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          Foreword by Lucy McConnell

        

      

    
    
      Dear Reader,

      I met Taylor Hart at a writing conference. We—by some miracle—had lunch at the same table. That lunch turned into a partnership in writing. We’ve been writing and publishing the Snow Valley Anthology series together for over two years. Each book is a work of sweat and love that leaves me grateful for good friends and chocolate.

      

      During the process, I’ve come to see Taylor as one of the hardest working women I know. Not only does she work hard, she’s wicked smart. Like, the kind of smart where you’re glad she’s on your team. And let me tell you, she’d be on your team too—she’s just that kind of a great person. Therefore, it’s with great honor, that I introduce her latest release to you, The Masquerading Groom.

      

      The Masquerading Groom is a love story that takes the reader beyond the butterflies and the infatuation and gives us a sense of the deeper things that make up a true romance—like taking off the masks.

      

      We all wear masks. They are a protection, a way to hide the sensitive parts of our soul from the rest of the world. But what most people don’t grasp, is that masks are also a restriction. By keeping those masks in place, we restrict the amount of love we let into our lives. Taylor has taken this theme one step farther by forcing Sterling and Sayla to identify their masks; for themselves and for each other. Challenged by the love growing between them, they became better people. They unmasked their pain and in doing so, released it from bondage. Released it and set themselves free.

      

      I won’t keep you from the story because if you’re like me, you’re ready to dive in to a great romance. Please, grab a cup of something wonderful and enjoy the latest release from Taylor Hart, The Masquerading Groom.

      

      --Lucy McConnell, author of the Billionaire Marriage Brokers series

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      As the sun crested over the Tetons, the water went from a dull brown to a clear blue. The little waves sparkled where the light touched the lake. Squeezing her eyes together for a moment, Sayla pushed away thoughts of that night over a year ago. Of the car crash and her husband’s warm hand no longer squeezing back as she waited for the paramedics. It had all been her fault. She should have died with Rob.

      Narrowing her eyes, Sayla thought of the news from the doctor yesterday. She needed a surgery. Exploratory surgery to see what all the pain was in her lower stomach.

      She let out a light laugh and wondered why it hadn’t surprised her, not really. She’d finally saved enough for the trip she and Rob had always talked about, and then she finds out she might die. She still hadn’t decided if she should even take the trip. It was either the trip or surgery. She could only afford one.

      Part of her believed the surgery was a sign she didn’t deserve to still be alive.

      “Excuse me.”

      Jolted from her quiet grief, Sayla turned toward the marina.

      The man was dressed in khakis, the Eddie Bauer kind of khakis, a ridiculous fishing hat with flies hanging all over it, a bright red flannel shirt, and brand-spanking-new hiking boots. The guy could have been a model in a Lands’ End magazine. “Do you work at the marina?” He took a few steps toward her while gesturing back to the shop.

      Oh, yes, of course, the tourist needed some worms or something for his first fishing expedition. Looking around, she wondered if Henry would be coming to meet model guy. Henry, her boss and also the owner of the marina, liked to take the early bookings out fishing. She rushed past him, pulling her keys out. “What supplies do you need? Or are you just waiting for Henry?”

      Giving her a hard stare, the man cocked an eyebrow. He shook his head and pulled out an envelope. “No, I …” He hesitated briefly before pressing on. “I was in here yesterday. I took the morning tour with Henry, and I couldn’t quit thinking about you all day.”

      He was hitting on her? Letting out a long breath, she turned away from him and pushed into the store, letting the screen door slam into place behind her. Even though she tried hard not to be noticed, inevitably there was always some guy who wanted to take his chances with the redhead in the marina. It was one of the reasons she always kept her hair under a hat. Plus, being so close to the water made it frizzier than normal. She didn’t want to be noticed. She hadn’t dated since Rob died, and she didn’t plan to start now.

      “Sorry, I’m in a relationship.” The easy lie.

      The guy followed her into the store.

      She flipped on the lights and immediately went to the cash register. There was no automated computer system. Henry liked it that way. She pushed the 1970’s power button on the cash register.

      “You’re in a relationship?”

      There was something unbelieving in his voice that made Sayla turn around and give him a second look. “So hard to imagine?” She couldn’t help her challenging tone. Sure, she’d lied. She wasn’t in a relationship, but normally, it was a conversation stopper. Most of the time the guys bought something and slinked away. Well, it wasn’t exactly slinking when the rustic wood screen door clunked into place. The point was they went away.

      Except this one wasn’t leaving.

      Letting out a breath, he lifted his hand, and Sayla noticed the thick, white envelope. “Listen, I know you aren’t in a relationship because Henry told me you aren’t.”

      “He told you?” This, she didn’t believe because Henry always put on his growly-faced glare when a man lingered around the cash register with any sign he might ask her out. “Now I know you’re lying.”

      The man flashed a smile, and she thought his teeth were too white. The glowing kind of white that didn’t look natural. He put up his hand. “Listen, I’m not interested. I …” He cut off and rubbed his hand across the back of his neck. He shook his head. “Gah, I …” he turned around and walked a few steps to the door. “This was a stupid idea.”

      Now her interest was piqued. “What did Henry say?”

      The man stopped then,  and with an exasperated look, turned back. He spread his hands, holding out the envelope. “I told Henry about the movie star I work for and how I needed to find him a date for tonight.” He lifted and lowered his shoulder. “What can I say? It’s complicated, but he can’t show up without a date. When I told Henry I was offering ten grand in cash, he said you might be interested.”

      “In being a hired escort?” Her heart raced, and she couldn’t believe Henry would even suggest such a thing. “No thanks.”

      The man’s lip tugged up. “It’s not like that. Listen, Henry said refusal would be your first reaction, but he also mentioned you kind of needed the money for something other than the trip too and this might be a perfect solution for you—ten grand for three hours.”

      She shook her head no.

      “Look, it’s not that kind of date. It’s purely innocent. It’s a masquerade ball going on at Harold Swenson’s ranch outside of town. I had someone lined up to fly in from L.A. and go with him, but she cancelled yesterday. Henry said it might be something you’d … enjoy.” The last word hung in the air, like he wasn’t sure if the word might be a bomb that could go off at any second. “It won’t be out of control press. They’re having one photographer to take tactful pictures of everyone attending, but no one will be doing write-ups on the couples or anything. Harold wants all the exposure for himself.” The man flashed a grin. “You’ll be the mysterious redhead Sterling Pennington showed up with. Then you’ll disappear.”

      That was a lot to take in. Sayla tried to digest the idea of Henry encouraging this crazy scheme. Calmly, she put both her hands palm down on the cash register to get her bearings. She had told Henry about the surgery yesterday. Under duress. After he’d pestered her on and off all day and finally insisted he know what the doctor had said. She’d had to tell him about the doctor in the first place because she’d had bouts of pain in her lower abdomen that had forced her to take sick days. She’d been unable to get out of bed during her period. For being such a bear most of the time, Henry truly turned into a mother bear when it came to her health.

      Growing up as a foster kid, she didn’t know if she liked the coddling or not. Henry hadn’t really given her a choice though. He’d even made the doctor appointment for her and told her she better show up or she was fired and kicked out of the cabin she rented from him.

      Ugh. Now he was “solving” the problem. It peeved her. She could handle it on her own. “No.”

      The model man let out a loud breath that whistled through his teeth. “Shoot, I was hoping this would be simple and we could get down to the nuts and bolts of planning it all.” He looked her up and down. “I have a team of people waiting to spray tan, shampoo and style, and fit you with a nice dress. You’ll look stunning.”

      Sayla crossed her arms and flashed a wicked smile. Who did Henry think he was? A hired date? Her? No. No. No.

      Just then, the screen bell chimed as Henry walked through. He wasn’t wearing his usual growling expression. “I see you’ve met Caleb.” The kind of face he gave her when he showed the big fish he’d captured that day stared back at her. He pulled off his fishing hat. Very unlike the hat of the absurd man standing in front of her, Henry’s hat was worn and had actual fishing ties he used almost every day during the summer.

      Ignoring his pleasure, she shook her head and imagined little darts shooting from her eyes into painful stabs in his shoulder. “No way,” she said.

      Henry frowned. “For Pete’s sake, Sayla, you have a gift horse staring you in the face.”

      “No.” She insisted.

      “You won’t let me pay for it. This is only three hours. You won’t even be seen by anyone. Then you can have the surgery and take the trip.”

      She sputtered, still unable to believe Henry wanted her to do this insane thing. “What are you talking about? I’m not going to be some hired date.”

      Henry pushed past Caleb and put both of his meaty hands down in front of her. She could smell a light fish scent accompanied by the Old Spice aftershave he wore. It wasn’t pleasant, but she was used to it. “Listen here, I know there is part of you that wants to simply take the trip and forget about the rest. Let your health go. But I won’t let it. You’re not taking the trip unless you get this surgery first. If I have to sit on you until the doc gets in there and gets a good look at you, that’s what I’ll do.” His eyes glassed over with emotion. “I’ll not lose you, ya hear?”

      Taken aback at the passion in Henry’s eyes, hers immediately moistened, and she blinked. She thought of the picture Henry kept next to the cash register of him and his wife on a cruise in Alaska. A last testament to the love he had for his wife.

      More emotion began going from her chest and into her throat. He cared. That meant more to her than she would admit. It was ridiculous, to entertain the idea she would do this, but the determination in Henry’s eyes told her if she didn’t get the money for this surgery, he would pay for it and wouldn’t take no for an answer. There was no way she’d let Henry pay for it. And she couldn’t give up on her trip. It was all she had since losing Rob. It was the something to live for she needed. The dream of it was the only thing keeping her going, giving her any kind of purpose.

      “Fine,” she said quietly, still staring into Henry’s eyes. “Fine, I’ll go on the stupid blind date with a famous, egocentric movie star. Happy?”
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      Sterling Pennington stood on the deck at the home of one of the most famous movie directors in the world and sucked in a breath of air. The masquerade mask he wore for the party bugged him.

      It wasn’t the mask itself that bothered him so much. It was the fact that he had to attend the fancy function for Harold Swenson at all. This was Jackson, not L.A. He should be able to relax here. Recuperate between movies, run his art gallery, and hang out with his Junto bros. Period. Not have to do the dog and pony show for Harold.

      But it was Harold, and if he ever wanted to be a movie director worth anything, he had to do his share of kissing the ring to get there.

      The party had a distinct Shakespearean theme with the staff all dressed as characters from different plays. The backdrop was mock castles and hanging lights with sweet smelling flowers. There were fountains below the deck and waltz music played constantly. Couples were dancing and the press had been limited to one photographer walking around the private residence, snapping pictures with precision.

      Sterling knew how it worked. Those pictures would be sorted and approved by Harold and all the agents first before being put up on the appropriate news sites. His agent had told him how big this was for his career. After ten months of a fabricated relationship scandal between him and his on-again off-again girlfriend and co-star Kim, he was burnt out. The relationship had been all for publicity, and there was part of Sterling that hated himself because of it. The next photo to hit the Internet would show he’d recovered from the relationship. Oh joy.

      He couldn’t do it anymore. Couldn’t pretend the niceties. It didn’t help that the rest of his billionaire friends had somehow found their own versions of happily ever after.

      He was tired of pretending. He craved something more. Something not seen on a movie screen. Something not concocted by writers looking for a good story.

      He craved a woman who didn’t see him as a star. Who didn’t want his money or his power and wasn’t trying to build her career by dating him. Nothing.

      He craved … nothing.

      It was funny. He wanted nothing, but had everything.

      He thought of Cam and Kat, Montana and Lily, Hunter and Summer, and now Cooper and London. Cooper had texted him a day ago and told them all to keep the last weekend in October open for a wedding in Nebraska. Ugh. Seriously! Okay, fine, he was happy for them, but he was also tired of being the voyeur—watching other people living real lives and only playing roles in a movie.

      He wanted what he had never thought he’d want—a wife, kids, long walks at sunset.

      To be what his friends teased him about … the last groom.

      Something real.

      Unfortunately, tonight would not be real. Far from it. A paid date wearing a mask.

      He sighed. Why wasn’t he sitting in his office in his gallery looking at the work from a new aspiring artist he’d found in Jackson last year?

      Yes, that is what he should be doing. Looking out over the throngs of tourist from his office window, soft classical music on in the background, and good art in front of him.

      He wanted to get the next three hours done with. He sauntered to a candle-lit table and waited for Caleb to text him. A server stopped and offered him champagne, but he refused. His phone finally buzzed. He pulled it out of his suit pocket and checked the text.

      It was from his brother. ‘Dad is making an announcement tonight, just to warn you.’

      Slight annoyance flitted through him as he shut off his phone and stuck it back into his pocket. His father was always making announcements. He was a high-powered attorney, but he’d been making his play for a place in politics for the past five years. Sterling knew his father would be running for a Massachusetts’ senator seat. He’d mentioned it at the his mother’s funeral, saying something about Sterling’s mother’s death giving him sympathy.

      Clenching his hand into a fist, Sterling tried to breathe deeply. His father used everything as a political ploy, but that had crossed the line. It was one thing to use Sterling’s career, but it hit below the belt to use his mother’s death. He let out the breath and gulped in another, closing his eyes and envisioning the stress leaving him. He would not think of his father tonight.

      “Sterling.”

      Turning, Sterling saw Caleb. Wearing a tux and no mask, Sterling couldn’t help but think he looked tan and relaxed. Apparently, fishing was where Caleb had met the redhead. All Caleb had told him was that his date had cancelled and he’d offered a girl ten grand for three hours.

      Caleb stepped to the side, revealing his date. The dress she wore was black sequined. It was long with a slit to her knee, hugging her body in all the right places. She wasn’t overly endowed anywhere which was nice. She had a cuteness to her face, a smattering of freckles he could see under the makeup that gave her a girl-next-door kind of look. The mask was red, covering her eyes only, and matched her hair and shoes. It gave her a hypnotic look. He found himself wishing he could take the mask off and get a better look at her.

      Caleb’s face cracked into his agent smile. It was one Sterling saw on a regular basis. Caleb was an expert at reading people and relationship handling. It was a big part of what made him such a good agent, if a bit pushy. Sterling admitted to himself, with a tad of reluctance, he’d never regretted hiring Caleb.

      “Sterling.”

      He stood.

      “Meet Sayla Jones.”

      Caleb turned to Sayla. “Miss Jones, meet Sterling Pennington.”

      The side of her lip turned up, and she put her hand out to shake his. “Mr. Pennington.”

      For a second, Sterling was impressed at her curtness. Women in Hollywood circles would be throwing themselves at him by this point, doing the kiss–one-side, kiss-the-other-side French thing. He took her small hand inside of his. “Nice to meet you, Miss Jones.”

      Their hands held for a brief moment, and he found himself absorbed by her bright green eyes.

      Deliberately extricating her hand from his, she turned to evaluate the party. “Three hours, that’s the deal, right?”

      Sterling let out a surprised chuckle at her frankness.

      Caleb cleared his throat and looked nervously at Sterling. “Uh—yeah.” He turned to Sterling. “Okay, she’s here until midnight. Then she turns into a pumpkin.”

      She frowned. “I’ll be waiting for the limo.”

      Sterling was put off at the tone in her voice, acting as if this was her set up and she was stuck with the annoying cousin or something. “Oh-kay.”

      The green eyes turned and focused on him briefly before turning away.

      Caleb let out a half laugh as he left. “Smile, have fun.”

      “Wait.” Sterling called after him.

      He turned back. “Yes?”

      Sterling gave him a help me, scrunched-face kind of a look, but he had been raised in too polite of society to have bad manners. “Can I talk to you for a second, please?”

      Caleb took three steps back. “Yes.”

      Sterling gestured a few paces away. He gave Sayla a side smile. “Uh, just one sec. I have a private matter to discuss with Caleb.”

      Sayla shrugged.

      Sterling muttered under his breath. “Really? You leave me with a woman who can’t wait to get this date over with?”

      Caleb snorted in a breath, giving him the stubborn look he used when he wouldn’t let Sterling out of something he didn’t want to do. “I told you the date from L.A. cancelled. I met her at the marina.” He tugged at the neck of his tux. “It’s not like there’s a lot of choice in Jackson Hole, Wyoming.”

      Something didn’t feel right. “You’re not telling me everything.”

      Caleb sighed. “Listen, apparently, she needs some kind of surgery or something.”

      The word “surgery” set off too many warning bells in his mind. All he could think about was how many “surgeries” his mother had before she died.

      “Don’t look like that.” Caleb warned.

      “Like what?” Sterling rubbed at the neck of his own tux, wishing he’d found some excuse for getting out of this night. Maybe he could fake some illness or something.

      “Don’t get all white in the face and sick to your stomach. This isn’t … her.”

      If Caleb hadn’t softened the word and used such a respectful tone, Sterling might have given him a face full of fist. But Caleb knew what his mother had meant to him. He’d helped him through a couple of dark months when she’d passed two years ago. Truthfully, Caleb had been more of a brother to him than his actual brother Nathan, who had seemed to recover without a hitch and never missed a day at his father’s law firm. When he’d spoken to Nathan about having a hard time dealing with her death, his brother had told him their mother had been sick for a long time, and he needed to get over it.

      Caleb reached out and took hold of his elbow. “Are you okay, man?”

      Rubbing his hands over his face, Sterling tried to refocus.

      “You have to hobnob with Harold tonight.” He took a step closer, whispering in Sterling’s ear. “He’s producing that movie in October. This is the time to make your play for co-director, remember? We didn’t go through all of those months of directing that artsy film you displayed at Sundance last year for nothing.”

      “I know the playing field.” Sterling put on a movie star smile to get back his movie star mindset. Yes, he wanted that. He’d wanted to make and produce movies since high school. Originally, it’s what attracted him to theater—directing. He’d directed a few plays in high school and college, but he’d been swept up in commercials after college, and the rest was history.

      He’d co-directed with a friend of his last year, and it had felt like a huge accomplishment to get it into Sundance. Now, it was time to go big or go home.

      This was his chance. This was his art. Being able to look at a scene, the character’s struggle and make it what it should become. To put it all in macro form and make all the micro fit seamlessly together. Maybe that’s why he owned a gallery—because it was a way of showcasing more than a picture. It was a way of showcasing a person’s soul. He wanted to do that in directing. Every actor and writer knew if you had the right director, then you had the right movie.

      The way a viewer screened a movie, the things they felt, had everything to do with the right director.

      It was an area you couldn’t buy your way into, well, not unless he bought a production company, which was an idea he’d toyed with. But he wanted to be the guy who earned success, not the one who went out and bought it. He wanted Harold Swenson to pick him.

      When people went to see a movie directed by Sterling Pennington, they would see art at its finest.

      He blew out a breath. “Yep, I need tonight.”

      Caleb nodded his agreement and took a step away from him. “Yes, you do.” He cleared his throat. “How is your father’s … condition?”

      This almost jolted him, but he pushed away the anger and replaced it with aloofness. “I guess he’s fine. He’s making a play for the Senate it appears. My brother graciously texted me earlier.”

      Caleb was tight-lipped. “Can you keep your head on straight tonight?”

      Sterling decided it was best to slip into a leading man role for the rest of the night.  The kind who charms the lady and, in James Bond fashion, kisses her goodbye and goes off to save the world. “Forget my father. I’m fine.”

      Caleb frowned at him. “Oh my gosh, you just slipped into Nicholas didn’t you?”

      Narrowing his eyes, thinking about how the character, Nicholas, would handle the situation, Sterling gave him a cool guy chin up kind of gesture. “I need to get back to the lady. We’ll rendezvous later.” So what if it sounded cheesy and stupid? He needed to hold onto something at the moment. Or someone that wasn’t himself. One night. Dance. Smile. Do the show and go home. No complications. No neediness. Nothing. It would be perfect.

      Caleb hesitated. “You don’t have to save her either.”

      “What?”

      Caleb pointed at him and kept his voice tight. “You like to save women. Don’t do that with this one.”

      Sterling frowned at him. “I think you need to remember who pays who.”

      Caleb shook his head and pushed away from him. “I’ll see you later.” He disappeared into a sea of people.

      Taking a closer look at Sayla, he found his character’s thoughts in his mind. She was hot in her sequined dress and the mask added a hint of mystery. Her red hair flying in the wind could belong to Medusa’s snakes. Maybe she was Medusa, he thought. At just that moment, she gave him a look that could surely turn Sterling Pennington to stone.

      But he wasn’t Sterling anymore.

      He was Nicholas. “Is something wrong, dear?” he asked.

      She didn’t reply immediately. She just turned back to look at the crowd dancing below deck.

      Shaking her head, she let out a breath. “I shouldn’t be here.”

      He hesitated.

      Sayla turned to him. “Well, should we dance?”

      “I don’t know, shall we?” He cocked his brow.

      Her lip turned upward. “I was hired to be your date, right? I think that includes dancing.”

      Expectation filled the space between them, and he let out a sigh. One more night playing make-believe. He was a pro. He had spent his whole life acting. One more night wouldn’t matter. “Of course.”
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      Did Sayla feel like a hired date? Yes.

      What was she doing at this hoity-toity rich people party? Nervously, she touched the end of the fitted princess cut dress with a slit so high she worried it would rip all the way to her waist.

      Idiotic. That’s what this all was.

      A date with Sterling Pennington.

      Even though she’d only taken this gig for the money, she couldn’t deny being up close and personal with this man put her slightly off her bad attitude game.

      Sterling didn’t really look the same as he did on camera. If it was possible, he looked better. His lips spread wide to reveal his perfect Ken Barbie teeth.

      Striking was the perfect word to describe this man. Closing the gap between them and looking composed, he led her down the steps and onto the dance floor.

      Nervous butterflies thrummed into her gut. Then guilt and Rob’s face flashed into her mind, but she’d prepared herself this morning after staring at Wikipedia and reading his bio.

      She could do this. Rob would want her to do this. Get the money. Have the surgery. Go on her trip. In that order. Done.

      It was divine. The whole thing was nothing short of a miracle.

      Pushing back the emotion that nearly filled her eyes with tears, she put on what she knew was a rubbery smile.

