevard, still breathing hard.

‘That long, huh?’

‘I used to run. I gained fifty pounds during college, but before then I used to play softball and racquetball. I rode horses, skied, and hiked, too.’ She turned to him in direct challenge.

Theo couldn’t prevent the surprise from showing on his face. He was sorry Lucy saw it, because she looked away, embarrassed. ‘So why did you stop?’

Lucy whipped her head around so fast her ponytail brushed his shoulder. She looked up at him with what he could only describe as dread. ‘No reason.’

Theo didn’t push it. He knew that tomorrow she’d cover all the details in her client questionnaire. Today was for getting her to relax. Getting her psyched up for the long haul ahead. And so far, he’d failed miserably.

The timing couldn’t be worse, but Theo saw a curvy little woman heading toward them who had once dated his best friend, Tyson. Theo couldn’t remember the woman’s name and was relieved when she strolled by with only a smile. Then he saw Lucy’s openmouthed stare.

‘Do you run an escort service on the side, Theo?’

He laughed. ‘Naw. I just know a lot of people on South Beach.’

‘A lot of female people.’

‘And now I know you.’ He smiled at her.

Lucy was not often tongue-tied, but she was a little rusty at engaging in small talk with gorgeous hunks. The truth was, she felt just plain defenseless against Theo Redmond and his enchanting smile.

‘Where are we going, Lucy?’

She’d apparently been staring at him in a trance, walking aimlessly. It was a wonder she hadn’t flattened a few pedestrians.

‘Wherever you take me,’ she said, flinching at the lovesick eighth grader she’d become, worrying she’d just officially blown her second chance at a first impression.

But Theo only laughed. He put his arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze. ‘You’re in good hands, Lucy Cunningham.’

Office of Doris Lehman, MSW, PhD

‘Help. I have the hots for my trainer.’

Lucy had barely flopped down into the familiar peach damask love seat when she made that pronouncement. She let her eyes settle on the peaceful Japanese paper folding screen in front of the window, the focal point for her meditative stares the whole year she’d been in Miami. Her eyes scanned the familiar graceful sweep of bamboo leaves and transparent cherry blossoms, the little tiny female mouths of the little tiny women in tiny kimonos and tiny wooden platform sandals.

Tiny, tiny, tiny.

Lucy’s therapist sat as she usually did, serene, neat, notebook perched on a crossed thigh, eyeglasses tucked on top of her heavily sprayed salt-and-pepper pageboy like a headband.

‘Have you told him you find him attractive?’

‘I can’t stop drooling long enough to form the words.’

‘I see.’

‘Besides, it’s the Brad Zirkle thing all over again, you know?’ Lucy leaned forward and balanced her elbows on her knees. ‘Why do I always go for the ones who are out of my reach? Why do I set myself up like that?’

Doris smiled politely. ‘From how you’ve described him, it would seem Theo is much nicer than Brad Zirkle.’

‘Yeah, Mr Wonderful is still wonderful.’ Lucy sighed, then snarled at the geisha girls, trying to picture how her size 22 hips would look in a kimono pulled that tight at the waist. If she had a waist. She used to have one, if she recalled correctly, but she couldn’t remember how it felt to walk around with an indentation somewhere near the center of her body.

‘I sense some anger in how you describe him.’

Lucy had to laugh. ‘Not anger. I’m just kind of ashamed of myself for fantasizing about him the way I do – you know, him naked, feeding me Lorna Doone cookies while I watch Andy Griffith reruns.’

Doris began to scribble on her clipboard.

‘Am I having a breakthrough?’

Doris grinned. ‘I’m not sure yet. Please go on.’

‘Theo seems pretty shallow, but God is he hot, Doris. I’m talking perfect. Theo Redmond is perfect. He’s so perfect that it doesn’t even matter that he’s shallow. Did you know that most of his clients are models?’

‘Shallow.’

‘Yes.’

‘And you know this how?’

Doris’s tone of voice surprised Lucy. ‘Look, he’s very nice. All I’m saying is based on all that perfection, I’m thinking he must focus more on his appearance than his character. It must take all his time to have that perfect body. The perfect hair. That perfect smile.’

‘I see,’ Doris said. She put down her pen. ‘Just as one might assume that an overweight person is a lazy slob?’

‘Doris!’ Lucy sat back in the love seat and blinked a few times.

‘Just a little food for thought, Lucy.’
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