      Taking her by surprise, he stopped in the middle of the dance floor and gently pulled the back of her hand to his lips, kissing the top. It was pure debonair actor Sterling Pennington action hero, a gesture that said let me climb a building and save you from a giant ape.

      Her first instinct was to rip her hand back, but she let him kiss it and inhaled the citrus scent of his cologne. It probably cost more than the ten grand she’d be getting paid for attending this masquerade party.

      Dropping her hand, he scanned her body and gave a slight nod. “You look stunning, Miss Jones.”

      His use of her last name was a sharp reminder that this night was disconnected from her life.  That’s right. They weren’t friends. She would never meet him again after this. All she had to do was the exact thing she was sure he was doing.

      Act. Pretend.

      She could be whatever she wanted, whoever she decided to be. The agent had told her it would probably be best to pretend. Use of last names made it better, less personal.

      The side of his lip tugged up, and he gently pulled her in and led her in a three-beat dance. She was put a bit off-kilter by his movie star act. Even though she’d anticipated being star struck, she hadn’t anticipated his arresting good looks and the intense manly smell of his cologne unsettling her so badly. Once again, she thought of dancing with Rob on their wedding day on the makeshift dance floor his father had installed for the party. She blinked and focused on the cool ten grand she’d stashed in Henry’s safe at the marina.

      Sterling seemed to be floating. The band played a soft ballad, and she easily fell into step with him, pushing out another memory of taking dance classes with Rob. No. No. No. She would not think of her dead husband right now. No.

      Conversation. That would distract her. “Er … so I saw your father is considering a run for senator.” Small talk. Yes, she could do this.

      For a second, all his movie star bravado seemed to fall away. “So it seems.” His voice had taken on an edge that confused her.

      “Oh.” Growing up in foster homes, she understood subtle edges in the voice of conversation. At the moment, he was sending off rockets of anger.

      “So, Miss Jones.” He put on another face, what she recognized as an over punctuated smile. “Tell me about yourself.”

      For some reason, she found his niceties funny. C’mon, don’t pull punches, she thought. She was here because his agent was paying. Big time. “Hmm, let’s see. Normally, I’m a guide in Rome. My specialty is the Coliseum, but I’m back in Jackson summering. The Roman weather can be terrible this time of year.” She spoke with an air of richness and elitism.

      She could tell he was confused, not knowing if she was telling the truth or not. Even so, he didn’t miss a beat. “Rome is one of my favorite places. Some of the best art in the world is there in the Vatican.”

      “It is.”

      “You must be an expert if you’ve been giving tours.”

      “I am.” She nodded before quoting the guidebook she’d recently read during her shift at the marina. “Did you know the power of the Pope was so strong that all the best statues were taken inside of Vatican City to put on display for the holiest of holies? And for the Emperors of Rome, of course.”

      “I did.” The side of his lip went up. “What did you think of Nero’s bathtub? The color is amazing, isn’t it?”

      Sayla didn’t remember reading about Nero, let alone a bathtub or its color. For a fraction of a second, she didn’t know what to say.

      Visibly, he changed, becoming softer. “Nero is one of my favorite villains in history. Burning the city in order to make room to build his new home on the old capital. Brilliant, wouldn’t you say? Nero is the epitome of a good villain. All the characteristics of betrayal.”

      Realizing he was allowing her to save face, she nodded. “Nero is an interesting deconstruction of our current political empire.” She had no idea if that actually made sense, but she used to tease Rob about saying the word “deconstruction” all the time in polite conversation. He’d been a high school teacher and coach. It was funny to her when he used big words. She never imagined her teasing would actually help her pretend to be someone else’s date one day, but she kept a firm, confident smile on her face.

      Sterling seemed to relax, and as the song ended, he kept her in his arms. “Another dance?”

      She began swaying in time with him. “Only if you want to hear more boring stuff about Rome.” Trying to keep the stilted front alive, she let him lead her into a version of the cha cha.

      His lip quirked. “Fascinate me, mademoiselle.”

      It occurred to her that he was playing a specific part. Some role she may have seen him play in another movie, but she couldn’t quite place it yet. She continued, keeping up the ruse. “Have you heard the story of Julius Ceaser, Octavious, and Mark Antony?”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “I’m sure I should have read the Shakespeare play, but I can’t remember it. Does it include Cleopatra?”

      She grinned. “Any good story includes a beautiful woman.”

      This made him laugh. “Truth.”

      “Do you want to hear it?

      His grin widened. “Pray tell.”

      Sayla had read this story only a few nights ago, and she’d found it intriguing. “Okay, Julius Caesar was the Emperor of Rome. He was loved by the people but hated by the politicians. In fact, during a meeting of the Republic, the other members stabbed him twenty-six times. It was vicious.”

      Sterling narrowed his eyes. “Really?”

      The hackles on the back of Sayla’s neck pricked up as she continued. “The head of the military Mark Antony, and Julius’s nephew Octavius swore to the citizens of Rome they would have vengeance on all of the senators. So they hunted them down and killed them all. During this time, Octavius came to power as the next in line to Emperor. Soon, rumors came out of Egypt that Julius Caesar had sired a son with Cleopatra. The rumors caused such a stir within the people that Octavius was worried about his right to power being threatened.” Conspiratorially, she leaned in closer to Sterling. “So Mark Antony volunteered to go to Egypt and find this so-called heir to the throne … and kill him.”

      Appearing interested, Sterling leaned in too, copying her conspiratorial tone. “And what happened?”

      “When Mark Antony got to Egypt, he was quickly taken with Cleopatra. She had him under her spell in no time. It was rumored that Mark Antony got addicted to opium and started wearing makeup and women’s clothes.”

      He frowned. “Really? A Roman general?”

      She nodded, loving the fact she was sharing this story with someone who should already know this story. “I can’t believe you haven’t heard this story. You’re a movie star for heaven’s sake.” She added a bit sharply.

      His grin widened.

      She continued. “It gets better. After three years, because you have to remember that travel was a lot different back then, Mark Antony’s wife went to Egypt to tell him to come home. But he sent her away. He actually stayed with Cleopatra in Egypt.”

      “No.”

      “The kicker is that Mark Antony’s wife was Octavius’s sister.”

      Sterling stopped dancing for a second, but kept her in his arms. “That doesn’t bode well.”

      She laughed. “So Rome went to war with Egypt. Basically over a woman. Over the seductress Cleopatra.”

      “Wow.” Sterling started into the steps again. “You were right. That is a good story. It has all the necessary components—a beautiful woman, betrayal, and war.”

      “Right.” It startled her to realize she was actually enjoying talking to him.  “But the best part was when Rome and Egypt began fighting, it was really Roman soldier against Roman soldier because Mark Antony’s army was not fighting for Egypt. So Mark Antony’s soldiers began defecting and fighting for Rome, and the war was won.”

      “A good bromance.” He nodded.

      Her heart warmed, and she could feel the sides of her face kind of hurting from smiling so wide. “A bromance with betrayal.”

      He snorted. “Sounds like my real life.”

      She wondered what he was talking about, but continued without prying. “Octavius was later named Augustus, meaning beloved, by the people of Rome.”

      Sterling frowned at her, staring deeply into her eyes. “I don’t know if you are really a guide in Rome or if this is all an act.”

      Her heart rate spiked, and she looked away. “That’s the point of this date, right? It’s whatever you want. Just three hours.” She shrugged. “Probably nearly two now.”

      Gently loosening his hold on her, he let out a long sigh. “True.” He cleared his throat. “The photo op should be in about an hour, and then you can go. You don’t have to stay until midnight.”

      For a moment, she was relieved. Then a surprising pang of disappointment fell through her. “Okay.”

      Another waltz began, and he put his hand out, pulling her in. “Unless you want to.”

      She didn’t respond, not sure if she really would want to or not. Feeling confused at the way the night had gone so far, a faint pang of guilt settled into her. She’d forgotten Rob completely for a few moments.

      Pushing away the guilt, she focused on the setting. Dancing, the sunset, the beautiful décor, and, most importantly, the gardens of the property. She found herself itching for her camera.

      “You smell good,” he whispered, and she flinched back, not realizing he was that close to her ear.

      A round of butterflies stirred in her lower stomach.

      He narrowed his eyes. “What is that scent? Is it Parisian?”

      If a guy like Sterling Pennington had any idea who he was on a date with, he never would have asked if it was from Paris. A small burst of laughter escaped. “Uh, yeah.” She broke character. “Try cheap marina scent.”

      When his brows furrowed, she found herself wishing she hadn’t said that. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Surveying her up and down, he kept dancing. “Well, I like it.”

      They danced out the rest of the song as butterflies flew complicated formations in her gut. Focus. Focus. Focus.

      A tall guy wearing cowboy boots and a hat sauntered toward them with a big grin on his face. He wasn’t wearing a mask.

      “Sterling Pennington, how the heck are ya?” The guy slapped him on the back. She heard a slight cough come out of Sterling.

      “Hunter.” Ever polite, he nodded to her. “This is Sayla Jones.” He looked back to the man. “Hunter James.”

      Before she knew what was happening, Hunter had her hand and was pumping it. “Nice to meet you.” He let out a whoop of a laugh and turned to Sterling. “Nice to see you with a new someone.”

      Sterling looked caught, and Sayla let out a light laugh. “This is our first date.” With the reprieve, Sterling’s movie star smile slipped back into place.

      Hunter’s grin widened, and he walloped Sterling on the back again. “Good for you.”

      Glancing around, Sterling asked, “Where’s Summer?”

      Hunter sighed. “Not feeling well.”

      Sayla tried to remember where she’d seen Hunter before.

      “Sorry to hear that.” Sterling narrowed his eyes at Hunter. “What’s wrong with her? I saw her at the gallery yesterday, and she seemed fine.”

      Hunter answered with a steady gaze. “She’s fine, really. She told me if I saw you to ask if you wanted to come out next Sunday for dinner.”

      Shaking his head, Sterling said, “Can’t. But the next Sunday?”

      A satisfied grin spread wide across Hunter’s face, and he waved to someone else. “Sounds good. I’ll catch you later, man.” He nodded to Sayla. “Nice to meet you.” He snapped his fingers. “You should come with him for dinner.”

      Knowing Hunter was just being polite, Sayla put on a fake smile. “Sounds good.” She wasn’t going to explain, and it was obvious Sterling didn’t want to explain either.

      Hunter walked on, and Sterling glanced her way as she watched him go. He asked, “Why doesn’t he have a mask on?”

      The question seemed rhetorical, but she answered anyway. “Doesn’t seem like the kind to care if he impresses people or not.” Sayla knew Hunter’s type. Obviously, he had the posture of a soldier along with the fame to be at the event. She turned to Sterling. “He’s the kind of guy who got into this party because he takes risks in his life, right?”

      At first, Sterling didn’t answer. Then he flashed a smile. A real smile, not the fake media one. “Stunningly attractive, and she has mad skills for deconstructing people.”

      She felt caught by his use of the word, but she decided to give him more than he’d bargained for if he thought he was catching in her in a lie using big words. She grinned back at him. “Oh, you mean like deciphering which character you’re playing too? Easy. You’re Nicholas, if the clip from the movie trailer is any indication.”

      Now he frowned, and there was an edge to his voice. “Since you apparently can see me, it’s only fair I get to see you. Why don’t you take off your mask?”

      Hesitating, she didn’t know if she should comply.

      Sterling pulled her to him, and his breath was warm on her face. “Take your mask off.”

      “No,” she said evenly.

      There was urgency in his voice. “Take it off.”

      The song ended.

      She pulled back. “No.”

      While people around them clapped, Sterling and Sayla simply stood there, staring into each other’s eyes. It was intimate and uncomfortable, but it also felt like another type of challenge, and no matter what, she would not let this date get beyond the mask.

      If she was good at anything, it was keeping up walls.

      Another slow song came on, and she gently reached for his hands, her heartbeat thrumming from more than just trying to keep up a façade. She felt something deeper, a connection, more than anything she’d felt since Rob.

      Sterling’s feet were glued to the dance floor.

      It was getting awkward. “We’re out here to dance.” She insisted.

      “Not until I see your face.” He cocked an eyebrow.

      “Listen,” she said, putting on a quick smile. “I don’t care what character you play tonight. Remember, none of this is real. We’re both here getting something out of the night. I get …” She paused, not liking the fact she was getting paid. “Money I need. You get your photo op.”

      He finally began dancing, but not at a pace the music called for. She didn’t say anything. She figured any kind of movement was better than none. Luckily, the dance floor was crowded, and no one noticed them. Truthfully, she’d been nervous before, but acting a part was easy. The idea of actually taking the mask off and being herself was impossible.

      Note to self, don’t call Sterling Pennington on the fact he pretends to be characters from movies.

      The song got faster, and he increased their pace. It was a country western song, and he easily guided her into a two-step then a rock-step. Then he began taking her out and back in complicated twists and turns.

      It was exhilarating, and all the dance moves she’d learned came back to her. The thing Sterling had on Rob was that he was clearly a professional dancer. At the very least, she was sure he’d been trained by a professional. He was good. Almost too good for her.

      She tripped and felt him quickly catch her and adjust his footing to cover the trip. He threw her back into the dancing, seeming to be making some kind of point.

      In the end, it left her breathless, and once again, they stared into each other’s eyes. They had both worked up a light sweat, and she smelled the citrus scent of him even more powerfully.

      Something was happening. There was something between them that, without even speaking, was stripping away everything else. There was an intensity in his eyes. She felt connected to him. She could feel pain, anger, and an instinct to devour her. Like an animal taking down another who challenged the order of the pack. It was disconcerting, but also exhilarating. She’d felt this many times at the different schools she’d attended. There’d been almost a new school every year until she’d finally run away for good from the foster care system and lived on the streets. It was the need to conquer another in order to establish one’s own place in the group.

      The song ended, and without asking, Sterling kept her hand inside his and pulled her across the dance floor. She had to move fast, nearly stumbling in the stilettos Caleb’s team had forced onto her feet after scrubbing her down and cleaning her up. The hairspray and product in her hair was melting a bit against her hairline. She wasn’t used to product and makeup and all the dancing. Everything about her felt hot and sticky.

      The sun was beginning to set across the Teton Mountains, and the air began to cool. As it often did in the mountains, it provided almost instant relief against the heat of the day.

      Getting to a table, he paused and dropped her hand, reaching for two glasses of water passing by them on a server’s tray.

      Sterling shoved one at her. “Here.” He guzzled his and put it down on the table next to him.

      She sipped cautiously, keeping her eyes on him. He wore a slightly crazed expression, and she knew she had to be careful and direct them both back to niceties. Just get through this date and get out of there.

      She finished sipping and put the glass lightly down on the table.

      With a rugged look, he turned his body halfway to her. “Tell me something real about you.”

      It hadn’t occurred to her that he’d want to really know her. After all, he was Sterling Pennington. He could date anyone he wanted—as countless pictures with different women on the Internet had proven earlier that day. She frowned.

      “One thing.” His lips were pinched. Every part of him looked wound up. “That’s real.”

      “Why?” She blurted out not knowing how to play this.

      His eyes flashed away then back to her. “Because no one, except my agent, has ever recognized when I slipped into a character.”

      “No one?” she asked doubtfully. “What about Kim?” It’d been a very public relationship.

      The top left part of his lip tugged up. “Don’t change the subject.”

      “Or the last twenty women you dated?” She’d seen the reel of pictures with celebrities and models on his arm. For some reason, this now made her nervous, and she realized her palms were sweaty.

      “Not one of those women ever …” He trailed off. “So what? I’ve dated a lot. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      She couldn’t help but shake her head. “Obviously nothing means anything to you.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Right, like you would know anything about the cost it takes to fit into Hollywood.”

      She didn’t like telling anyone anything about herself, even under normal situations. But this was supposed to be fake, right? “Well, I studied in Paris for a year.” She kept her chin up in defiance, daring him to question her.

      “Liar,” he said, turning away and stuffing his hands into his pockets. “Man, I hate these parties.”

      She watched him. She would have thought he was the kind that loved these parties. After all, he was a giant in his field. He was at the top of his career. Every blockbuster coming out had him in it.

      He turned back. “One thing.” His voice was soft now.

      Unable to think of any reason he would want to know anything real about her, she sighed. “We’re never seeing each other after tonight.”

      He hesitated then gave a firm nod. “True, so what does it matter?”

      “I just told you something real.” She pointed out feeling clever.

      He glared at her. “You know that’s not what I meant. One thing.”

      She glared back, not liking it when people tried to make her do things. If there was one thing she loved about being an adult, it was being able to do whatever she wanted. No foster care, no social workers, no being something or saying something she didn’t want to say. “No.”

      He sighed and his blue eyes turned clouded.

      “Why do you care so much?”

      Turning away from her, he shook his head and sucked in a breath. Then he whirled back. “Because my whole life is fake. Every part I play, I lose more of myself. The last relationship I had was completely fake.” He stopped, keeping his focus on her.

      “That’s obvious.”

      He let out another breath and shook his head. “See, I don’t think it is. The press devoured it. The public absolutely could not get enough of …” He air quoted. “KimSterl.” He shrugged. “Shoot, I almost believed it sometimes. Then I’d look at Kim and think—what am I doing, wasting so much time with this woman?” He shrugged. “Then I’d remember the contract for the movie and the image my agent wanted and the life I’ve chosen. So I played my part.”

      “But every time you play someone else, your life feels more and more blurry,” she said softly.

      He winced, but held her gaze.

      The words tumbled out of her. “I grew up in foster care. Four different elementary schools. Two different junior highs. Two different high schools.” She shrugged. “Not to mention the constant shuffling from family to family.” She felt her insecurities rising. “I’ve played many roles. Lots I’m not proud of.” She shuddered, thinking about things that had happened to her during that search for love and acceptance. “So I get it. I recognize a phony when I see one.”

      He kept a laser-like focus on her.

      Her heart beat rapidly. This was not how she had seen the night going. Not at all.

      “You think I’m a phony?”

      She shrugged. “We’re all phonies.” She looked at her hands. “For a while, I believed things were different, people were different. That there were people who were real and who really cared.” She stared back into Sterling’s eyes. “But the man who convinced me of that died. So now I don’t believe anything.”

      Awkward.

      That was the only way to describe the next couple of seconds that could have been eons of time between them.

      She watched as Sterling’s eyes turned a bit misty, and she realized this wasn’t fake. This wasn’t him playing some role.

      Gently Sterling reached out and took her hand. “I’m sorry.”

      She didn’t know what to say. It felt like the walls she’d worked to so perfectly construct had all just fallen away. So she covered, taking his hand. “I like pink.”

      “What?” He blinked.

      “You wanted something real. I like pink. Total cliché, girl color, but it’s my favorite.”

      A smile touched his face.

      “Okay, now you go.”

      He let out a breath. “This really wasn’t what I meant.”

      “You can’t even tell me your favorite color?”

      “Blue,” he said with finality.

      She put on a fake smile. “See, now we’re practically bosom friends.”

      Giving her a skeptical look, he cocked an eyebrow. “Bosom friends?”

      She wagged her finger at him. “If you haven’t watched Anne of Green Gables, I don’t even know how you can say you know anything about good films or directing or characters.”

      He grinned. “Anne of Green Gables, huh?” He took her slowly back out to the dance floor. Pulling her in, he inhaled deeply and took them into a slow dance. One hand rested on her hip while the other curled around hers. “I’ll have to watch it.”

      Her heart fluttered almost painfully. What was happening? How had she suddenly felt so connected to him? “It’s the best. Go watch it after our date. If you want to be the best, you have to see the chemistry between Gilbert and Anne.” She nodded fervently. “Anne with an E.”

      His lip twitched up, and their steps fell together in seemingly perfect harmony. “Okay, I will.” He inhaled deeply into her neck. “Can I know the real smell of you?”

      She sighed, hating the way his touch affected her. “I get it at the marina I work at. I think it’s called Ocean Breeze.”

      “I like it.”

      They danced for a few minutes. Neither of them said a word. The new realness between them made her feel guarded, as if she had to protect raw nerves from being touched.

      “Have you ever been to Rome?” he asked.

      Maybe it was fine if he knew the truth about some things. “Nope, but I’ve read travel books people leave in their cabins. Henry doesn’t care if I keep them.” She flashed a smile, wondering what he would think of this. “My favorite is the trap doors beneath the floor of the Coliseum. How the animals would appear when the gladiators got boring and the game maker would call for more excitement.”

      His eyes lit up. “Oh, you have to go. It’s astounding to see the history. To feel the excitement and the brutality that must have existed in Rome back then.”

      It made her excited to hear about it. She confessed. “I want to. I’ve been planning a trip.”

      His smile widened. “When?”

      She shrugged again. She didn’t want to explain the stupid procedure she needed before she could book her ticket.

      His eyes took on a faraway look before he shook his head and turned back to her.

      “What was that? You were somewhere else just now.”

      He furrowed his brow and turned away. “Nothing.”

      “What was it?” Purposefully, she smiled at him. “Did you get in trouble for daydreaming at school too?”

      Giving her an intense gaze, he nodded firmly. “Actually, I did.” He let out a light laugh.

      “Where were you just a second ago?”

      He leaned in, and she could feel his breath on her ear. “No.”

      She shivered and instantly tried to push away from him. She glared at him, hating the attraction she felt for him. “I told you a lot. You at least have to tell me what you were just thinking about.”

      Squeezing his eyes shut, he swallowed. Then nodded. “My agent told me you need some type of surgery.”

      She tried to pull away.

      He kept her in his arms.

      “It’s none of your business.” She would not discuss this.

      “Fine. That’s fine.” He kept his tone calm. “I’m sorry.”

      They danced in silence for a few minutes, and she refused to look in his eyes. Then she thought of the Wikipedia article on him she’d read, and she couldn’t stop herself. “I read about your mother. I’m sorry.”

      He looked caught, and for a brief moment, she saw the vulnerability in his eyes. “Well, it looks like you know a lot more about me than I do about you.”

      Compassion weaved through her, and she found herself connecting with him again. “I’m sorry.”

      The side of his lip tugged up. “Everyone’s got a sad story, right?”

      It unnerved her how he sounded so detached from that statement when only moments before she’d felt his pain. But the thing annoying her most about this entire date was she was attracted to him.

      Majorly attracted to him.

      That had not been the plan for the evening. Not even close. Yes, she knew he was a gorgeous movie star, but she hadn’t felt attraction for another man since Rob. She tried to pull away.

      Sterling held tighter. “Wait.”

      Her heart raced. “I can’t do this. Deal’s off.” She was poised to bolt as soon as he released his grip on her.

      He just stared at her, holding her as much with his ice, blue eyes as he did with his hands. Then he shrugged and let her go. “Sure, whatever. I can’t even keep a paid date interested.” Turning away from her, he put his hands into his pockets. “Don’t worry about the money.”

      The need to flee instantly went out of her. Was it the pathetic way he said the part about the paid date not even staying with him? Or was it the intent to still pay her?

      In her experience, nothing was ever free. She sighed and wrung her hands together, wanting to leave, but feeling torn. She could easily give the money back.

      Sterling took two small steps away from her toward the edge of the dance floor. There were so many people it wasn’t even noticeable he was alone.

      But alone on the dance floor, she stuck out like the outsider she was.

      A blonde wearing four-inch heels and a short strapless dress with a long slit walked up to Sterling. No, she didn’t walk. She shimmied up and leaned into him as if he were a comfy mattress.

      Sterling pulled back, but the blonde was relentless, winding her arms around him and laughing.

      It was clear the woman was drunk or something. There was something familiar about her, but Sayla couldn’t place her. The blonde made a flirty, pouty face at Sterling, and it hit Sayla. That was Kim Grant, the woman from his last relationship.

      Something lit inside of Sayla, and she stalked up to him, taking him by surprise. Leaning into his other shoulder, she said, “Honey, you haven’t introduced me?” She tried to channel some rich, petty woman kind of energy.

      Lifting his brows and hesitating for a second, Sterling grabbed hold of her arm and shrugged away from the other girl. “Oh, sorry. Kim Grant, this is Sayla Jones.”

      All those pictures flashed into her mind from google. “Oh, your ex.” She flashed a snobby smile. “Charmed, I’m sure.” All of a sudden, she sounded southern. She didn’t know why that had happened.

      Giving her a look of complete disgust, Kim immediately dislodged her fangs from Sterling and took a step back. She glared at him, puffing out her bottom lip. “I guess there’s no reconciliation?”

      Sterling kept his face impassive. “Sorry.” He nudged Sayla, and she followed his lead, moving away from Kim.

      He didn’t look back, only lifted his hand in a parting wave. “I guess the Southern accent sounded convincing.”

      Sayla didn’t know why, but she leaned her head back and laughed.
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      Sterling’s mouth felt dry, and he didn’t understand why she’d just done that. He didn’t stop walking, knowing he needed to keep up the pretense. “Thank you.” He managed.

      Walking close to him with purpose, she kept her hand in his. Her shoulder next to his. She let out another small laugh. “That felt good. Payback for every mean girl who’s ever snubbed me.”

      The air between them crackled with electricity, and he found himself liking this woman with an intensity he hadn’t felt in a long time. He grinned. “Can’t say I didn’t enjoy the look on Kim’s face when you let out the southern drawl.”

      She covered her face. “Seriously, I have no idea why it came out that way. I was just trying to conjure rich and elite.”

      Warmth filled him. “I dated a southern bell once, and I can say you played the part well.”

      She laughed harder, and he found himself laughing too.

      It was strange. The fact they were working together and had a private joke between them. It felt great. Taking her around the dance floor to a magnificent fountain sculpture with two cherub angels spitting water out of their mouths, he paused. The fountain shielded them from the people. He turned to her. “I told you that you could go.”

      She bit her bottom lip nervously, and it was all he could do to look at her and not kiss her. She was adorable. He forced himself to focus on her eyes. “Why’d you stay?”

      She exhaled. “Tell me something else real.”

      He frowned. “I thought it didn’t matter?”

      “It doesn’t.”

      He recognized the determination in her eyes.

      They both stared at each other for several moments.

      “Why?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “You seemed pretty miserable.” She nudged him. “So I deserve to know something more than just what the Wikipedia article says about you.”

      He laughed, not expecting that answer.

      They smiled at each other.

      “I hate my father,” he said quietly. “He has a heart condition, yet he’s running for senator. I haven’t seen him since my mother’s death. I’m just a publicity stunt to him.”

      She didn’t respond.

      He couldn’t believe he’d told her that.

      “Okay.”

      He tried to play it off like he hadn’t just told her something intimate. “It’s not a big deal.”

      In a very disconcerting way, she looked him up and down. Her mouth opened momentarily. She closed it, cleared her throat, and shook her head, biting on her lip again. “You’re lying.”

      There it was again. She could see right through him.

      “It is a big deal to you, and it should be.”

      He turned back. They measured one another again.

      Taking a chance, he reached out and took her hand. “Your turn.”

      She shook her head. “No, you’ve got enough on me.”

      “Your turn.” He insisted, wanting to know as much as possible about the woman in front of him. “Tell me something else.”

      A spark glinted into her eye. “You can’t handle it.”

      More determined than ever he nodded. “Yeah, I can.”

      “Fine.” She took a step closer to him, getting into his personal space. “I killed him.”

      He stood there. His blood ran cold because he knew it was the truth by the glint in her eyes.

      Dropping her hand, he pushed his own back into his hair. “What the—?”

      She kept his eyes. “Are you still sure you want me to be your paid date?”

      It was a challenge. Was there some crazy in this girl? He wanted to pull his cell phone out and text Caleb to find out if he had even bothered to run a background check. “How?” He challenged, trying to seem unfazed by her.

      Tears welled in her eyes, and she began to pull away.

      He caught her again, holding her by the shoulders. “You can’t just drop something on me like that without explaining yourself.”

      The next few moments staring into her eyes were the most intense he’d ever had with a woman.

      Wiping at her eyes, she sniffed. “Oh, man, I don’t know why I said that.”

      “Sayla.” He pressed.

      She looked down. “I was driving the car. I was driving the car when the semi hit us. The whole thing was my fault.”

      Tugging her into him, he felt her melt against him.

      Somehow, she fought back the tears. He wondered if they might fall anyway since he could feel her trembling.

      Finally, she relaxed.

      When he let her go, she was breathing in deeply. “You sure know how to use shock value.”

      A half-smile filled her face then was extinguished by sadness. She let out a light laugh.

      All he could do was pull her back in. “This night turned out a bit different than I’d expected.”

      “Oh, believe me, this was not what I expected either.” She sniffed and dabbed at her eyes.

      He noticed how tough and tender and fragile this woman seemed to be. All at once. Not to mention funny, witty, and apparently southern. It made him smile. He liked her.

      For a few moments, she stayed in his arms. Then the music stopped, and lights lit up the center of the staircase that led to the dance floor. A voice came over the microphone. “Welcome, friends, acquaintances, business allies.”

      Sterling paused. The guests stopped dancing and began clapping. He released Sayla, and she pulled back from him and began clapping too.

      Harold looked every bit the movie director he was. In his mid-fifties, he was decked out in a pin-striped suit. With his dark Italian looks and gaudy jewelry, he looked like the Godfather.

      “All right, all right.” Harold put up a hand to quiet the crowd, but everyone could tell he loved the attention. Which was the whole point. “Many of you know I just won the Academy Award for Best Director.”

      The clapping and whooping started again.

      Sterling was clapping and smiling, but it was a bit much. He turned to Sayla and saw her clapping, but there was no smile on her face.

      Harold continued. “I’m on the precipice of casting for my next movie which we’ll start filming in October. I’m so happy you all came out tonight. Have a good time, and don’t forget to come over by the waterfall and say hi.”

      Another round of clapping.

      Sterling watched as Harold and some young blonde walked down the steps and across the dance floor toward the waterfall. A line of people was already following, as well as the photographer who’d been taking pictures all evening.

      “Shall we head over?”

      He turned to Sayla and noticed she’d slipped back into the role of aloof, paid date. He wasn’t sure he liked her professionalism. For just a moment, he’d felt a genuine connection to someone.

      “Sure.”

      He took her hand as they walked to the already formed line.

      Neither of them spoke. They didn’t really have to. There was enough of a show going on as Harold greeted each guest and did the lean-in for the photo or the side smile as hands clasped.

      Unexpectedly, Sterling felt a rush of nerves. He longed to direct movies, and Harold was a rocket ship to his goal. Any other path would take years as well as millions of his own money.

      As they approached the front of the line, Sayla leaned over and whispered. “Don’t worry. I don’t think he’ll bring up Anne of Green Gables, so you’ll do fine.”

      It surprised him that she was being so supportive. Or, he turned to look at her, was this just part of the paid gig for her? He surveyed her face, and detected complete sincerity. He flashed her a smile. A real smile.

      When it was his turn, Harold opened his arm half-way. Sterling leaned in half-way too.

      They paused as the cameraman snapped a few shots.

      “Sterling. Sterling. It was fun to hobnob at the premiere a few weeks ago. The movie has gone gangbusters.”

      Sterling grinned and pulled back, casually fixing the bottom of the cuff of his shirt. “I appreciate that, Harold.”

      Harold’s eyes widened, and he turned his attention to Sayla. “And you have good taste in women too.” He chug laughed.

      Sterling felt momentarily awkward because the blonde was still clutched to Harold’s arm. “This is Sayla Jones,” he said in a nonchalant way.

      She put her hand out. “I loved your documentary on China last year. I thought the way you shifted points of view based on their interpretation of light and dark in regards to family and their perspective was brilliant.”

      His eyebrows rose. “She’s smart too.” He turned his gaze to her breasts, and then looked at her like he wanted to take a bite out of her.

      Sterling quickly took Sayla’s hand to tug her closer, feeling protective. He’d heard about Harold’s appetite for women. “Yes, she is.”

      Harold flashed his attention back to Sterling.

      Sterling didn’t want to lose his chance. “Harold, I’m interested in directing. I had a movie at Sundance last year, and I’ve been honing my skills on my own for a couple of years now. What do you think about working together on this next film?”

      Briefly, Harold’s grin widened. He gave Sayla another look before turning back to Sterling. His top lip pulled back like a bull dog, and he put his hand over his mustache and brushed the lip down. “I like a man with the guts to ask for what he wants.” He ran his hand down his mustache again. “And I’m not gonna lie, having you as a protégé would be good for me.” He shrugged. “Let’s call it a strong possibility. I’ll have my assistant contact you next week.”

      Sterling’s pulse raced, and he ordered himself not to laugh with relief and eager happiness. Instead, he reached out and shook Harold’s hand, taking a step down the line. “Looking forward to it. Thank you.”

      Sayla stayed close, and they each uncomfortably shook the blonde’s hand while she avoided their gaze. She was obviously having a miserable night.

      Rushing away from the waterfall and the guests, Sterling excitedly gripped Sayla’s hand.

      It wasn’t until they got across the dance floor that he heard her laugh.

      He stopped, turning back and seeing the wide grin on her face. “What?” He demanded.

      She put her hand over her mouth. “He looked like he wanted to eat me. I feel like I need to take a shower. Dirty old man.”

      Sterling shook his head, grimacing in agreement. “I know. He’s … eccentric.”

      “That’s one word for it.” She snorted out a laugh.

      Sterling laughed. “You snorted.”

      Looking horrified, she covered her face. Then she laughed again. “I did. I totally did.”

      The feeling between them was electric.

      Without thinking, he asked, “Will you stay for the rest of the party?”

      She blinked and pulled her hand back. “What?”

      “The photo op is over, so technically, you’re free to go. But do you want to stay?”

      The look she gave him was as if all the happiness had swiftly been sucked from the whole party. She shook her head. “I should go. The limo’s out front, right?”

      Sinking disappointment overcame him, but he tried to hide it. “Uh, yeah. Yep.” His palms were unexpectedly sweaty. He hadn’t had sweaty palms since he’d asked out Loretta Simon senior year for the prom. “I’ll walk you out.”
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      Would it be admitting she liked him if she stayed?

      She and Sterling walked up the staircase and through the house where he got stopped a few times. Sayla patiently waited, determined to play her role as the ever-attentive date until the very end. When they finally got through the front doors, she flashed Sterling a smile, feeling better because it felt like there was more distance between them again.

      “Must be hard to be so loved,” she said.

      Playing the part, he flashed a smile back. “Part of the job.”

      Following the long, winding driveway, she watched as Sterling gestured to the row of limos. One of them pulled away from the curb and moved toward them. It was still early for people to be leaving the party.

      The light of the moon glinted off the shiny black car. Sterling opened the door for her before the chauffeur could get out. It felt like the end of an actual date.

      As she stepped past him, she paused. “Thanks, I had a nice time.”

      Their eyes locked for a minute. Then she turned away and got in the limo.

      Taking her off guard, he climbed in next to her. “I might as well make sure you get home.” He tugged the door shut and gestured to the driver. “Let’s go, Charles.”

      This was not what she’d been expecting. “Uh, no. I think you should stay.” Her heart beat picked up speed at the proximity of him next to her in such a confined space.

      “Why?” He didn’t raise his voice, just grinned and pulled off the mask. “I want to see you home. Is that a crime?”

      Not knowing why she was reacting like this, she looked away, trying to calm herself down. “Fine, I mean, you could stay and make contacts or something, but whatever.”

      He puffed out a laugh. “I made the only contact I cared to make tonight.” He grinned wider. “And it wasn’t Harold.”

      Seeing the complete sincerity in his eyes, she felt nervous and looked away.

      They lapsed into silence.

      The driver appeared to know where he was going, so she didn’t say anything.

      It was not lost on her that her nerves had nothing to do with the fact that Sterling Pennington was a movie star. The feelings he’d made her experience had been entirely off-limits a couple hours ago.

      He lightly touched her hand. “Would you take off your mask?”

      Her heart raced, and even though she didn’t pull her hand away, she felt frozen. To the seat. To this moment.

      The limo turned onto Main Street and began heading out of town toward the lake. She stared at Sterling. Without knowing exactly why, she grinned. “No.”

      A nanosecond later, he leaned in and brushed the back of his hand against her face. “Please.”

      Closing her eyes, she shook her head. “Please don’t.” It couldn’t happen. She recognized he wanted to kiss her.

      Slowly pulling his hand away, he searched her face. “I’m sorry for your loss. For your husband.”

      The sincerity in his eyes wasn’t part of a character. They were back to that connection they’d had earlier.

      Shifting away from him, she scooted closer to the door.

      The driver turned onto the dirt road toward her cabin. “Thank you.” She tried to sound polite, not personal. “But this … it would never …”

      A few uncomfortable minutes went by, but she chose to ignore them. Ignoring hard situations was something that came easily to her at this point in her life.

      The limo stopped in front of the cabin.

      “Hold up.”

      Before she knew it, he’d climbed out and was on his way to her side of the car. She quickly got out before he could reach her door.

      “Hey,” he said in a disappointed tone. “I was going to get that.”

      She straightened, and they were face to face again. “It’s … good night, Sterling.”

      Without warning, he took her hand as she walked away and tugged her to a stop.

      She saw the emotion shimmering in his eyes.

      “Don’t you feel this … this …”

      “No,” she said firmly, not giving him a chance to put it into words.

      Before she even saw it coming he pulled her into him, gently holding her against him. His lips touched hers.

      Soft. Like a whisper.

      Sayla was stunned.

      The world stood still.

      In order to move, Sayla would have to make a decision. As long as she let the world rotate around them, the moment could last without any choices and without any consequences.

      Sterling pulled back, smiling and out of breath.

      Sayla had to fight against the urge to lean toward him as if caught by gravity.

      His lips tilted in a half grin. “That was good.”

      All the memories of her last kiss flooded back. The one with Rob outside of the restaurant on their anniversary. Before…

      She smacked him across the face. “How dare you!”
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      One Week Later

      Sterling sat in his gallery looking out over Jackson's Main Street and watched throngs of tourists crowd up and down the street. A couple with a baby on the man’s shoulders stopped to pose in front of some moose antlers. The mom leaned into them, and the dad put bunny ears over the mom. He grinned, thinking that when the mom realized there were bunny ears in the photo she would probably laugh about it.

      Leaning back into his chair, he propped his feet onto his desk. A few years ago he’d starred in a romantic comedy as this fun-loving guy who was experiencing fatherhood for the first time. His co-star wasn’t just soft and fun and friendly in real life, she was even more so on camera. Everything about the movie had ended up being fun. He felt like he’d actually got to experience what a father or a husband with a new family would feel like.

      The actress had since married and had definitely not been interested in anything but friendship with Sterling. It was a really great role, but thinking back on it, it kind of made him sad.

      It didn’t help he couldn’t get the kiss with Sayla out of his head.

      Not to mention the stupid mask.

      The one he wanted to take off, so he could see her.

      No matter what he did, the kiss replayed in his mind too often.

      He’d wanted time to relax in Jackson, but now he found himself wanting something to keep him busy again.

      So he wouldn’t think about her.

      Those beautiful green eyes.

      The eyes that had seen him.

      The real him, and the him playing a part.

      It’d been ridiculous, he told himself over and over. He’d deserved the slap for the kiss, but it had been worth it. Until he’d seen the awful, stricken look in her eyes.

      His workouts in the morning and evening were the only thing that was remotely helpful. He’d taken to doing double workouts to try to distract himself. Having a workout room in his home helped. He simply started up the regimen he would have done to train for any kind of military role.

      They were intense and kicked his butt, giving him momentary relief. But in the end, his thoughts came back to her.

      The stupid mask was driving him crazy. Why couldn’t she have just taken it off?

      From where it sat on his desk, his phone buzzed, startling Sterling back into his gallery office.

      Another text from his brother. “Bro, call me. It’s important. Dad’s in the hospital.”

      Sterling hesitated. His father had made sure the press didn’t know about his heart condition. It was funny to him that his father had used his mother’s illness as some press stunt, but his own heart problems couldn’t be divulged. Sterling hadn’t told anyone, not even Kim. But he’d told Sayla.

      Why?

      Hating himself, he pressed his brother’s number.

      “Nice of you to concern yourself with us.”

      He didn’t respond.

      “Sterling?”

      “I don’t do guilt trips, remember?” Sterling kept his voice semi-calm.

      “You need to come. The—”

      Sterling cut him off. “Is he dying?” Honestly, Sterling didn’t know if he’d go even if his father were dying or if he would just wait until the funeral. His mother’s pain and his father’s lack of concern for her resonated through him like a slow burning ember that stoked to a fire whenever he thought about his father.

      “He’s weak.” His brother sounded concerned. “Weaker than I’ve ever seen him. He doesn’t want this to interfere with his campaign, but I don’t see it getting better.”

      “I don’t care.” The words were cold. He meant them.

      His brother sighed. “Look, I know you think we all should have swarmed mom for the last six months of her life and done what you did, but life doesn’t stop.”

      “No, it doesn’t. So it doesn’t stop for dad either.”

      His brother sighed again. “I’m just asking for a couple days. I think it would help dad to make peace with you.”

      Without warning, Sterling’s hand began to shake. “I may have promised not to ever go public with my thoughts on mom and their relationship, but that man doesn’t deserve peace.”

      “Sterling—”

      He hung up, standing and sucking in gasps of breath.

      No. No. No. His brother couldn’t do this to him. His father couldn’t just mess up his life. It wasn’t fair to bring back those feelings of anger and loathing that he’d worked the past two years to let go of.

      The cesspool of hate.

      Running a hand through his hair, he used an acting tactic he’d learned to help change his focus quickly—thought replacement.

      Of course his thoughts went back to Sayla.

      The kiss.

      The look in her shattered green eyes.

      Where would she  go in Rome? What surgery did she need? For a week, he’d fought the driving instinct to find out, but his resilience was worn down. He had to know.

      Without thinking, he picked up his cell phone and called Caleb.

      Caleb didn’t even say hello. “You are not going to believe what your next role is.”

      “No.” It was always his typical response to Caleb’s enthusiasm and never ending search for the next thing. A big reason he kept him as his agent, but the very thing that burnt him out.

      “It’s the end of the world. You’re living in a colony on the moon. You’re the anti-hero … the guy who has walked away from everything, but shocker, you have to save the world. Man.” He sighed. “It doesn’t get better than this.”

      Sterling didn’t respond. He hadn’t planned on working for a few months, but the idea of throwing himself into something was kind of appealing.

      “Are you there?”

      “Oh, yeah.” He pressed on. “Hey, the woman I went out with the other night, Sayla. What surgery did she need?”

      “What?”

      Sterling could imagine the dumbfounded look on Caleb’s face. “Sayla. You said the guy mentioned a surgery she needed. What surgery was that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. He … uh. Why are we talking about that girl? You haven’t seen her have you?” His voice took on a worried tone. Caleb always worried over image, which, again, was what he was paid to do.

      “No.”

      “Good,” he said with finality. “You have big things coming. You don’t need distractions right now. I think we could get thirty million for this movie. Thirty million. That’s more than Tom Cruise in his last Mission Impossible movie. That’s…”

      “I want to direct.”

      Caleb didn’t miss a beat. “You will.”

      “Have you heard from Harold?”

      “Not yet.”

      Sterling put his feet down and sat up, staring out the window. That couple was still taking pictures. Now they were holding ice cream cones. The girl was still on the father’s shoulders. Sterling could imagine the next scene in the movie. The daughter dropping the ice cream on the dad’s head. The mom screeching and taking it in her hand and throwing it to the ground. Then all three laughing hysterically.

      “Sterling,” Caleb said loudly.

      Brought back to the moment, Sterling stood, knowing what he was going to do. “I gotta go. Send me the script.”

      “Okay.”

      Sterling shut off his phone and moved to the double doors in his office, throwing them open and heading down the stairs, hollering back to his assistant. “I’m out for the rest of the day.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      When he got to the little cabin in the woods off the beaten path from the road to the marina, Sterling got out of his red Porsche and took the stairs in a quick jog. There was no turning back now.

      He knocked, taking note of the rustic wind chime next to the two rockers on the front porch that overlooked the lake.

      Nobody answered.

      He knocked again and then moved to the window to peek inside. He could see a small table next to a kitchen bar with stools. He looked at the walls and could see what looked to be posters on the wall. All the things he knew about her fell through his mind. Her husband was dead. She thought she’d killed him. She wanted to go to Rome. She was a foster kid growing up.

      He wanted more. More pieces of the puzzle. More of her … character.

      Turning around, he stared at Lake Teton. Out of the blue, it felt funny to him. He’d never been to the lake before. He’d driven by it on the road to his house, but he’d never come out to hike the trails or boat or do anything that most tourists did every summer in Jackson. When he’d contemplated buying a home in Jackson, the lake had been a big draw for him. At the time, he had imagined spending much of his Jackson time in, on, or around the water.

      Shaking his head, he thought of all the things he’d gotten to do due to being a movie star and travelling the world, but how it felt like they didn’t mean anything because he didn’t have anyone to share it with.

      Somehow he thought Sayla would understand this.

      Which was stupid, idiotic, and ridiculous. For heaven’s sake, he’d only spent a couple of hours with the woman.

      Not to mention she’d slapped him.

      Moving around the cabin, he noticed the row of cabins up the lane. Hopping back into his Porsche, he decided to follow the signs to the marina. That’s were she worked after all.

      When he got there, he parked and then quickly worked his way down the dock to the little shop. On the porch he saw a rustic wind chime. It matched the one at the cabin.

      The heavy screen door brushed the wind chime as he walked in. The shop was quaint with displays of different fishing, boating, and camping goods. The soft aqua green color looked recently painted. He liked it.

      Immediately, he recognized Henry, the owner, as the man at the counter.

      The guy had a fishing hat on and a worn vest and seemed pleasant. “Well, hello, what can I do for ya? Fishing trip? Supplies?” Putting down the piece of paper he was reading, he pulled his glasses off.

      It was strange, but Sterling was nervous. “Hi. I … I’m actually looking for Sayla.”

      The guy crossed his arms. “What are you doing here?”

      It was almost comical how defensive the man’s body language shifted. Like he would grab a shotgun and run him off if he was given the chance.

      “I …” He looked around. “I just wanted to see her.”

      Henry still didn’t move. “Your agent said it was one date.” He scowled.

      Obviously, Henry knew who he was. Sterling put his hands up to surrender. “Hey, listen—”

      “No, you listen,” Henry said gruffly. “The deal was one date.”

      How long had it been since Sterling had to face a protective father before being allowed to date his daughter? As laughable as the situation was, Sterling wasn’t stupid enough to crack smile. “I … I want to see her again, and I didn’t get her phone number.”

      Henry snorted. “Suspect she didn’t give it to you for a reason.”

      The scene felt like an awkward encounter from a rom-com. “I …”

      “She doesn’t have a phone,” he barked out, roughly moving around the counter and went toward the front of the store. “I’m closing. Gotta get going.”

      Sterling was dumfounded. People didn’t treat him this way. Never had. Most of his life he’d grown up, well, privileged was the word for it. There had been his father’s clout as an attorney then his political career. Then Sterling’s acting fame. He’d never gone through the part where people treated you poorly. Well, not the kind of people that had no contacts and owned a marina. There were the Hollywood types that treated everyone poorly. He’d only recently been upgraded to the top of the A list and been able to move freely within that circle. Flummoxed, Sterling followed Henry. “It’s barely five o’clock. You’re closing?”

      Henry went out the door and held the screen open. “Yep.”

      Sterling walked out, and Henry pulled a wooden door shut and used an ancient looking key to lock it. “So do you know where Sayla is right now?”

      Henry rushed away from him. “I’m going to get her right now. Didn’t realize I was running late. Good thing you stopped in.”

      Sterling was confused. “Where is she?”

      Henry shook his head and kept walking. “Have you ever heard about curiosity and the cat?”

      He followed Henry to the little parking lot, getting more ticked off with every step. “Are you trying to be rude?”

      Henry stopped in front of an old Chevy truck and yanked on the driver’s side handle. He turned and glared at Sterling. “I figure I don’t have to try very hard, it just comes easy for me.” A small smile played at the man’s lips.

      Sterling watched as the man climbed into the truck and took off.

      Without knowing why, Sterling hopped in his Porsche and followed him.
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      Sayla tried to focus on Henry’s face and ignore the fuzziness of the pain meds.

      The doctor sat next to the bed, his face grave.

      “What is it, doc?” She’d been in recovery for almost an hour, waiting to talk to him.

      Glancing at Henry, he asked, “Do you want me to speak freely?”

      Her heartbeat raced. She’d purposefully tried not to think of this procedure all week and what it could mean. “It’s fine.”

      The doctor put on, what she could tell, was a forced smile. “Sayla, we knew going in there was trouble with your right ovary.”

      Sayla’s heart beat quieted, and she felt herself go completely still. “Yes.”

      “I had to take out some fibroids. There was some endometriosis that grows next to your ovaries. The left ovary was fine. But, the right one might be too far gone. You never know.”

      Her mouth felt dry. “What does that mean?” Her lips stuck together.

      The doctor reached over and grabbed a plastic cup with a straw sticking up and held it to her.

      She gingerly lifted it to her lips and took a sip.

      He frowned again. “It could mean you’re fine. It could also mean you may have problems getting pregnant.”

      The sound of a flat line went off in her head. The same flat line that went off that night in the ambulance when they’d revived Rob, then lost him again on the way to the hospital.

      “Sayla?”

      Turning back to the doctor, she felt him take the cup out of her hand.

      “Sorry.” She put one hand over her stomach, fluttery and not feeling any pain yet because of all the pain meds and numbness from the surgery.

      The doctor flipped some pages back onto the chart and stood. “Overall, it was a good surgery. I think we got everything we needed to get. You shouldn’t have pain with your menstrual cycles. You should be fine. Only time will tell about children.”

      Hesitating, her mind flashed to Rob. The way he’d held her hand the first time they’d tried to get pregnant. She felt numb. “How long do I need to wait to travel?” She asked, a stray tear rolling down her cheek. Annoyed, she swiped it.

      His brow furrowed. “At least two or three weeks. I want to see you follow-up in ten days.” He handed her a prescription. “This will help keep the pain under control.”

      “Okay.”

      After twenty minutes of the nurse helping her get her clothes on and into a wheelchair, Henry insisted he push the wheelchair as they headed out of the hospital doors and straight toward his truck.

      Abruptly, she worried about getting into the truck.

      As if sensing her concerns Henry said, “Don’t you worry, Sayla. If I could get Ethel into the truck after her chemo treatments, I can help you.”

      Usually Sayla never worried about her health. Except when she was on her period and had pain, but at the moment she felt extremely weak and slightly dizzy, even sitting. Of course she would worry about trying to get into the truck. More than anything, she worried about Henry helping her. “Maybe you should go get one of the hospital workers, Henry. I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      “Oh, hush now. I’m fine. Just because I’m sixty-five doesn’t mean I can’t help a pretty girl into the truck. What are you saying about me, you don’t trust me? Huh, Sayla?”

      She knew Henry was trying to be kind about it, but she could feel herself going in and out of awareness. Sort of like she was floating, unable to be completely in the moment. “Henry, these pain meds make me unsteady. Let’s go get some help.”

      But he was already putting the brake on the wheelchair and then moving in front of her to open the truck door. Then he unlatched the brake and pushed her right to the opening. “You just stand and hold to the door and I’ll help you get into the car.

      She wasn’t at all sure about this. “Henry.”

      “Do it,” Henry barked, flipping into his usual military sergeant voice.

      Sayla put her legs onto the pavement and reached forward, holding to the truck door and trying to reach the seat. She felt Henry push her backside to get her to a standing position. The she felt him pulling the wheelchair away.

      Sayla was already swimming in her mind. She closed her eyes and tried to hold to the truck door handle. “Henry!” She could feel herself begin to wobble back.

      “It’s alright.”

      But he was too late. She fell bottom first onto the pavement, Henry catching her before she fell further back. Even though she was doped up on pain pills, she felt the pain jar through the lower part of her stomach. All the breath went out of her. Sayla felt cold and clammy and on the verge of fainting.

      Henry was tugging on her, huffing as he tried to get her to a standing position, but she could hear him huffing. “I’m sorry, my dear.” He grunted some more and got her back to her feet. A light breeze could have blown her over. Sayla didn’t dare open her eyes, just held to Henry and allowed him to maneuver her into the truck.

      The seat of the truck came up to her bottom and Sayla found herself gripping the dashboard as he worked to push her the rest of the way in. Her palms were slick with sweat on the dashboard and she could feel herself barely holding on to it, barely holding on to consciousness. The pain was spreading through her lower abdomen like warm water through a towel, but she didn’t want to inconvenience Henry any more than she was by complaining.

      Pushing her legs up into the truck, Henry huffed and rested against her shoulder. “Okay. Hard part over. Let’s get you home.”

      Somewhat secure in her seat, Sayla dared to open her eyes. She sat cattywampus in the seat, but with no way to keel over, the feeling of leaning over the edge of a cliff passed.

      Henry leaned back and shut the door, but as he stepped back, he started falling, arms wind milling to catch himself.

      Sayla didn’t see him hit the pavement, just heard his holler as he went down.
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      Sterling jumped from the Porsche when Sayla went down, but was too late to catch Henry before he fell.

      “Henry,” he said as he bent to help him up.

      A plethora of curse words sounded out of the old man’s mouth and Sterling couldn’t help but smile. You could definitely hear the military in him at the moment.

      Henry resisted at first. “How did you? What in the Sam Hill?”

      When Sterling continued to position himself under Henry’s arm, the old guy finally relented and accepted the help. After getting onto his feet, Henry started to fall back again.

      “My ankle.”

      With one arm, Sterling dragged the wheelchair around behind Henry.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Taking you to get your ankle checked.” Sterling insisted.

      “I’m fine.” Henry grunted and tried to steer away from the wheelchair, but buckled beneath the ankle again. “It’s an old army sprain. Sayla needs help.” The last part was said in a more vulnerable way.

      Sterling turned to look at Sayla. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, wincing. “Yes, please get him back to the hospital.”

      Every ounce of Sterling wanted to take her with him, but he could tell by the way she held her stomach something was very wrong.

      Quickly, he moved Henry toward the hospital, asking, “What’s wrong with her?”

      Henry grimaced and frowned. “Outpatient woman’s surgery. Had to have some stuff done to her woman parts.” His face soured.

      Sterling’s heart raced. He made a command decision. “I’m leaving you here at the hospital. Then I’ll bring her back in.” The double doors opened, and they wheeled through.

      “No.” Henry commanded. “Take her home. She won’t be happy if you bring her back.

      “You dropped her.” Sterling got Henry to a check in desk.

      Henry let out a sigh. “Well, heck, see if she needs to come back, or take her to her place. That’s the easiest place for me to take care of her.”

      But Sterling had seen her place and was now seeing Henry’s injury. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.” He grinned at the nurse behind the desk. “Please fix him up.” Sterling dashed off. “I’ll check in on you later.” He called back.

      “You better take good care of her!” Henry called out.

      Sterling rushed to Henry’s truck. He could see Sayla looking at him with wide eyes.

      He got to her side and opened the door. “Do you need to go back in?”

      She shook her head. “No. Is he okay?”

      “Are you sure?” He wanted to check her out, but he didn’t know how.

      “Where’s Henry?”

      “He’s going to get checked out. But you need help. I’ll get a nurse.” He was about to leave.

      But she put her hand over his. “Please, just take me home.” She weakly turned to the steering wheel. “The keys are in the ignition.”

      He ran around and got in, starting the old truck. “I’ll take you to my house. I have help there. We can take care of you.”

      “No.”

      He shifted the truck into drive and released the clutch. It’d been a long time since he’d driven a stick shift. “You need help.”

      Her hand was on his forearm again. “Please, take me home.” Her eyes fluttered as she leaned back against the seat and puffed.

      Worry fell through him. “Do you need to go back to the hospital?”

      “No.” She insisted, still breathing in gasps. “I’ll be okay. I just need to get into my own bed and rest.”

      Unsure, but wanting to help her more than anything, he started in the direction of her cabin. “Fine, but I’m staying with you.”

      Her breathing slowed, and she let out a long breath, appearing to relax. “Thank you.”

      The old truck had little in the way of shocks, so Sterling drove slowly through town and even slower when he turned onto the gravel road near her cabin. All he could think about was her. Helping her.

      As the truck began jouncing on the uneven road, Sayla lifted her head then lowered it again, closing her eyes.

      “You okay?” All this fierce protectiveness fell through him like never before in his life. Well, except when he’d taken care of his mother. He thought of Sayla, the only thing he knew was she only had an old, grumpy former soldier to take care of her.

      He pulled up in front of the cabin and rushed around to Sayla’s side, gently pulling open the door. She jolted at his touch and opened her eyes for a second, but she was so weak.

      After lifting her gently into his arms, he took her up the steps of her house and swung open the screen door. Her head was against his chest, which he knew meant she wasn’t doing as well as she led on.

      “The key’s under the frog,” she whispered.

      A small porcelain frog squatted next to one of the rocking chairs. Keeping her in his arms, he tapped the frog out of the way with his foot. Unfortunately, his kick landed harder than he expected, and the frog broke into pieces.

      She frowned. “I liked that little guy.” Her eyes were still closed, and her head still rested against him.

      Sweat began to roll down the lower part of his back, but all he could think about was making sure she was okay.

      Jimmying the key to get it to turn, he pushed the door open.

      The place was clean. Granted, it was sparsely furnished. In fact, the only furniture was what he’d seen earlier that day in the kitchen. Two stools, a small table, and chairs. The posters all over her walls turned out to be photography of landscapes. The small living room had a little bit more furniture—an old stove, a couch, a coffee table, and one chair. There was a record player in the corner and a small rug on the floor.

      “My room is the only one.” She still clung to him.

      He passed a small bathroom and then found her room. She had a double bed with a quilt for a bedspread. He tugged back the blankets and laid her down.

      She was wearing loose shorts and a t-shirt. As her head hit the pillow, she opened her eyes and stared at him. “I guess I don’t look as good without the mask.” A faint smile crossed her lips. She winced in pain, putting her hand on her stomach.

      “Are you okay? Should I take you back?”

      “I’m fine.” She kept her eyes closed, snuggled in, and fell asleep.

      He frowned and pulled off her flip-flops then pulled the blankets up to her chin, smoothing them around her. Her red hair, pulled back into a ponytail, was vibrant and stark against the paleness of her face. He imagined the pallor was due to the surgery and the narcotics. She looked innocent. Vulnerable.

      Gently, he put his hand on her forehead. “I like seeing you without your mask.” His instinct was to lean forward and kiss her head. But he didn’t.

      Thoughts of what Caleb said about him—looking for a woman to save—flashed through his mind. He pushed the thoughts away. So what if he liked women that were more … pure? Not the Hollywood, eat-you-up, spit-you-out, and use-you-for-career-image type. Did that mean he had a problem?

      So what if he’d never found any who fit that type?

      Just in movies.

      Just in the scripts they acted out.

      No one like Sayla. Not that she wanted saving…but she was vulnerable. Even if she didn’t want to be.

      Shaking his head, he took one step back and then another until he was out of the room. He rushed back to the truck. He got to the truck and took out her bag. He went inside and put it onto the small table, opening it and seeing instructions for some pain medications. He also saw a packet of papers explaining how to care for yourself after the procedure.

      It worried him that she’d had actual surgery. On the paper, it said she should be down for seven to ten days. Had Henry actually thought he could care for her?

      He grunted and put the instructions down then took the pills and put them next to the kitchen sink. The clock on the wall said six-fifteen, so she’d probably need more pain meds a little after nine. He went back to her bag to look for her phone before remembering she didn’t have one.

      He couldn’t leave her here by herself, but he also didn’t want to abandon Henry at the hospital.

      So he pulled out his phone and called for reinforcements.

      Hunter answered on the second ring. “Sterling! Are you loafing around town, scouring the nightclubs for women? It’s a shame that Cooper closed his retreats for now. That would be nice for a desperate guy like yourself.”

      “Hunter, listen, I need your help.”

      “Okay.”

      “The woman you met the other night at the party had surgery. It’s … a long story, but would you mind going to the hospital and picking up a guy named Henry? I don’t know his last name. He owns the marina and the cabins around Teton Lake.”

      “O-kay.” He sounded skeptical. “I’m getting in my truck now.”

      Once again, one of the Junto boys had come through for Sterling. He looked around the kitchen, opening up the fridge and the cupboards. “Wait, on your way will you stop and pick up milk, bread, butter, chicken, fish …” he listed off a plethora of spices and various other things he knew he could use to whip up a couple of meals. The best part of playing a lot of parts for different movies was everything he learned during the prep work. Two years ago, he’d been trained by a professional chef prior to a role as an undercover spy whose cover was a chef. Sterling had always liked to cook, and the training had increased his know-how.

      “Is there anything else, Your Highness?” Hunter asked.

      Sterling laughed. “Thanks, dude. I … I’ve ended up thrown into something, and I just can’t leave this girl.”

      Hunter’s diesel truck roared to life in the background. “I’ve got a few minute’s drive. Tell me about it.”

      Sterling’s heart plunged into his gut. How did he explain? The date. “She was a paid date the other night that my agent set me up with. Because of all the crap with Kim, Caleb doesn’t want me to wreck my image before the next movie. I had to go to the party at Harold’s because I needed a chance—”

      “To kiss his butt so you can direct with him.”

      “Right.” Sterling smiled. It annoyed and amused him how Hunter could always get to the crux of an issue.

      “Anyway, I had a connection with this woman. She doesn’t have anyone, and she just had surgery. The guy who was supposed to take care of her—”

      “Is at the hospital.” Hunter filled in. “Wait. Please tell me I’m not going to pick up Henry, the boyfriend.” Hunter groaned.

      Sterling laughed, knowing how protective Hunter could get. How territorial. It was his nature, but it was also the military in him too. What mission was Sterling deploying him on? Who did he have to take down, and how long did he have to do it? That was always Hunter’s M.O.

      “No. He’s old. He’s like her grandpa. He owns the marina, and she works for him. Lives in his cabins. She … her husband died a year ago.”

      Hunter let out a laugh. “Man, you do like complicated.”

      “I guess so.” Sterling walked back to her room and peeked in, not saying anything for a moment because he didn’t want to disturb her.

      “I’ll see you in a bit,” said Hunter. “I’ll call and let you know how the old guy’s doing.”

      Sterling grinned, relieved he could count on his friend. “Sounds good.” He put his phone on the table, and started a more thorough investigation of her place.

      To his disbelief, there weren’t many possessions other than the ones he’d already noticed. The poster-like landscapes filled the walls. He got closer and saw they were laminated and stuck in with pins. But they were good. Breathtaking. Sunsets, sunrises. Different angles of the tree lines against the Tetons. The sky. Pinks, oranges, yellows, blues across the lake. He found himself holding his breath. This was good stuff. In the living room, he noticed a camera on the coffee table in front of the couch. Sitting, he picked it up. An old Canon. Then it dawned on him. Sayla shot those photos. A healthy surge of appreciation and admiration fell over him. She was an artist. She didn’t do the kind of art he dealt in, but he could definitely appreciate it. He stared at a picture over the fireplace, propped against the stonework. The edge of the sun glowed against the sky as the day came to a close. It was … perfect. Lightly he reached out and touched it. The picture was amazing.

      Turning, he found himself lost in the fields of natural flowers that grew on the side of Jackson Hole Mountain Resort. He knew the exact place she’d taken this picture. He kept moving around the room then into the hallway. No more landscapes, no more laminated photos.

      Now it was pictures torn from books. Pictures of Rome. The Colosseum. The Forum. The Trevi Fountain. The Spanish Steps. He paused next to a picture of the Travertine Ghetto, the peninsula in the center of the river. He saw a picture of Gillatas, a restaurant where he’d eaten and fallen in love with gelato. The picture brought back the rich taste and texture as if he’d only had it yesterday.

      He was shocked at how much of the history of Rome had affected him on that visit. How much he’d wanted to spend more time with his pretty, blonde guide and tour more around the city. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been able to. When he was shooting a film, it was always on a grueling schedule. He’d told himself it was okay because he would go back someday.

      He thought of going with Sayla. Thought of how she would look in her hiking boots, khaki shorts, and a tourist “I love Rome” t-shirt with a camera around her neck. She would love it. Instinctively, he knew it. Judging by the photos on her walls, he could only imagine how much she would love to photograph Rome.

      Once again, he pushed the door open and stared at her sleeping form from the doorway. Hearing only the deep breathing of blissful, pain-medication induced sleep,he smiled.

      Without warning, guilt assaulted him. What in the world was he doing staring at her while she slept?

      He went out of the room and then back down the hall, passing the kitchen and going straight to the door. The sun beat down on the porch. He went to the edge and looked out at the lake. He saw some boats out on the water, some families paddle boarding, and others playing on the shore. It all seemed so natural. Standing there on the porch of her tiny cabin.

      This was insane. He didn’t even know her. One date and here he was. He’d followed Henry to the hospital, butted in against both of their wills, and brought her back here.

      He went inside and sank into the rocker feeling … not regret, but … kind of stalkerish.

      The only reason he was able to bring her home was because she was too weak to resist. What would she say when she woke up?

      He shook his head and realized he was such a fool. Closing his eyes, the unbidden memory of the feel of her lips found its way into his memory. The smell of her and the way they’d connected and how she’d actually seen him.

      For the first time since his mother died, someone had seen him.

      It’d felt amazing. Like he’d played a part his whole life, but this was different. He couldn’t help smiling. He stayed in the rocking chair for a long time with all sorts of thoughts going through his head.

      An idea hit him, and he googled her. Sayla Jones.

      Nothing came up, so he added “car accident.” On the second page of results, he saw it. Coverage of the accident.

      “Robert Jones, age twenty-eight, of Fort Collins passed away Tuesday night following a horrific accident on I-70 after leaving the community outreach event where Jones was being honored for his commitment to high school coaching. It was rumored he would have taken over as head coach at Fort Collins High School next season. The loss of life is tragic, and the communities of Fort Collins and Loveland mourn him. Robert is survived by his parents, Gwen and Steve, and his wife, Sayla. Donations for his funeral can be made to Ockland Mortuary.”

      Hollow. That’s how Sterling felt reading the news coverage.

      She hadn’t just been going for shock value. True, it was an accident not a murder, but it was horrible nonetheless.

      Thoughts of the awfulness surrounded him as Hunter’s noisy diesel truck rumbled up. Sterling checked his phone and realized it was almost seven o’clock.

      Henry was sitting in the passenger seat, a scowl on his face.

      Hunter jumped out and gave Sterling a look that said, ‘you so owe me.’ He rushed to the other side and tried to help Henry out of the vehicle, but he just got a shove for his efforts.

      Henry had a black boot on one ankle and crutches under his arms. His scowl deepened. “I just sprained it, so don’t think I couldn’t have managed. Do you know how many tours in Afghanistan I served? I think I can handle it.”

      Sterling watched him move up the stairs of the cabin. “No, sir.” He reached out to help with the crutches or something.

      Henry swung a crutch at him. “I can do it myself.” He made his way to a porch chair and plopped himself down

      Hunter looked forlorn. “Those have been the only words out of the man’s mouth since I picked him up and discharged him.” Hunter turned back for the truck. “I got your groceries.”

      Unsure of what to do, Sterling followed Hunter, who gave him four bags of groceries before pulling more bags out.

      Sterling went to the cabin and held the screen door open. There was no A/C in the cabin, but it wasn’t that hot. He’d left the door open because it was cooler outside than inside. He held the door for Hunter. “Thanks, dude.”

      Hunter grunted and put the groceries down on the table. He frowned, but didn’t go back to the door. “You know what you’re doing?” His voice was quiet. He looked to the porch where Henry was sitting.

      Sterling gave him a half smile then lifted and lowered his shoulders. “No idea.”

      Hunter hesitated. “You want me to stay?”

      Sterling could tell that was the last thing Hunter wanted. He shook his head. “Yeah, ’cause your strength is making nice with people.”

      Hunter let out a derisive laugh. “Yeah.” He flashed a grin. “So is she it?”

      “What?”

      “The one who will make you a groom?”

      “Shut it.” Sterling started putting away the groceries.

      Hunter grinned.

      “How’s Summer feeling today? Any better?”

      A wide grin passed over Hunter’s face. “Pregnant. It’s too soon to know for sure, so we’re not telling people yet.”

      Happiness surged inside of Sterling. “What?” He turned to Hunter. “That’s great.”

      Hunter grinned like a Cheshire cat. “The boy knows, and he’s happy.”

      Sterling thought about Josh and how a new baby would cement them into even more of a family. He grinned. “Well get home and take care of her.”

      Hunter hesitated then went back onto the porch. He stopped and glanced back. “Nice to meet you, Sarge.”

      Henry grunted. “Never wanted to meet you.”

      From the doorway, Sterling watched Hunter go and gave his friend an apologetic glance.

      Hunter laughed and climbed into his truck.

      Sterling glanced at Henry. He’d pulled over the other porch chair and propped his foot. “Is there anything you need, Sir?” It wasn’t characteristic of him to call people that, but Henry’s presence kind of elicited that type of respect.

      Henry looked at him. “How is she?”

      His mouth was dry. He rested his hands on the chair back. “She’s sleeping.” He frowned. “I know she had some fibroids removed. I read the paperwork.” Why hide it? They were both kind of in it.

      Henry didn’t comment, just held his eyes. Then, with every bit of sergeant in him, he said, “I’ll stay here and take care of her.” He looked away. “Thanks for stocking up her kitchen, but she eats like a bird. I was already planning to bring some supplies over and get some meat on her bones.”

      Sterling realized this grouchy sergeant really cared about her. He was willing to stay with her injured ankle and all. Sterling shook his head.

      “No. You’re in no shape to take care of her. Where do you live? Let’s get you home, and I’ll get dinner started for both of you.”

      Henry didn’t look at him for a beat, then pulled off his fishing hat and rubbed sweat from his forehead, meeting Sterling’s eyes. “Why are you doing this? Some publicity stunt or something? Is this about some movie?”

      Sterling smiled, thinking of how Caleb was going to ream him for even getting involved in all of this. “Uh, no.”

      “Then why?” Henry challenged.

      “Because I like her.” As soon as he said the words, he realized how true they were. He really meant them. It felt good to mean them.

      Henry grunted and then stood, reaching for his just-out-of-range crutches. “She’s not your type.”

      Sterling got the crutches for him, but didn’t respond.

      Henry pushed himself up with the crutches and moved to the steps. “I’m down the street three cabins on the right. I’ll leave the truck in case you need to take her somewhere.”
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      Sayla woke up with a start. Pain reared its ugly head, slashing through the lower part of her gut in knifelike fashion.

      The room was dark. She moaned, trying to remember how she’d even gotten home and into her bed.

      “It’s okay.”

      It was him.

      She opened her eyes, and it all came back to her. Henry falling. Sterling taking her home, putting her into bed. His cool hand on her forehead. She heard the sound of a pill bottle and saw the outline of him opening her pills.

      He pushed a glass of water at her and held out a pill.

      “Take this.”

      The pain surged as she tried to sit up, and she couldn’t help but gasp.

      “Take it, and then we’ll give you some bread. You can’t take it on an empty stomach.”

      She obeyed, wanting to ask a million questions, but unable to focus on anything but the raging pain. She gulped back the pill, then took the bread and did as she was told.

      Sterling sat, and she noticed it was one of the rockers from the porch. He put the water down on the bedside table. “I got Henry settled. He sprained his ankle.”

      Sayla sighed.

      “Grouchy old cuss, he wanted to stay here, but I told him I would.” He hesitated. “I hope that’s okay.”

      It wasn’t really a question.

      He held out the water to her. She took it and washed down the bread.

      He took the water out of her trembling hand.

      Realizing how weak she was, she was grateful. And shaky. She couldn’t quite comprehend how he’d gotten here or why he was staying. Her mind was fuzzy and the pain was overwhelming. She focused on chewing and took the water glass when he offered it.

      After finishing the bread, she leaned back, her hand reflexively going to her stomach. Then she remembered what the doctor had told her. Maybe children, maybe not. Tears welled in her eyes. She shut them, hating that she was sitting here with this man she hardly knew, didn’t want to know, but obviously needed.

      “Sayla?”

      She felt his hand lightly on her shoulder, and then her bedside light clicked on.

      “Are you okay?”

      Without wanting them to fall, the tears splashed down her cheeks She was too weak and vulnerable and stupid to do anything about it. More of them followed. She had no inhibitions at the moment. Everything had been stripped from her with the surgery that had just gutted her. She turned her head away from Sterling. “I could never give him children. I was a failure.”

      Snot followed the tears. Putting her hand to her nose, she hated this moment.

      Sterling got up and she heard him go into the bathroom. When he came back, he didn’t ask, just tenderly mopped her face and dabbed at her nose.

      She took the toilet paper out of his hand. “Stop it,” she said in a twisted groan.

      He sat back in the rocker.

      She had the weirdest thought. “Now you get to see me without any of my masks.”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      “Shut up.” She was angry and felt like a cornered cat. There was nowhere to go. She wanted to strike out, but she couldn’t even do that.

      “Sayla, it’s okay.”

      She turned to look at him and saw him rumpled and in a shorts and t-shirt. So not movie-like. She found herself laughing, thinking how ridiculous this all was. Surreal, like a real-life movie, but the laughing caused pain.

      “Oh.” She cried out, wanting to hold her stomach, stopped from making contact by the bandages.

      “Be careful.” His hand was on her shoulder again. “Shh. It’s okay, Sayla. It’s going to be fine.” His hand was on her forehead. “Shh.”

      She didn’t know why, but he did soothe her. She knew the pain meds were kicking in because suddenly she was relaxing, and all she could focus on was his hand stroking her hairline.

      “Go back to sleep, Sayla. Get some rest. Shh. It’s okay.”

      “Please just go.” She heard herself mutter. Then it was all black.
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* * *

      The next time she woke, she felt the light against her closed eyelids. She didn’t open them. Just felt the ache in the pit of her stomach and held off against what she knew would be more pain.

      But she had a problem. Well, the truth was that she had a lot of problems, none as big as the famous movie star in her cabin acting as nursemaid. She could hear him breathing next to her in the chair. Late in the night, she’d woken for a few minutes and heard snoring. Then in her medicated haze she’d fallen back to sleep. He wasn’t snoring anymore, his breathing was less heavy. It unnerved her he was here.

      How had he even known about the surgery? He’d just been there. Helping Henry, getting him into the hospital. Then getting into the truck, driving her home, carrying her in. Staying next to her all night.

      Now, she had to pee.

      Badly.

      It was the kind that couldn’t be held any longer.

      She opened her eyes and couldn’t help the groan that came out of her. The pain was knifelike again.

      Sterling’s eyes flashed open. His body jerked to a standing position. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      The amazing thing was, even though she was still in a huge amount of pain and she was feeling a major headache from the high dose of pain meds, her mind was clear. Wow, the man looked good. His dark hair was shaved on the sides, and his piercing blue eyes were focused on her. His broad shoulders and the way she could see his arm muscles, even just half way down his bicep, put her on edge. It would be a boldfaced lie to say she hadn’t enjoyed the kiss the other night.

      It’s why she’d slapped him.

      More than anything she hadn’t wanted to be attracted to the movie star with the too-perfect teeth and the annoyingly good smell and the connection they’d had.

      “Pee.” It came out oh so eloquently. She imagined that Sterling, the Senator’s son and movie star type, didn’t talk about things like pee. Or any such uncultured topics for that matter.

      His eyes widened, and he put his hands out like he was about to receive some kind of pass. “What can I do?”

      Pushing the covers off, she winced in pain. Every part of her chest and stomach and even arm muscles seemed to hurt. “I need help getting up.”

      He took her hand and gently tried to help her leverage her weight against him as she stood. She slid her legs off the bed, and that caused pain in her gut. It felt like every part of her was connected to the place on her body she’d been cut open.

      Eventually she got her feet planted and leaned on him as she stood.

      More pain. How did it continue to stab so sharply?

      “It feels like I’m going to split open again,” she said as she put her hand on the bandages over her lower stomach. Leaning on him, she shuffled toward the bathroom, completely embarrassed.

      He paused. “Do you want me to just carry you?”

      She was already shaking her head. She did not want to be helpless, this much she knew. “No.” She spoke hoarsely and out of breath.

      So they maintained their shuffle to the bathroom. When they reached the toilet, he hesitated.

      He looked vulnerable and out of sorts, just as she felt. “Can you do handle it from here?”

      “It’s actually easier for us girls if we sit down first.”

      Sterling blushed deeply. “Oh, I didn’t mean …” He saw the smirk on her face and said, “Very funny. So, you’re okay?”

      She grunted. “Yes, thank you.” As she said the words, she realized it was the first time she had thanked him.

      He held her eyes, and for a stupid moment—unreal because who has some type of connection in a bathroom—he grinned. “You’re welcome.”

      He backed out and shut the door.

      When Sayla finished, she pulled herself up to her feet and washed her hands, thinking about the past twenty-four hours. Even though her body was still in pain, it had decreased since she’d first gotten out of bed. She looked in the mirror at her matted, sweaty hair, but she didn’t have the energy to do anything about it.

      Then she froze. This is what he’d seen.

      This is what he’d been seeing since he’d brought her home.

      The night she’d gone out with him she’d had protection.

      Now she had nothing. Worse than nothing.

      “The truth.” She muttered. Hard, cold, ugly truth.

      She longed for a shower, but the doctor had told her only sponge baths for seventy-two hours. At that point, the Steri Strips over the glue on the three incisions would be okay to come off on their own.

      Pulling her shorts down a bit, she investigated the puffy parts of her stomach with the bandages. Not bad. She’d researched it all on the Internet before. She’d even watched the surgery. Most women reported not needing the whole seven to ten days estimated recovery time. Of course, up until this moment, she’d planned on only needing a day or two of recovery time before going back to the store. Now it seemed ridiculously optimistic.

      As she shuffled to the bathroom door and pulled it open, the stabbing pain resurged, and she wondered how long it would take to go away. Her left side hurt more than the others, which made sense with the scraping the doctor said he’d had to do there.

      Sterling was waiting for her just outside the door.

      Avoiding his gaze, she looked away. Unable to bear knowing he was seeing her like this.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “What?” She didn’t move.

      “Why aren’t you looking at me?”

      Neither of them spoke for what felt like eternity.

      “Sayla?” He reached for her hand, but she batted him away.

      “You shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t see me like this.” She tried to stalk toward the bedroom, but only got one step in before pain ripped into her gut.

      Immediately, his arms were around her shoulder. “Here, let’s get you back into bed. I have some soup and some toast and orange juice on a tray for you.”

      Without wanting to, she took his hand and slowly moved toward her bed. “You have to tell me why you’re here. How did you even know? And how is Henry?” She made a mental note to yell at Henry for letting Sterling take over her care.

      It took some work, but he got her settled with a pillow propped behind her. Then he put a cookie sheet on her legs with the food. “Is that okay?”

      She continued to be baffled by his concern. “Talk.”

      “I couldn’t stop myself. I … all I could think about was our kiss. I had to find you.”

      Her face was guarded.

      “When you wouldn’t take the stupid mask off, I realized how symbolic the mask was for me.”

      She hesitated. “You are making no sense.”

      “I’m an actor. All I wear are masks. But you wear a mask too.” He sighed. “Maybe it just resonated with me. I also liked how you could see through mine.”

      Her heart felt like it would pound out of her chest. He saw her too, and he liked her. She felt her eyes fluttering and knew it was a nervous twitch.

      He pointed to the pill by the orange juice. “Take the pain pill. It says you can take one every four to six hours, and it’s right at six hours.” He smiled. “You slept for a good stretch.”

      Inelegantly, she put the pill in her mouth and drank the juice. Bitter memories from her childhood made it hard to swallow.

      “What?” Sterling asked.

      When she looked up, she saw the center of his brow creased, a stern look on his face, and his arms crossed. “Why did you look at me that way?”

      Taking a bite of toast, she commanded herself to relax. The orange juice helped almost instantly to give her a little energy and clear her head. It wouldn’t last long since she’d just taken another pain med, but decided to tell the truth. “When I was twelve, my foster mom would force me to take pills for ADHD because I ran through her house. It just reminded me.”

      His stance relaxed, and he unfolded his arms. “Oh.” He didn’t look as ticked. Sitting down on the rocking chair, he asked, “So you were in foster care your whole life?”

      It wasn’t something she liked talking about with people, but this entire thing with him was complicated. He’d just helped her pee for heaven’s sake. “Yes. I don’t know who my parents were. I loved the movie Annie, and thought I might have a daddy Warbucks until I was fifteen.” She let out a sarcastic laugh. “That’s when I realized no one was coming for me.” She was nervous, and couldn’t stop talking. “Then I loved Anne of Green Gables because she was an orphan but nice people took her in.” She focused on the food, but for some reason, she felt the need to get it all out. “I dropped out of high school. Ran away. Lived on the streets. When I was seventeen, I got beat up so badly the doctors in the hospital called DHS. The state helped me get emancipated because I told the social worker I would just run. Unexpectedly, I didn’t have to run anymore. I even got a job waitressing.”

      “Okay.” He seemed to be taking it in slowly. “That’s where you met Rob.”

      She frowned. “Why are we talking about my husband?”

      He seemed to freeze. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s weird.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re you. And I look … like …”

      “You look great.”

      Laughing, she grabbed her stomach again, trying not to knock anything off the tray on her legs. “I do not look good. I can’t believe you’re here. Seeing me—”

      “Without a mask?”

      She glared at him.

      He sighed and leaned forward, gently reaching for her hand. “Sayla, I want to see beyond your masks. I want …”

      “What do you want?”

      “I want to ban masks from all the land,” he said dramatically. “I want to have no masks from you, and I want to see beyond yours.”

      For a few minutes, she didn’t talk. Tugging her hand away, she began eating. It occurred to her that he was the first man she’d told anything to. Well, Henry didn’t count. She didn’t like Henry in this way. Wait, did she like Sterling? This revelation startled her.

      “Sayla.” His voice was low. “I’m not leaving.” He crossed his arms.

      She couldn’t believe she was doing this. “Rob was the first person who ever really talked to me like I was important. He was new at coaching then. He’d just started teaching in Loveland. He would come into the diner at night after teaching or coaching …” The familiar ache coursed through her. It occurred to her that although she thought of him everyday, she rarely spoke of him. “He encouraged me to get my GED. Then he encouraged me to take classes at the community college. Rob was everything to me.”

      There was silence for a beat.

      “How long were you married?”

      Sayla continued to fight back the tears. It felt like all she did was cry or want to cry when she spoke to Sterling. “He tried to talk me into marrying him for a year before I said yes.” She sighed and swallowed the emotion. “We were married for three years. On our anniversary we were stuck at this award ceremony, and I was mad at him.” Now the tears actually fell. She sniffed. “I can’t talk anymore.” She broke off, laying her head back into her pillow. “I’m sorry. Please, go.”

      “That’s okay.” Sterling leaned closer. “I just have one more question.”

      Sayla was not in the mood.

      Sterling moved to her closet and opened the door. “Why do you have a crib in here?”

      She sucked in a long breath, unable to function with all her emotional barriers so battered. “Get out!”
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      Sterling waited until she woke up a few hours later. It was pathetic, really, how long he’d been sitting here just watching her. Wondering about her. The foster care. Her dead husband. The crib in the closet. Had she been pregnant? Is that what this surgery was about?

      When she opened her eyes, she didn’t look as ticked as she had when he’d left the room last time.

      “I’m not a stalker or anything, okay?” He assured her, handing her a glass of water and some pills.

      It was the first time he’d seen her actually smile since the night she’d teased him at the party. “I don’t know. I can see why you’d stalk me.” She grunted. “I do look amazing, I probably drool when I sleep on pain meds, and I’m sure you love the conversation.” She rolled her eyes.

      There was an edge to her voice when she said the last part.

      Sterling’s heartstrings tugged. He loved the way she used her sarcasm to be brave. Sterling blinked and cleared his throat. “You do look good drooling.”

      Giving him a sharp look she rolled her eyes. “Shut it.”

      Handing her a piece of bread, he laughed. “Here, eat this.”

      She took a bite and then another sip of water. “Why are you watching me like that?”

      “I wasn’t watching like that. I was just … watching.”

      “What were you thinking?”

      He was caught. “You’re on pain meds. You’re imagining things. I don’t think. Just ask my agent.”

      Sayla grinned again.

      He loved her smile. This one actually reached her eyes. “Hold on. Let me text Henry. He’s been badgering me for the past two hours. I told him you were fine.” He whipped out his phone and began typing.

      “You’ve been watching me.” She mimicked his voice.

      He looked up and smiled. “Exactly.” He finished typing and shut his phone.

      “How’s Henry doing?” she asked.

      “Fine. He’s at work.” Sterling shook his head. “Driving me crazy. I thought the older generation didn’t like to text? He’s been texting me every five minutes.”

      She let out a light laugh. “So spill it.”

      “What?”

      “Whatever it is you want to tell me. Why you’ve been watching the drool.”

      He found he didn’t mind telling her. “It’s inspiring to hear about your husband. How he loved you and you loved him.”

      She blinked and cleared her throat. “I’m not a movie script, okay?”

      He took the water glass from her. “I didn’t say you were. I just … okay, I’ll admit it. At first, I was attracted to you because you were beautiful, but now you’re so much more.”

      She lifted her eyebrows. “And you’re wondering about the crib?”

      He didn’t know what to say. “It’s fine. You don’t need to explain anything to me.”

      “I used to take in children from third world countries who needed heart surgeries.”

      He sized her up. She was completely serious. Sterling spent most of his time surrounded by people putting on acts, and he knew that Sayla wasn’t fabricating a story for him. This was not what he’d been expecting. “Excuse me?”

      “I used to take in babies who needed a surgery. Their families can’t afford to come with them. Denver Primary Children’s Hospital provides these vital surgeries, but they need host parents for three weeks after surgery before the babies can travel home.”

      He was completely floored. He’d never even heard of this before. “Wow, that’s really nice of you.”

      She shook her head. “No. It was a privilege. My privilege. After I left Denver … I don’t know why I kept the crib.”

      Her eyes turned down, and he didn’t want to press her. She turned to him. “Hey, I read about how you and your billionaire friends donate to causes. It would actually be a great organization for you and your friends to donate to.”

      Her brashness wasn’t necessarily a surprise, but he still felt taken off guard.

      The space between them grew uncomfortableand Sayla settled back into her pillow, closing her eyes.

      “How’s your pain?”

      It was odd to him how much he’d worried over her in the past almost twenty-four hours. How he’d stayed by her bedside. How he was still worrying about her. Usually, when someone was sick, it was normal to worry about them. When they were okay, you moved on, but it felt like he kept getting more and more sucked into her life. It was not like him.

      She turned to him. “I should be fine. You probably need to go.”

      “I wanted to help, and I’m staying until you really don’t need me anymore.” Cocking an eyebrow, he stood and took a cracker from the tray he’d brought in. “Can I get you some more soup?” He held the cracker out, and she took it.

      Gingerly she took a bite. “That would be great.”

      Five minutes later, he was back with microwave-heated broth.

      She took the cup of broth and gently sipped. “Hmm.”

      Neither of them spoke, only stared at each other. It was like another challenge to see who would win. Finally, she shook her head and looked away, picking up the orange juice and sipping. “Thank you.”

      He could tell saying those two words didn’t come easily for her, so he didn’t respond.

      “What’s your sad story?” she asked.

      It didn’t surprise him she asked, but the way she did it made him smile. He shrugged. “You’ve read Wikipedia. You tell me.”

      Leveling him with her eyes, her brows knit together. “I read the story about your mother. It didn’t say much, just that you took time off from your career before she passed.” She said the words quietly.

      The emotion bubble in his chest threw him off balance again. He blinked and tried to calm himself. “So?”

      Giving him a sad look, she shrugged. “I’m sorry about your mother. You said you hate your father, so I guess neither of us really have parents anymore.”

      More emotion pummeled him. He blinked, wondering how she truly could get through all his masks. So he did something he never did. He talked about his mother. “When I took six months off and flew home and stayed with her, I … my agent thought I was crazy. He understood, but he didn’t understand, you know?” It was beyond him why he was talking about this. He never talked about this. “One of the arguments he made was that my dad and brother were there. She had the best medical care. But …” He trailed off. He hated the emotion pooling in the bottom of his throat and threatening to choke him. “I knew they weren’t really there. Sure, they’d come in after work for five minutes and kiss her on the head and pat her on the hand, but they weren’t there for her. She … she knew me. She saw me. She’d always seen me. She was the only one, really, who did. When I was growing up, the reason I started acting was because I had problems socializing at school. She would read to me at night, and she’d tell me how I could pretend to be anybody. I went to a competitive boarding school she hated, but my father insisted on it. In the stories, she’d show me how each character would overcome their problems, and she would help me figure out different situations I was struggling with.” He spread his hands. “I remember her saying to me at the end she didn’t know if she had helped me deal with life by escaping into a character. She told me she liked me, the little boy who didn’t know all the answers and couldn’t quite fit in.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, feeling like his soul was getting wrenched out of him. “When you knew I was pretending the other night, I felt like I was that little boy again. Except this time … you actually liked me.”

      Sayla didn’t say anything.

      “Dang, I sound like a girl.” He wiped his eyes.

      She let out a light laugh. “No, you sound like a normal person. A person dealing with crap.”

      “I liked not having to pretend with you.” He sighed, raking his hand through his hair. “I know you might think I’m ridiculous, and maybe I am. Also, the kiss helped too. I’m not going to lie.”

      She blushed. Actually blushed, through the paleness on her cheeks.

      He grinned, encouraged by her reaction. “I think you’re the first woman that’s met the normal me in a long time. Maybe ever. Besides my mother.”

      Blinking, she picked up her orange juice again. It trembled in her hand. “Man, I thought I had issues.”

      Sterling laughed at her brashness.

      “You clearly have Oedipal ones.”

      He laughed harder, loving she was sarcastic and smart. He looked at the door.

      Then back at her.

      There they were. Just them.

      Two broken people who saw the brokenness, but didn’t mind.

      He liked it.

      He cleared his throat. “So I saw all the pictures of Rome.”

      Her eyes sobered.

      “When are you going?”

      “Soon.”

      “How soon?”

      “As soon as I can.”

      He nodded asked, “Want company?” He was surprised he kind of meant it. “I haven’t heard about the directing gig with Harold, and I’m in between movies. I could go.”

      Her grin widened. Then she frowned and turned away.

      “Are you okay?” he asked worried.

      Sayla nodded, but he saw tears in her eyes.

      Relieved, but sort of shaky himself, he stood. “Are you done?”

      Nodding, she held out the cup. “Yes.”

      He took it and stood, nearly tripping on the rocking chair leg.

      He heard her laugh.

      Pausing by the door, he smiled at her. “Oh, you think that’s funny?”

      Her eyes glistened. “Yeah, it’s nice to see you not so debonair-like.”

      He grinned back and then turned for the kitchen. Gosh, had he really just done that? Said that? Been that vulnerable in front of someone?

      What in the world was wrong with him?

      Putting the tray down, he saw his reflection in the kitchen window above the sink. He looked rough and rumpled. He needed a change of clothes and a shower, but he couldn’t think about that. He quickly washed the cup. Then he got a pain pill and took it back to her.

      “I’m not telling you that you have to take this, but if you want to feel better, I brought your goodie.”

      Sayla frowned but took the pill and the water glass he handed to her. “If you put it that way.” She swallowed it down. “I hate to take it, but the pain is bad. I think when I fell, it put me back a bit.”

      Sterling reached for her glass and sat next to her. “Should we go see the doctor?”

      “No.” She waved a hand. “I’m okay. Poor Henry, I should have ordered Henry to get the hospital worker and not protected his ego.”

      Sterling laughed, but he worried about her.

      “Tell me about your brother.” She prompted.

      Another question he didn’t want to answer. “Why?”

      “You said at the party your brother worked for your dad.”

      Oddly enough, he realized he didn’t mind talking to her about this. “My brother is the typical Harvard snob. Got a law degree and went to work for my dad. Both of them are arrogant jerks.”

      “I’m sorry.” She looked sincere, and sincerity was the least common trait he encountered in Hollywood.

      “Thank you.”

      “So how is your father’s heart condition?”

      Another question that caught him off guard. “I don’t know. He must be fine, or it’d be all over the press.”

      Sayla closed her eyes with a small wince and said, “I always wondered what it would be like to have a sibling. I had this fantasy that we’d be close. I guess you never know.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      She kept her eyes closed. He could see her head slip to the side before she jerked it back up.

      “You can go to sleep. Relax.”

      For a second, she opened her eyes. A soft smile played on her lips. “It’s kind of funny.”

      “What?”

      “You and me. You, famous. Me, nobody. You, a family you’re avoiding. Me, wishing I had a family.”

      How alone she was hit him hard in the center of his chest.

      “You should check on him,” she said in a slurred voice.

      “What?”

      “Your father. You should check on him.” Her head slumped all the way to the side, signaling she was asleep.

      Moving quietly, he went to the window and pulled down the shades. Next, he gently removed the pillow from behind her. He lay her head down carefully and pulled the blankets back over her.

      “One day you’ll have your family, Sayla Jones.” He couldn’t help picturing her in a wedding dress.

      He shook his head. That was getting way too ahead of himself.

      Looking down at her, he worried about the bandages and changing them and what she needed. He wasn’t exactly sure what to do about that part. He decided to find Henry and see what he thought.

      Gently shutting her bedroom door, he took the key that had been under the frog and left the house, locking the door behind him.

      Putting his sunglasses on, he took off jogging down the hill to the marina. It was nine o’clock in the morning, and there was no one else in the shop. Henry sat by the cash register, a newspaper in his hand and his foot propped on an old stool.

      When Sterling came in, Henry put the paper down and scowled. “You had orders to be watching Sayla.”

      “I have been.” Sterling went right to the counter and sized Henry up. “Did you sleep last night?”

      His lip turned down. “Is that your way of saying I look like crap?”

      Sterling nodded. “Pretty much.” He couldn’t help but grin at the blatant contempt from the sergeant.

      Henry took off his fishing hat and rubbed his head. “The doctor said she should sleep for a good seventy-two hours. But pain meds—”

      “Every four to six hours.” Sterling filled in. “I read the bottle. I also read the medical notes about the procedure.”

      Henry held his gaze, not looking pleased. “She won’t like that. She’s private.”

      Sterling stuck his hands into his pockets. “I gathered that. But I’m not here about that. I’m here to ask you when her bandages need to be changed.”

      The old man’s face soured. “Probably tonight or tomorrow. They need to be checked too. There are three incisions. I’ll come up to the house about five.”

      “You’ll walk?” Sterling found the fact Henry walked down to the marina annoying. He wanted to help him, but he knew the man wouldn’t take any help.

      “You think they had golf carts in Iraq during my first tour?”

      Sterling wanted to bust out laughing at how typical Henry’s character was. Hard-boiled old sergeant that would accept nothing but the best effort from himself.

      He was too smart to laugh or even smile. He nodded to the door. “No, sir.”

      “That’s right. No, sir, they didn’t. I walked or ran ten to fifteen miles a day in the desert. I think I can handle a little hill.”

      “Okay.” Sterling put his hands up. Look, I can bring you your truck, sir.”

      Henry glared at him. “You need the truck in case something happens and you have to take Sayla somewhere. In fact, why did you leave her side?”

      Flustered, Sterling rolled his eyes. “Look, I wanted to check on you.”

      “I’m fine. Get your keister back to her.”

      “So you want me to help her now?”

      Henry glared at him.

      Sterling walked away, shaking his head. “I’m just sayin’.”

      “Don’t sass me, boy.”

      A light chuckle came out of Sterling as he pushed the door open. He actually liked the old man.
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      When Sayla woke, the only way she knew it was later in the day was because the sun had dimmed. The thing that startled her most was the wonderful Cajun smell wafting in the air. Her stomach rumbled, and she realized she felt famished. A glass of water sat on the bedside table. When she took a sip, it tasted fresh.

      She put it down, hating the fact she still ached everywhere. The doctor had told her she would be sore for a couple of days, but she had never anticipated this kind of soreness.

      Carefully and slowly, she pushed back the covers and pulled her feet to the side of the bed. Engaging her stomach muscles made her want to cry, but she had to go to the bathroom again.

      Sterling was here somewhere, but she didn’t want him to have to help her like some invalid. Just as she stood, he was there in the doorway staring at her.

      He rushed to her side. “Why didn’t you call out or something?” He put her arm over his shoulders and began helping her.

      It did help, tremendously.

      “I …” Words failed her.

      When they got to the hall, she realized he was playing her Neil Diamond record as America began.

      He grinned. “I like your music.”

      The nearness of him, coupled with the perfect facial hair and the light spicy scent of faded cologne intimidated her. She remembered his confession about his mother earlier and felt even shakier. “When did you shower?” She blurted out.

      He grinned. “I had my assistant bring some clothes, and I used your shower.” He pointed in the air at her. “Found your Parisian scent too.” His eyes gleamed in amusement.

      She sputtered as he finished getting her into the bathroom. “Yes, Parisian.” She overly enunciated, finding that the pain didn’t seem as bad when he was near her.

      He turned to go.

      She couldn’t help but ask. “Why did you kiss me?”

      “What?” He turned back.

      “You heard me.” It was a ridiculous conversation to have in the bathroom, but it’d been on her mind.

      A grin flashed onto his face. “Because I like you.”

      His words hit her, and something over and beyond the pain of losing her husband pushed through. “I don’t believe you.”

      Vulnerability; it was the only truth.

      Resting a hand on the bathroom counter, he stared at her. “Why not?”

      “Because you can have your pick of women.” She hated herself for doing it, but she pressed on. “I saw the gorgeous women at the party. Any of them would welcome a kiss from you.”

      Shaking his head, he turned to leave. “Not the right kind of women.” He shut the door behind him.

      Still shaky, she went to the bathroom. She felt sorer than she had the last time she’d been awake. It worried her. It didn’t suit her to feel so helpless.

      As she washed her hands, she heard the screen door open and Henry’s voice. She was relieved he was here.

      Staring in the mirror, she rubbed her face with a washcloth. Then she took a brush. She finally felt like she had the energy to brush out the mess, re-doing the ponytail at the nape of her neck. It didn’t look the best, but it was an improvement. She moved into the living room, wishing she could look better than she did with Sterling there.

      Henry was seated at the kitchen table and started to stand when she entered the room. “Well, you’re a sight for sore eyes.”

      She knew she looked a sight, but she appreciated the sincere relief she saw in his eyes. The grumpy old guy had been a true friend to her. Many times they would go out on a short hike together after dinner. She would snap pictures, and he would fish. They didn’t talk much. But he knew more about her than anyone else around here. It was strange to her that his silence actually made her chattier.

      “Hey.” She smiled, stopping and looking at Sterling in the kitchen. He was scooping something that looked like a mixture of vegetables and some type of meat into bowls.

      Sterling grinned. “I’m just getting dinner done. I made the Cajun less spicy in case it was hard with your medication.” He nodded to the table. “Take a seat and join us.”

      Even though she was sore, sitting at the kitchen table appealed to her immensely. Yes, independence. She went to the chair and slowly sat.

      Sterling put the bowls on the table along with rolls and salad.

      It added another layer of strangeness he had prepared dinner. She frowned.

      “What?” Sterling stopped when he caught her gaze.

      She didn’t speak.

      Henry glanced at him and picked up his spoon. “Shoot, she’s wondering why pretty boy isn’t working on some movie set and having his personal chef juice up a wheat grass frappe-mocha for his dinner. I’m wondering the same thing.”

      Sterling turned to Sayla, who hadn’t picked up her spoon. “Does the food look okay?”

      She nodded. “It looks amazing. Thank you.”

      Sterling nodded. “Should we say grace?”

      Henry put down his spoon and took off his hat.

      She stared at Sterling for a second then frowned. “If you want to, go ahead.”
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      Sterling didn’t know what to do.

      Henry saved the moment, simply bowing his head and saying, “Thank you, Lord, for this food and for Sayla’s recovery. And for this great nation. Amen.”

      “Amen.” Sterling said, but he noticed Sayla didn’t say anything.

      They all ate in silence for a few minutes, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. The record ended, and Sterling immediately got up and put on a new slow jazz record.

      Sayla didn’t meet his eyes, only looked intently on her food.

      He noticed she’d brushed her hair. It looked better. It made him happy her eyes were clear and her color had gone from pale to a lightly flushed.

      His phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket and ignored it after a quick glance. His brother was getting very annoying and very crude in his insistence Sterling come home.

      “You can answer it,” Sayla said quietly.

      “It’s fine.” He frowned.

      “Who is it?” she asked in the same quiet voice.

      Startled by the fact she would even ask, he gave her the truth. “My brother.”

      Their eyes stayed connected.

      “Is everything okay?”

      Even though he was part of her very personal life at the moment, he didn’t really want her to be part of his. He pushed his phone back. “It’s fine.”

      Hesitating for a beat, Sayla turned to Henry. “Did the Milgrom group go out today?”

      Henry grunted and shoveled in another bite.

      Sayla nodded.

      Henry spoke with his mouth full. “They almost sank the durn boat too. Brought those five boys, and they rocked it so much it caused a small hole where I patched it last spring."

      Even though he sounded upset, Sterling could tell he wasn’t really angry.

      Henry snorted and laughed. “Those hellions had the gall to ask me when I would be taking them out fishing.”

      “And?” Sayla waited, holding her fork mid-bite and staring at Henry.

      Henry blushed. “I told ’em to come round next week and I’d take em out to find the biggest snapper they’d ever seen.” Another big grin. He gestured to her with his fork. “I told them the story of Wallaby Cane and the diamond mine under Old Fork’s Canyon.”

      Sayla smiled and took another bite. “You know they’re going to look for gold tonight.”

      Henry chortled

      Sterling found it interesting they were so relaxed and easy together. So different, yet so much like family.

      Henry suddenly seemed to realize they were having an actual conversation in front of him. He swerved a scowl in Sterling’s direction and took another bite.

      “It’s delicious,” Sayla said, turning to him.

      Other than the occasional simple snack for the Junto boys, Sterling never really cooked for anyone. The praise from Sayla was unexpectedly rewarding.

      “Thank you.”

      After dinner, Henry spoke alone with Sayla for a minute while Sterling started the dishes.

      “Okay,” said Henry. “I guess you can take care of her one more night. But don’t think I won’t be keeping an eye on the place. The scope on my thirty-thirty will let me see you oh so clearly.”

      “Stop it, Henry,” said Sayla.

      Henry patted her shoulder and let himself out. Sterling helped Sayla back into her bed.

      She looked frustrated. “Can you get me a wet cloth and a brush?”

      “Of course.” He went to the bathroom and came back with the items she requested. His phone buzzed. After he handed her the items, he checked it.

      ‘Good news. Call me.’

      “Your brother?” she asked as she patted down her face with the wet cloth then ran it behind her neck.

      Abruptly, he was enthralled in what she was doing, and the urge to reach out and kiss her assaulted him. “My agent.” He replied as he put the phone back into his pocket.

      “Why don’t you seem happy?” She handed him the rag.

      “I’m fine.” He watched her wrestle with her hair. Before he knew what he was doing, he took the brush and began brushing her hair from the ends up.

      “How …” Her voice trailed off. “Thank you.”

      Gingerly, he tugged out her hair tie and then gently lifted her head and pulled her hair to the side.

      “Don’t tell me you played a hairdresser in a movie I missed?”

      He laughed. “Ah, no. Haven’t played that character yet.”

      She let out a soft laugh too.

      He shrugged. “As you’ve pointed out, I’ve dated a lot of women.”

      “Oh.” He felt her tense.

      Curious, he asked, “Did you date much before Rob?”

      She sighed, and he felt her relax again. “I dated once or twice in high school, but my early experiences in foster care made me resistant to the affections of men.”

      His mind went to the potential horrors of foster care.

      “I wasn’t abused, but I saw it when I was younger. I kind of became closed off. I didn’t want that kind of attention. Rob … well, it took me a long time to even date him. Even then we waited to, you know, until we got married. It was important to both of us.”

      He found this intriguing, and he appreciated it. “That’s cool.”

      She closed her eyes. “I can’t believe I’m telling my intimate secrets to Sterling Pennington, movie star, billionaire, the guy women across the country would give their eyeteeth to have brush their hair.”

      Not feeling at all like that was a compliment from her, he let it roll off of him. “I’m just a man.”

      “Yeah, a man who probably has a disturbingly large collection of eyeteeth back at home.”

      “You’re comparing women to eyeteeth, and I’m the disturbing one?” he asked, gathering her hair in a ponytail at the nape of her neck. “There, you’re done.” He kept the brush.

      Leaning back, she asked, “Why am I taking so long to recover? I shouldn’t be taking this long.”

      Sitting on the chair next to her, he softly put his hand on her forearm. “Sayla, you fell. I think the fall, compounded with the surgery, put your body under more stress. Sometimes recovery takes longer.”

      The side of her lip went up, and he could tell the pain meds were kicking in. “Tell me all about it, Doctor Pennington.”

      He grinned. He loved how she teased him. “Hey, I’m not a doctor, but you’re right. I did play one on T.V. once.”

      She let out a laugh. “What did your agent have to say? I saw you texting in the kitchen.”

      Not wanting to tell her, but knowing he had to, he said, “Harold wants me to fly to Alaska the day after tomorrow and stay for a few days. He wants to see what I can do behind the camera, see if I can cut it as a director.”

      “Nice,” she said enthusiastically.

      “I don’t think I should leave you.”

      Giving him a look, she frowned. “I’m fine. Thank you, but you don’t owe me anything.”

      It was hard to explain how he knew he didn’t owe her but that he wanted to be here.

      “We’ll see.” He noticed she was drifting off to sleep.

      The next morning, Sterling couldn’t wait for her to wake up. He’d called his assistant the night before and asked her to pick up a few things and bring them over to the house this morning.

      He’d also hooked up the television in her living room.

      Today he wasn’t just sitting in her room staring at her. He knew that made her feel uncomfortable.

      He had done one hundred push ups, sit-ups. Some up-downs. As quietly as possible.

      It was stupid, but he hadn’t decided on whether to go to Alaska or not. It didn’t feel right to leave Sayla.

      Or maybe he just didn’t want to.

      When he heard the shift in the floor in Sayla’s room, he held himself back from rushing to her aid.

      When she opened the door and stopped and smiled at him, his heart melted.

      “Morning, sunshine.” He quipped.

      A smile played on her lips, and he noticed she was walking slightly better today.

      “Morning.” She responded as she went into the bathroom.

      “You need help?”

      “Go away.”

      It made him smile to hear her frankness. He went to the bathroom door and knocked. “I think we need to change those bandages today, and I know you need help.”

      “You’re not helping me.” She called out.

      “Sayla …”

      “No.” Her voice was firm.

      “The doctor’s notes say you need help.”

      For a second she didn’t answer, then the door flew open, and she peeked her head out. “I am fine. It is fine if I shower, if I am careful not to get them wet. I have a trash bag. I will be careful. Go away.” She shut the door.

      He shook his head at her stubbornness. “You need to change the bandages.”

      “Not today.”

      Rolling his eyes, he went back to the kitchen and started her breakfast. Idiotic, stubborn, prideful. That’s what she was being. He could help her change them. He frowned and tried to think of who she would let help her.

      Thirty minutes later, he sat on the porch. He heard her open the bathroom door and then close the bedroom door.

      Relief washed over him. She was getting better.

      Then worry set in. Maybe after she was better, she wouldn’t want to hang out with him.

      If she had a choice.

      Standing, he went back into the living room and queued up the movie before going to the kitchen and starting some eggs and toast for her.

      When she came out, he could hear her pause in the living room. “What’s this?” She asked as she walked into the kitchen with a look of wonder on her face.

      Unable to contain his joy, he grinned back, noticing her wet hair and her radiant face. “You’re looking better.” He turned back to her eggs.

      “Sterling.” She pressed.

      He winked at her. “Well, you said I wouldn’t know anything about directing until I watched it.”

      A wide smile filled her face. She shook her head. “Man, if I could just sell the story of Sterling Pennington, softie, to the press.”

      He laughed.

      She blinked, and emotion hit him in the center of his chest. He was happy. Happier than he’d been in a long time. He finished her breakfast and gestured to the living room. “C’mon, it’s all ready.”

      Shaking her head, she followed him.

      He put her food on a chair next to the couch and helped her sit.

      Then he started the movie, sitting right next to her.

      Glancing at him, she smiled. “Don’t even think about putting the moves on me.”

      He laughed and put his arm on the couch behind her. “If you didn’t notice, Miss Jones, I’m in full move mode.” He held up a finger. “We are going to change those bandages soon.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re not coming anywhere near those bandages.”

      Their eyes met, and he could feel the intensity of their feelings heighten. He couldn’t help but smile at her stubborn will.

      The dialogue started, and he turned to see a redheaded, freckle-faced girl. “Oh, I can see why you liked this. It has a cute redhead, just like you.”

      She took a bite of toast. “Okay, you’re laying it on thick, Mr. Pennington.”

      Resisting the urge to turn and watch her, he tried to watch the movie. All he really wanted to do was watch her.

      Man, maybe he was a stalker.
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* * *

      After dinner, Henry and Sterling and Sayla were all sitting at the table, enjoying the homemade rigatoni Sterling had made.

      Sayla couldn’t help the fact she loved the way this movie star man looked at her. And hopped up every second to do things for her.

      She hadn’t felt so cared about since Rob.

      She shook her head and looked at her food, not liking those feelings.

      A truck pulled up to the house.

      “Who’s here?” Sayla asked.

      He stood and went to open the door. “A friend who will help you change out those bandages.”

      A beautiful redhead, with long curls flowing down her shoulders and bright blue eyes walked in. She was wearing yoga clothes and exercise shoes.

      Hunter James trailed after her.

      She hugged Sterling and then spotted Sayla over Sterling’s shoulder. Moving around him, she held her ground and planted her hands on her hips. “So this is the woman who slapped you?”

      Sayla’s heart picked up speed as she judged the highly amused look on the woman’s face. It was as if Sayla had suddenly met someone she knew was a friend but she’d never known before. Someone who was meant to be friends with her.

      She smiled.

      Henry glanced back and forth between them another deep scowl on his face. “What in tarnation is she talking about?”

      Sayla lifted a hand to Henry to silence him. “Nothing.”

      Summer gingerly moved toward her and stuck out her hand. “Summer James. I’m Hunter’s wife, but don’t hold that against me.” She looked Sayla up and down. “I see you’re in a fix and need some help?”

      Normally, Sayla would have stubbornly refused any help, especially with something so intimate as changing the bandages on the lower part of her stomach. But Summer immediately put her at ease.

      Sayla gave Sterling a stern look. “You heard that, huh?”

      “I knew you wouldn’t let me help, but Summer’s good with people. She puts up with Hunter who’s only good with horses, and only half as good as he thinks he is.”

      Hunter grunted and cocked an eyebrow at Sterling. “I put up with you. I let you sell her art even though you won’t sell it to me.”

      Sterling’s face lit with a smile. “True.”

      Summer put an arm around Sayla. “Here, let’s get you checked out.” She gestured to Sterling. “I brought some medical supplies in a bag in the back seat of the truck. Would you be a dear and get them?”

      Sterling jumped to help.

      Summer looked at Henry. “What happened to you?”

      Henry gave her an annoyed look and shook his head. “I’m fine.”

      Summer flashed a grin, and Sayla knew she liked him. “Ah, he’s that type.”

      She winked at Sayla.

      Sayla got to her feet and took Summer’s hand as they went to the bathroom. She couldn’t help but giggle at the way Summer seemed to manage the people around her. “Yep. Henry is that type.”

      Summer smelled fresh like strawberries. “You smell good.” Part of her knew that her pain meds were talking, letting her be free of inhibitions.

      Summer nodded and led her into the bathroom. “Let’s get the bandages changed and then get you cleaned up.” She tsked her tongue. “You poor thing, you’ve been through a lot.”

      Normally, Sayla would resent that kind of talk, but it was okay coming from Summer.

      Sterling delivered the bag of medical supplies. For the next half hour, Summer helped her change the bandages. From what Sayla could see in the mirror, the wounds seemed to be healing nicely. Summer helped her wash her hair in the sink and sponge down with a wet cloth. She yelled for Sterling to bring some clothes and magically underwear and pajamas appeared.

      Sayla rolled her eyes. “I don’t think I can get used to him being here.”

      As Summer helped her get her pajamas over her head, she paused and wiped a tear away where it had slipped out.

      Sayla found herself really caring about Summer.

      “I’m sorry. I’m here to help you, but I just found out I’m pregnant, and I’m feeling so bad for you. Are you going to be okay?”

      A pang of jealousy entered her heart, but compassion overshadowed it. Gently, she put her hand on Summer’s shoulder. “I’ll be fine.” She pulled her in for a hug. “Congratulations.”
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* * *

      The next morning Sayla woke and saw the clock next to her bed said half past ten. She groaned. The ache was a bit less, but the stabbing pain in her lower stomach was still there. A glass of water and a pain pill sat in the accustomed spot next to the bed with a piece of bread and a note that told her Sterling was at the marina and to call him. She also saw a cell phone next to the bed.

      She was still mystified as to how Sterling Pennington had become her nanny, but everything felt different. The surgery had been much harder than she’d expected. She hadn’t anticipated needing so much help.

      She really was grateful Sterling had helped and had asked Summer to come last night. Summer had promised she would come again for the next few nights to help her change the bandages.

      Pulling off her sheets, she noticed she did feel a bit stronger. She broke the pain pill in half and downed the smaller dose. Then she went to the bathroom and cleaned herself up as best as she could.

      Although she was swollen, she didn’t want to spend the whole day in her pajamas in a haze. She went back to her room and changed into some shorts and a t-shirt and slipped into some flip-flops. She wouldn’t call him. She would walk to the marina.

      Even though she felt slightly out of breath after walking to the kitchen, she got a piece of bread and drank some orange juice, knowing she would need the energy.

      Searching the kitchen, she noticed how clean it was. She also noticed how stocked the fridge was. Thinking about the meal the previous evening, she found herself surprised that he was such a good cook.

      There were so many things that surprised her about Sterling Pennington.

      Most surprising was his compassion. His sacrifice.

      To be honest, it annoyed her too. She closed her eyes and held to the counter for a beat. He’d explained how no one had been there for his mother except him. But why did he care for her?

      The pain medication began kicking in and she relaxed and moved to the front door. She pushed through it, shut the door, then gingerly held the handrail she’d never really noticed before, and took the steps down to the dirt driveway. Walking to the marina every day had never seemed like a big deal. In fact, many times she would walk or ride her bike into Jackson Hole if she needed a few things. Henry let her borrow his truck if the weather was bad or if she needed to pick up more than just a few things.

      She’d come to rely on walking. Lots of it. Luckily, she liked it. Jackson was perfect for hikers and bikers.

      Now, as she stared at the road that winded down to the marina, she cringed, but she pushed on.

      It usually took her maybe ten minutes to get to the marina. This time, it took her more than twenty, maybe even thirty, to reach the wind chime on the porch of the marina.

      Sayla pulled the screen door open, rattling the wind chime, then pushed her way in. Unfortunately, she was clammy and worn out.

      Sterling jumped from the stool behind the old-fashioned cash machine and bolted for her, concern on his face. “What the …?” He got to her and braced her, pulling her into him.

      Fortunately, there were no customers. “Let me go.”

      Putting his hand on her forehead, he narrowed his eyes. “You feel hot.”

      “I’m fine.” Just as she said it, she felt woozy and could feel herself falling.

      Sterling wasn’t having any of that. In one whoosh, she was in his arms, and he was powerfully moving out of the marina, locking the door and shutting off the lights. “C’mon, we’ll get you back to bed. I am not happy you walked here.” The side of his jaw flexed, and she could feel his body tense.

      “I’m sorry.” She didn’t have the strength to fight him.

      The next thing she knew he was opening the truck and putting her inside. “I guess I can’t let you out of my sight.” He ran around to the other side and got in, quickly starting the truck.

      She flashed to the other day when he’d taken her home from the hospital. In no time, they were back at her place. When she tried to open the door to get out, he was there pulling her back into his arms.

      She couldn’t help how silly she felt. Yet as she leaned into him, she grinned. She was already used to his spicy sweet cologne and the feel of his hard chest muscles against her head. “Are you my Prince Charming?”

      “Do you want me to be?”

      Gently, she touched the light facial hair on his face, feeling like she was apart from her body, like she was watching what she was doing and had no control. “Maybe.”

      For a second he stopped and looked at her lips. “I’d kiss you if you weren’t in a pain medicated haze.”

      A kiss. The thought was delightful. “Do it.”

      Shaking his head, he continued to the door, opening it and letting out a laugh. “You know you’re going to be mad at yourself when you wake up later.” He got to her bedroom and put her in bed, pulling off her flip-flops. “There you go.”

      She whispered, “I like these pills.” Her head was fuzzy. “I did like kissing you.”

      Gently, he put a hand on her forehead. “You have a fever.” He opened a pill bottle and handed one to her. “Take this.”

      “No.” As she said the word, a sudden chill shook her.

      Sterling propped her up with his hand. “Come on, sweetheart. Take it and get some rest. Another day and you’ll feel better.” The pill was at her lips.

      Sayla let him put the pill in her mouth and swallowed the water. She reached for his hand, needing it. Needing to feel the certainty of it. “Will you stay?”

      The chair scraped the floor, and she heard him sit, keeping his hand in hers. His other hand was on her forehead. “Shh, it’s okay. I won’t leave. Go to sleep.”

      Feeling desperate inside, she clutched his hand. Closing her eyes, she whispered, “I had a dream about you.”
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      Playing house wasn’t something Sterling had ever thought he’d do. Most of the time he was moving from house to house himself. He rarely handled the day-to-day cooking. If anyone had told him he’d be taking care of someone after his mother’s death, he would have laughed his butt off.

      But he liked being with Sayla. Liked her needing him.

      Watching Sayla sleep, he felt that same stirring in his chest. Of protection.

      The only time he’d felt it in his life was for his mother as he did what he could to protect her from his father’s outbursts. His father had never been physical, just emotionally abusive.

      Sterling pushed that out of his head and focused on Sayla. He couldn’t deny the attraction he felt for her. He grinned, thinking about her comment about how good she looked drooling. He thought he might see a bit of it on her lip right now.

      He would be lying if he said he hadn’t wanted to wake her and get the details of her dream.

      His phone buzzed, and he stood, pulling it from his pocket and moving out of her room.

      A missed call from Caleb.

      He’d been ignoring texts for him to call all day, but the guilty part of him ended up listening to the phone message. The message consisted of a few choice pieces of profanity with the underlying message telling Sterling to get to Alaska.

      “Fine,” he said loudly, walking into the other room so he wouldn’t wake Sayla.

      As if on cue, Summer rang as soon as he hung up his voicemail.

      “Hey.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Is Sayla doing okay?”

      “She’s fine.” All the old emotions of worry over his mother assaulted him. “I have to go to Alaska. Can you stay with her, Summer?”

      She hesitated. “What?”

      “I have to go to Alaska for work for two or three days.” He rationalized it couldn’t take more than two or three days.

      “Is everything okay?” Her voice was quiet.

      “Harold wants to try me out to direct a movie with him.”

      “I’ll be there at five-thirty.” She promised.

      “Thanks.” He hung up and focused. He would need to get to his Porsche and let Henry know what was going on.

      His cell phone buzzed. Annoyed, thinking it was Caleb, he pulled it out. But it was Hunter.

      “Hello.”

      “I’m coming to pick you up in ten minutes.”

      “Thanks.” Gratitude washed over him.

      He hung up and quickly gathered his things into a bag. Then he went to the counter and pulled out notepaper and a pen. Along with a fresh glass of water and a pain pill, he silently entered the room.

      Sayla was breathing quietly where she lay. He set the glass down, took the old one and arranged everything for her. He couldn’t resist putting a hand on her forehead. How had this woman come to mean so much to him in just a few short days?

      How had one date with a woman in a mask led to all this?

      It scared him that it felt so good to have his hand on her pale skin, to brush back her red hair. The kind of red that looked like it was out of a bottle, but he knew wasn’t. She was beautiful. Strong and determined. But fragile. He hated to admit that it’d been nice to have her be a bit fragile.

      “Bye, Sayla.”

      Without thinking, he leaned down and gently brushed his lips across her forehead.

      Her eyes fluttered, but didn’t open.

      “Rob.”

      The word didn’t surprise him, but he couldn’t deny he wished it were his name she called out.
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      Four days later, Sayla stared into the bathroom mirror at the cuts that were starting to look more like scars on the bottom of her stomach. Tomorrow she would go in and talk to the doctor again.

      It’d all been hazy the day he’d done the surgery, and she looked forward to getting some more answers. Henry hadn’t been that much help. Which was fine. Truth be told, it was so much easier talking to Summer about it.

      The past three nights she’d come to help change the bandages. Last night Sayla really hadn’t needed her, but she found her presence comforting.

      She’d listened to Summer’s story about her life in Jackson, leaving for ten years, her first husband who had passed of a heart attack. She’d found herself telling Summer about Rob. About his gentleness, about how she loved watching him coach football.

      It had been some kind of miracle because she realized Summer had become more than just a person coming to help her. She had become her friend. Had Sterling planned that? If he had just wanted someone to care for Sayla’s physical needs he could have hired a nurse. Shoot, he could have hired an entire medical team. How had he known her well enough to realize she could use a friend, especially when Sayla didn’t even realize it?

      Sayla pushed her shirt down and stared at her complexion. She’d told Henry to come over for dinner tonight and that she’d be fine without any help.

      So, she commanded herself, she had to be fine. Gingerly, she began braiding her hair to the side of her head, using a band to keep it together. It was easier to control when it was in a braid.

      For the millionth time she stared at herself and wondered why Sterling Pennington would be interested. It was something she and Summer hadn’t talked about.

      She didn’t know if Summer sensed her hesitation. When Sayla asked her how Sterling’s time with Harold was going, Summer was always glad to give a report.

      The previous night Summer had gestured to the cell phone next to her bed and told her to call Sterling.

      Sayla had refused, claiming she still hadn’t even turned the thing on.

      It’d just been easier, after leaving the world of the living, not to have a phone. She had her job at the marina. Her books. Her photography. Her dream of going to Rome.

      Her loss.

      It took up all she had.

      Moving to the kitchen, she quickly pulled two chicken breasts out of the freezer and put together a sauce with Italian dressing, cream cheese, spices, and soup into the Crock-Pot. She’d wait to make noodles until right before Henry came over.

      She loved the Crock-Pot. Since it made just about any meal simple, it often fed her and Henry.

      It was only three, and she wasn’t even exhausted yet. She found her strength coming back more everyday.

      Her hands itched for a camera. For a short session of taking pictures.

      She decided to go out and take a few shots of the lake. Carefully, she put on her socks and hiking boots

      As she walked out of the cabin and started up the trail, she took a deep breath and was grateful for her returning health. It had all been a blur. The surgery. Sterling, Summer, Henry actually asking about Sterling.

      Somehow, he’d become part of her life. A fixture in less than a week. Even after being gone for four days, she could almost sense him there. It felt perfectly right and perfectly weird.

      The worst part was that she dreamed about him. All the time. When she woke, she would long for the dream. She dreamed about the way his lip quirked into his half smile, about the way his muscle would flex on his bicep when he did random things.  There was the part of being with Sterling that was pure attraction.

      With every step along the trail, she felt stronger. She got up the first crest and decided to go easy. She paused to take a picture. The sun was still high, and there were lots of tourists on the lake. She didn’t like the tourist shots. She liked the lake shots. So, instead she focused on the sky. She widened the lens, then closed it a bit. It wasn’t the best camera, but she made it work.

      She thought of how solid Sterling felt when he carried her. Of the strength in his body. Maybe the worst part was that it was even more than his physical strength or his body. It was the way he felt solid to her emotionally.

      She thought about laughing with him as they watched Anne of Green Gables. About how he teased her about being his bosom friend.

      Then she chastised herself for thinking about him.

      What about Rob?

      Unexpectedly, jealousy spread into her. Millions of women around the world dreamed about Sterling Pennington.

      How stupid was she?

      He was a movie star. How many nights did desperate women watch his movies over and over and dream about him?

      Baaaa!

      She tried to focus on what she was doing.

      Point, plant, take the picture. She scoured her line of vision for anything that caught her eye.

      Suddenly, he was there.

      As if conjured from her thoughts.

      Standing at the bottom of the crest of the trail, Sterling was staring up at her. The way he looked at her took her breath away.

      The ocean blue of his eyes.

      The perfectness of his cut hair that fell over his almost beard.

      He hadn’t shaved the whole time he was taking care of her, and apparently that hadn’t changed

      “Hey.”

      “Hey,” she said breathlessly. Not from physical exertion, but from the way her heart rate spiked. “I guess you came back.” Nice one, Sayla. That sounded really intelligent.

      Sterling’s lips spread wide, and he hiked up the ridge between them, closing the distance, that stupid smile on his face. The one with a little bit of cocky in it. “I guess you noticed I was gone.”

      Putting out his hand, he offered her a purple gift bag. “I brought you something.”

      Staring at the bag, her heartbeat went up another notch. What could he be giving her? Jewelry? Not jewelry.

      He laughed. “Man, you’re a hard woman to give a present to.” He shoved the bag closer to her hand.

      Tentatively, she took it, quickly opening it.

      Nestled in the tissue paper was a glass frog.

      Grinning, she pulled it out.

      “I felt bad for breaking your other one.”

      It was insane how much she loved this gift.

      Glancing at her face, he smiled. “The look on your face is all the reward I need.”

      “Thank you.” She pulled the frog into her. It was a small thing, but it meant a lot to her he would get her a new one.

      She turned away and snapped a picture, pretending that his cologne had no effect on the butterflies in her stomach. Pretending she hadn’t dreamed about kissing him last night. Pretending this ever-increasing attraction she felt for him meant nothing.

      “You could have texted me back. Or called.”

      “I don’t have a phone.” Sayla kept a straight face as she bantered with him.

      “You didn’t notice the one I left on your nightstand?”

      “Oh, I notice everything.” She turned and looked straight at him. “I’m just very picky about what I pay attention to.”

      A light laugh came out of him, and he got closer to her, his eyes on her lips.

      “How’d Alaska go?” she asked, her heart hammering inside her chest.

      “He’s letting me co-direct in a few months.” He grinned, and his eyes lit up. “If you were less picky, you might have answered my call.”

      Sayla was pleased, but didn’t want to show it.

      “You’re biting your lip.”

      “So what.”

      Slowly, he traced her lips with his finger.

      Her heart rate spiked even more.

      His lips widened, and he pulled his finger back. “You shouldn’t bite your lip. It’s clearly your tell.”

      “My tell?” Man, she wanted him to kiss her. She felt like an addict who needed a fix.

      “I’m surprised Summer hasn’t given you poker player one-oh-one. I mean, with how much you’ve been hanging out with her. Hunter’s a pro. It’s how he won the land they live on.”

      “Really?” It was funny to her that he seemed nervous. Defiantly, she quit biting her lip, sticking out her chin to put on a strong front. “Okay, so what’s your tell?”

      He shrugged. “Good poker players never give up secrets.”

      Letting it go, but annoyed at how much she wanted to know, she opted to twirl her chain at her neck. The electricity between them could start a forest fire.

      The back of his hand pressed lightly on her cheek. “The funny thing about standing here with you is the past four days it’s been the only thing I could think of. You. You being okay. Me, being able to touch your face. Your lips.”

      She was sure he would do just that any second now. Butterflies on crack pounded in her gut, but she turned and looked into his eyes. “You know what happened the last time you kissed me.”

      He traced her face down her jaw line. His hand pushed into her hair. “You’re so beautiful, Sayla.”

      It hurt how much the words meant to her. “You’re wrecking my hair.”

      With a hand on her neck, he gently pulled her closer, staring into her eyes. “Maybe it needs to get wrecked. Maybe you need to be shaken up.”

      She wanted to scream that he made her feel things she couldn’t deal with. Instead, she quietly held her ground.

      He traced her face again, gently tracing her lips. He pulled his hand back and searched her eyes. “I’ll make you kiss me next time.”

      “What?”

      He took her hand. “I think you should ask me to kiss you.”

      Sayla wanted to slap him again to get back at him for teasing and because she did want to kiss him, but now he’d made it a thing. “Yeah, right.” She didn’t pull back her hand.

      Giving her hand a squeeze, he grinned. “I’ll wait.”

      “I dreamed about you.” She blurted out.

      He smiled. “Again?”

      Not trusting herself, she looked at the lake. “I hate you.”

      He laughed and pulled her closer, his hand encircling her waist. “Tell me about the dreams.”

      “No.”

      He laughed harder. “Please.”

      Loving that he wanted to know, she wanted to tease him. “They were all dumb. Just one of those pain-pill induced things. Since I’m weaning myself off the pills, I’m sure the dreams will stop, so don’t worry about it.”

      “Uh-huh, I’m sure.” He was face to face with her again. She could feel his breath on her lips.

      When she looked up at him, he wore a grin the size of the Grand Canyon. She couldn’t help it. She actually pushed his shoulder and laughed. “Stop it.”

      He took the push and laughed with her. “What?”

      “Smiling like that.”

      “Like what?”

      Not comfortable at all with this new thing between them, she let out a breath. “Like we’re sixteen and dating or something.”

      His face turned hopeful. “Are we dating?”

      “No.”

      He laughed and stroked a hand down her hair. “Yes, we are.”

      This was so ridiculous, fighting with Sterling about dating him. Every part of her wanted to kiss him.

      “Sayla.” His voice was a growl, and she felt how much he wanted her.

      “Sterling …”

      “You are driving me crazy, woman.”

      Flashing a grin, she held up her finger. “I just have to tell you one thing before I ask you to kiss me.”

      “What?” His grip tightened on her.

      “I read all twenty-one texts.” She giggled, feeling foolish and loving it.

      He cursed.

      She laughed harder.

      “Say it, woman!”

      “Fine! Kiss me, Mr. Pennington. Please.”
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      The explosion of the kiss erupted through him in tiny waves of joy. In breathlessness. Sterling knew it was ridiculous and very non actor-ish for him to feel like this. Like a teenage boy at the prom having his first kiss in front of the whole school, but he didn’t care.

      Finally, he had Sayla in his arms, surrounding him with that “scent of Paris.” She called it the cheap marina scent, but nothing he’d ever come across had ever smelled so good. It lightly clung to her. When he pulled back and stared into her gorgeous green eyes—eyes the green of the jungle leaves he’d seen while filming a movie in South America, he thought of how arresting the colors were. Almost magical. The jungle itself was like a magical entity.  He’d known if he walked into it without the local guides who packed machetes he’d surely be killed and eaten by gorillas. Her eyes were just as enchanting and a whole different kind of dangerous.

      His lips parted somewhat from hers as he cracked a grin.

      “What?”

      He could feel her breath on his lips. “Jungle green. That’s the color of your eyes.”

      Her smile widened. “I guess I’ll just have to take your word for it.” To his amazement, she pulled his head down, and their lips were together. Again.

      It was like he was surfing in Hawaii. He felt elated. He was floating. Riding the best wave. He gripped her tighter.

      She pulled back, laughter coming out of her lips.

      “What?” he asked, feeling happier than he could ever remember feeling.

      “I am Jane. Is that what I have to say since my eyes are jungle green?”

      He kept her close. “If you are Jane, then I am Tarzan. Do you want to hear my call?”

      Their lips went together, and there was no more teasing. All he wanted to do was be with this woman. Which astounded him.

      “Ouch.” Her hands went to her stomach.

      He immediately pulled his hands away from around her waist. “I’m so sorry.” He’d completely forgotten about her incisions. “Oh my gosh.” He took a step back and looked at her stomach. He wanted to lift her t-shirt and inspect it, but knew she’d never go for that.

      “It’s okay.” She put out her hand, but she looked rattled.

      “Really?”

      Her face paled. “I better lay down. I think I overdid it.”

      “Of course.” Sterling scooped her up and started down the trail.

      She smiled. “You love the whole Tarzan thing, don’t you?”

      He flashed her a grin, feeling like he could conquer the world at the moment. “Only if you’re my Jane.”

      Laying her head against his chest she laughed.

      Once again, like déjà vu, he was carrying her. Down the path, to the cabin, up the stairs, into her bedroom, and into her bed. “Have you taken a pain pill?”

      She nodded.

      He pulled off her hiking boots. “You rest. I’ll finish dinner.”

      She smiled. “Oh, nice of you to show up and finish it after it’s already done.”

      The banter put him at ease. He put one shoe down and went for the other shoe. All of a sudden, with her more conscious than the previous times they’d played this scene, the interaction felt intimate.

      “You’re one of the good ones, aren’t you?”

      Sterling pulled the covers over her and tried not to look surprised by the question. “What do you mean?”

      Sayla bit her lip again. “I thought you were just a shallow movie star, with no real problems.” Her face went even paler and she closed her eyes.

      Worried, he rested his hand on her forehead. “Are you okay, Sayla?”

      She opened her eyes. “You are one of the good guys, Sterling.”

      He couldn’t stop himself, loving the admission from earlier. “Well, obviously. You wouldn’t dream about me otherwise.”

      Her eyes flashed opened for a second, and the side of her lip tilted up. “I didn’t want to.”

      Satisfaction. Contentment. Complete happiness wove through him like the rays of sunshine across the light of his ranch first thing in the morning. “Well, I didn’t ever believe I’d meet a woman like you when I showed up to the masquerade ball, either.”
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* * *

      Two hours later, Henry showed up as Sterling poured the noodles into the strainer.

      Henry barely knocked before pushing the door open. He saw Sterling and frowned then pulled the screen door closed behind him. “Where’s Sayla?”

      Sterling glanced toward the bedroom. “She’s sleeping.”

      Henry grunted, hobbling to the couch and placing his crutches carefully on the table. He sat and propped his foot.

      There was a tentative peace between the two of them.

      Honestly, Sterling had to smile at the inordinate amount of grumpiness Henry displayed. Even after all the time Sterling had worked at the marina for him, learning the antiquated cash register and his weird inventory process, Henry hadn’t given an inch.

      Sterling let him be, listening to the record he’d put on. Chicago. An oldie but a goodie. He enjoyed the assortment of records in her collection. Maybe he wished a bit for some Bon Jovi, but he’d take old eighties music anytime.

      “So the Milgroms came in again today. Nearly sank my confounded boat again.”

      An olive branch, Sterling thought. The old man was trying to engage him in conversation. “How many boys again? Five?”

      Henry nodded. “The oldest one, he’s twelve. He wants me to let him work in the marina. Stock shelves, that kind of thing.”

      “A little young.” Sterling cut lettuce and chipped it up for the salad.

      Henry grunted. “I wouldn’t pay him officially. He wants me to mentor him with my fishing skills. He wants to be a guide for me in the summers, learn how to take groups out in the mountains.”

      “Hmm.” Sterling knew how to handle grumpy old men, but Henry was more authentic than his father. His father pretended niceties in public. Henry wasn’t the pretend type. It was so refreshing to spend time with real people. “Sure.”

      Henry grunted again. “Father left them a few years ago. The gal is doing it all on her own.” He shrugged. “She told me the boys look up to me.”

      Sterling knew this would be an egg-shell walking kind of thing. “Well, then it sounds like you should mentor him. Everybody needs help sometimes. Hey, this could be a new beginning for those kids and for you.”

      “I don’t need a new beginning.” Henry said supremely irritated.

      Sterling didn’t respond.

      “Hey.”

      Sterling put down the knife and moved around the corner to see Sayla leaning against the doorjamb, smiling at Henry.

      Her eyes connected with Sterling’s, and darn it all if his insides didn’t go gooey. Seriously, he was like a teenage girl in a Disney movie. It would make him sick if it didn’t make him so happy.

      “Do you need help?” He took a step toward her.

      “Nope.” Sayla pushed away from the doorjamb as if to prove it then took a step toward the bathroom. “Smells good. I’ll be right out.”

      Sterling watched her go and felt grateful she was doing well. And possessive. And like he should probably stop thinking about all the things he wanted to do with Sayla. Rome was one of the innocent things on the list he wanted to do if she let him.

      Henry gave him a stark look.

      “What?” Sterling turned back to the kitchen and grabbed a carrot and peeler.

      Henry stood, using his crutches to get around the table.  He glared at Sterling. “Just watch yourself, young man.”

      Sterling couldn’t stop grinning at the way Henry said it. He did feel like a teenager. “Don’t worry.”

      Sayla appeared. “Worry about what?” She walked gingerly to the table.

      Sterling put the tongs into the salad.

      Henry grunted at her. “At the way your boyfriend and you look at each other.”

      Neither of them said a word, but Sayla blushed.

      Sterling brought the salad to the table then the noodles and sauce.

      He and Sayla smiled at each other, and he felt like he could fly to the moon, climb a mountain, lift a building. Do anything for this woman.

      As Sterling sat, Henry said, “I got eyes people. I’m not that old. Stop ogling each other!”

      Sterling and Sayla both burst out laughing.
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      Sayla and Sterling sat on the porch. The moonlight was perfect, shining down on the lake, making it look like the moon was playing tag with the stars.

      Sterling scooted his chair closer to her and took her hand.

      When she met his eyes, he hesitated. “Is this okay?”

      Sayla didn’t understand how she knew it was okay. Actually it was more than okay. The rest of dinner had been light. Henry had been more chatty than normal, and Sayla wondered if he secretly did like Sterling. She nodded.

      “We can take this at any pace you want.”

      Feeling like a caged bird, she didn’t know what to do. “There’s no pace. We’re just friends.”

      “Oh.” He leaned forward and kissed her neck. “Neck kissing friends okay with you?”

      She giggled and tried to pull back, but he followed, pushing his lips to her neck again.

      She giggled again. “Fine, we’re more than friends.”

      Pulling back, he searched her face then leaned in for a kiss.

      She willingly kissed back, loving the way every part of her yearned for more. But after a minute, she pushed back. “How’s your father?”

      The light in his eyes seemed to dim. “It’s complicated.”

      Inexplicably, she wanted to help. “Uncomplicate it.” She demanded.

      Sterling sighed. “My brother keeps texting me he’s doing worse, but he’s making an appearance tonight on his campaign trail. It looks like he’ll try to make a run for president in two years.”

      Sterling’s life. His family. Everything she’d learned and googled about him was so completely different than her own. “Okay.”

      He turned to face her. “My brother wants me to help him campaign. Use my movie star power to call people to action.”

      “Oh.” That explained a lot.

      Sterling leaned back, keeping her hand.

      “Are you going to do it?”

      “No.” He didn’t hesitate.

      “Okay.”

      There was something he wasn’t telling her. She’d bet on it. An idea dawned on her. “I think you should go see him even if you don’t campaign for him.”

      “Why?”

      She sighed. “Because you have family.”

      “Not really.”

      “Even a crappy dad is still a dad.”

      Sterling didn’t say anything.

      “Why won’t you go?”

      “I told you.”

      “You should tell me the truth.”

      “What does that mean?” He demanded.

      “That it hurts too much to care.”

      He was silent.

      “You should still go see him, even if it hurts.”

      Determinedly, he shook his head and looked down at his hands. “I can’t.”

      She felt empathy for him. She squeezed his hand. “Rob would say you should forgive him.”

      “Rob would say it, huh?”

      She felt her cheeks burn. “Rob believed in things like forgiveness.”

      “Do you believe in forgiveness?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She hesitated then decided to tell him the truth. “I don’t deserve forgiveness for that night.”

      He squeezed her hand. “Sayla …”

      She held up her other hand. “Can we talk about something else, please?”

      He shrugged, let out a breath, and pointed to a tree. “Do you see that owl? It’s outlined against the moon.”

      Grinning, she tightened her grip on him. “Yep, his name is Schmidty.”

      Sterling looked at her slightly amused. “Schmidty? He told you that?”

      She nodded. “Absolutely. We’ve been friends since the winter I moved in and he kept me company making a racquet at night.”

      Sterling nodded. “So how long ago was that?”

      “I moved here in December. Right before Christmas.” She felt every part of her tighten. “I just … couldn’t face Rob’s parents.”

      He was still for a few second. “Okay.” He squeezed her hand. “You can talk about him, you know. You were married. You had a life before we met.”

      She shook her head. She wanted to learn more about him. “Let’s talk about why you haven’t been married.”

      His physical body didn’t move, but it felt like part of his soul moved away from her. “I thought about it. I’ve had … relationships.”

      She scoffed out a laugh. “I know. I’ve read the articles.”

      Sterling groaned quietly. “Most of it isn’t true.”

      “Oh yeah?” She kept her eyes on him. “Summer said you hit on her.”

      That made him nearly choke.

      “You’re blushing.” She pointed at him.

      “Am not!” He countered, laughing harder.

      “Oh my gosh, it’s true. You hit on your best friend’s girl.”

      “Before they were married.” He shot back.

      She laughed. “Wow.”

      His look was demure as he took a strand of her hair. “What can I say? I like redheads.”

      She laughed.

      “And I really like a certain red head sitting in front of me.”

      Knowing she would be blushing, she bit the inside of her lip.

      “See.” He traced her lip. “There’s that tell again.”

      She looked up at him and he looked completely unrepentant for his blatant compliment. “What are we doing?”

      He leaned in and brushed her lips, sending warm chills through her. “I don’t know, but I like it.”

      She grinned, unable to stop herself. “Did you ever kiss Summer?”

      He frowned and leaned back in his chair. “No. Okay, you got me. I am kind of a jerk at times.”

      This made her laugh. “No kidding.”

      He shook his head. “But I did back off when I saw how serious Hunter was. I just … had to push him.”

      “Push him?”

      He nodded. “Competition always pushes men.”

      Sayla thought of the sports psychology books Rob used to read. “That’s true. Rob always tried to use competition to make the boys work harder.”

      Sterling squeezed her hand. “What else did he do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I figure, if you’re ever going to trust me, you might think about opening up and telling me more about Rob. I know your heart has been broken. Honestly, it’s okay. I’d worry about you if you didn’t feel it.”

      How could Sterling see to the quick of her? She looked away. “How do you do that?”

      “What?”

      “You see me.”

      “I’m an actor.” He let the words hang in the air. “And I think about you. A lot.”

      She smiled. “You do?”

      He played with her hand. “I told you. No masks. I also think about your masks.”

      “My masks?” This slightly offended her.

      “Yeah. You have them.”

      She sighed. “I’ve had to. Survival.”

      He nodded. “I know. But not with me. Not anymore.”

      Tears filled her eyes. She blinked them back, hoping Sterling wouldn’t see it.

      “What?”

      She shook her head. “Dang it.”

      “What?”

      “See, you always do that. You see through me. You said I was the first woman to realize you were playing a character. But you see me too, and I don’t know if I like it.”

      He let out a sigh and squeezed her hand. “It’s good for you.”

      “Good for me?” She felt like a child when he put it that way.

      He softened it by kissing the back of her hand. “It’s good for you to let someone in.” He hesitated. “It’s good for me too.”

      She didn’t know what to say. All she knew was she wanted to kiss him again.

      He seemed to read her mind as he leaned forward and met her halfway.

      They explored each other’s lips. Sayla felt her insides melting.

      It really was magical. Movie-like.

      At the same time, it was real.

      Pulling back, he traced her lips with his thumb. “Man, you’re beautiful.”

      She loved how she felt like it was real for him too.

      He flashed a grin.

      “Plus, you shouldn’t worry about me knowing you. That’s my job—to get in people’s heads.” He shrugged.

      “And you want in my head.”

      He grinned and kissed her again. “I’m already in your head, Sayla Jones.”

      The way he said it was seductive. It lit off little fires inside of her. Her first reaction was to pull her hand back.

      He wouldn’t let her go though. He just kept kissing it. Kissing each individual finger. “Would it make you feel better to know you’re in my head too?”

      It unnerved her that it did make her feel better. She didn’t answer.

      When he turned back to her, she shrugged. “Am I still real if I’m in your head? Because you already said Kim wasn’t real.”

      He shook his head, obviously uncomfortable. “I told you. Kim was to sell a movie.”

      “Wow.”

      “What?”

      “It sounds cheap when you say it like that.”

      “It was cheap.”

      Sayla didn’t know how to make him understand. “It makes you sound cheap because you would do that.”

      He stood, looking frustrated. “You don’t know what it’s like. The kind of pressure there is …” He trailed off.

      There was no way Sayla was backing down. “Wait a sec, you mean to tell me no one else in the world except movie stars feel the pressure to fit in?”

      He crossed his arms. “Not everyone has a Rob, okay?”

      Hurt, she stood. “Don’t do that. Don’t use him like he was only a character.”

      He stood, reaching for her hand.

      She yanked it back.

      “That’s not how I meant it.” His voice was soft. He ran his hand through his hair. “I’m sorry.”

      Her heart beat fast, and she felt like she’d just been whiplashed.

      “I don’t think you realize how lucky you were. I want … You know what I want? To be someone like that. I want to have something real and meaningful. I want us to have that.” Sterling looked out over the lake. “My life has been about pretenses, Sayla. I don’t want that anymore.”

      It was strange to her that she felt so connected to Sterling. She’d seen him on the big screen, and while most Hollywood types didn’t impress her, she’d always thought he was a pretty good actor.

      “What?” He pressed her, slowly reaching for her hand.

      She let him take it.

      “Sayla.”

      A million thoughts scrambled through her brain and her greatest insecurities surfaced. “I’ve watched you kiss other women.”

      “Oh.” He said it like he’d never thought about it.

      “Well?”

      “Well.” He broke off, sounding confused. “It’s just …”

      “Stop hemming and just tell me.” Now she thought about kissing him and how meaningless it probably was for him. He’d kissed hundreds, maybe thousands of women. Insecurity washed over her. She pulled her hand out of his.

      “Sayla. You just got weird.”

      It was all happening so fast.

      He leaned into her, and she could feel his breath on her neck. He kissed it, and chills washed over her. “I’ve never felt like this before.” He kissed her neck again.

      She closed her eyes, sighing for a moment. It was wondrous, being here with him. And yes, still surreal, like a movie. Sayla realized what the problem was. She still hadn’t figured out what kind of movie she was starring in.

      He leaned in to kiss her neck again, but she moved away. “Stop.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      She stood. “I’m kind of tired.” She let it hang there.

      He stood too, moving to the screen door and pulling it wide for her to pass. “Okay, let’s get you settled.”

      She walked through and stopped, holding up her hand. “I can do it. Thank you for everything, but I don’t need your help anymore.”

      Pushing his hands into his khaki shorts, he frowned. “How come it feels like no matter how close I get to you, you move away?”

      “Sterling, I’m not moving away. I just … I think we might be too different. The more we talk, and I hear the things you say about your past relationships, I don’t know how what we have can  be real to you. How do you know you’re not wearing a mask still? Will the time come when you take this mask off and trade if for another?”

      The look on Sterling’s face made her wince.

      Defeat. Utter defeat. He took a breath then blew it out, shaking his head. “Seriously, don’t you think the past couple of days have shown you who I am? Sayla, we know each other more than most couples who have been together a couple years know each other.” He pointed to himself. “And, yes, believe me I was one of the lame people who was one of those couples who didn’t really know each other.” He pushed his hand through his hair.

      She felt sympathy for him, but she still wasn’t convinced. He was right, he wasn’t Rob.

      No one would ever be Rob. Maybe she still needed to work on being okay with that.

      “I’m sorry, Sterling.” She shook her head and tried to move past him.

      He moved into her path, blocking her. “Wait. Listen, I know our relationship didn’t start out in a typical way, but I can’t deny what I’m feeling for you. I … I want to try this. To make it work. I’ve never felt this way. You have a depth. You have a sincerity about you that’s been missing from my life. Give us a chance.”

      Her heart raced, but Rob’s face flashed into her mind. It still felt wrong to think of herself being with anyone except him. “I just don’t think I can.”
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      Uno. Dos. Tres. Cuatro. Cinco. Seis … and so his mind went chanting as Sterling crested the hill on the road that led to Hunter’s property. He’d started this chant when he was in college in Spanish class. He could take it all the way to one-hundred.

      He looked around, calculating he’d done fifteen miles. Most mornings he didn’t run this far. This morning, he’d just kept going, and this was the place he ended up.

      Running past the trees that guarded the house and seeing the Dallas star above the ranch made him smile. Hunter had definitely made the ranch his own. Although, as he got to the front of the house and took the path around to the sides where the horse stalls, pool, and rest of the property was, he saw that Summer had definitely added her touch. There was a huge sunroom made of glass with a retractable roof. It was her workroom. Essentially, it was a giant sunroom, the perfect painting room. Hunter had let her do whatever she’d wanted. It was miraculous and beautiful, with a little bamboo garden area in the back and a slow fountain where he would see her practicing her yoga if he came early in the morning or too late at night.

      Today, he didn’t see either of them.

      Granted, it was only seven in the morning.

      He hadn’t slept well. In fact, he hadn’t slept at all.

      Stopping next to Hunter’s pool, he thought about just jumping in wearing his shorts. He decided not to since he didn’t want to wake Summer if she was sleeping.

      He grinned, unable to hide his pleasure that she was pregnant. Good for them.

      He liked Hunter. It was true that he liked to harass Hunter to no end, but he took great pleasure in seeing two of his friends happily married. Yes, Summer was his friend too.

      Okay, he would have made a real play for her. But once he saw how much she and Hunter were made for each other, he quit trying at all.

      He was loyal. His mother had always said that was the best thing about him. Once people were tucked into his heart, they were there for good.

      Wincing, he thought of his father and his brother. Except for them. Loyalty hadn’t been something he’d given them.

      It made him sad when he thought of Sayla. She felt about herself exactly the way he felt about them.

      Could he forgive them?

      “What the heck are you doing here?”

      Sterling jumped.

      Hunter finished opening the sliding glass door and turned, gently putting the door back into place.

      “Sorry.”

      Swinging back, Hunter put his finger to his mouth. He was in boxers and a cowboy hat. “Shh, you don’t want to wake everyone.”

      Sterling frowned. “Forgot your pants, but remembered your hat?”

      Hunter glared at him. “For your information I was coming out to make coffee when I saw someone out here.” He shrugged, and a stupid grin came onto his face. “I grabbed my hat from the counter before I came to pound the intruder.” He grinned wider. “You ready to get pounded?”

      Sterling put his fists up. “I may not be a soldier, but I played one in a movie.”

      Hunter slapped his fists away, gave him a fake jab in the stomach, and then stepped back. “Man, you look like crap. Slept much?”

      “No.”

      “Gonna be a big movie director soon. What’s the problem?”

      Sterling huffed out a breath.

      Hunter shook his head. “That woman. Sit down. Tell me about it”

      Sterling was still wound up. “Naw, I want you to drive me home.”

      Hesitating briefly, Hunter gestured toward the barn. “The ranch trucks always have keys in them.”

      “No shoes?” He fell in behind Hunter.

      “I got boots in the stable, genius.” He shook a finger in Sterling’s face. “A simple thank you would suffice.”

      They got to the barn, and Hunter slipped into some jeans, boots, and a flannel shirt.

      “You keep all this out here?”

      Hunter scowled. “Man, you’re such a city slicker.” He went into the office and came out with twenty bucks in his hand. “You’re lucky I’m going to buy you an Egg McMuffin.”

      That’s how they rolled through the McDonald’s drive through where Hunter bought them each a breakfast meal. Sterling laughed as he slugged down the hash browns, breakfast sandwich, and orange juice. “Man, this stuff’s greasy.”

      Hunter threw his back too. “You sound like a chick.”

      “No, I’m talking like my trainer.” He wiped grease off his face with a napkin. “No wonder it’s all banned from my diet.”

      Hunter tossed the last of his sandwich into his mouth. “Yeah, but it’s good.” He started up his truck and pulled out of the parking lot.

      As they approached Sterling’s house, the tall trees surrounding the driveway and leading to the Colonial type mansion with the black shutters came into view. Seeing it, Sterling precipitously felt even more depressed. “Man, do you ever wonder what it’s all for?”

      “What?”

      Sterling gestured to the house. “All of it?”

      Hunter killed the engine and stared at him. “Dude, this is about Sayla, isn’t it?”

      Sterling put his head into his hands. “I know it’s ridiculous. I mean, look at me. I’m a movie star. She was my paid date, and she has issues. She calls me a phony, and I still like her. She told me to go away.”

      Hunter grunted. “Sounds like the smartest woman you’ve ever dated.”

      Sterling shook his head, letting out a helpless groan. “I know.”

      He pushed open his door and got out, feeling a bit sick from the junk food.

      Hunter got out too. “Oh, no you don’t. You don’t wake me up at the butt crack of dawn, make me buy you that crap for breakfast, and then get out of the truck before I’m done talking to you.”

      Sterling turned to face him. “Dude, how come it feels like I have everything, but nothing?” He shook his head. “Nothing I really want.”

      Hunter shook his head and tsked his tongue. “Oh man, am I gonna have to call Cooper for an intervention?”

      “Do that and you’ll be the one getting pounded.” Sterling reached out to elbow Hunter.

      But Hunter’s reflexes were too fast. He grabbed Sterling and pushed him back, taking care to hold his shirt so he wouldn’t hit the pavement hard. Then he was in his face. “Has she rejected you? Is that what you’re crying about?”

      Sterling didn’t try to fight. Sure, he could hold his own in a fight, but not against someone like Hunter. They both knew it. He screwed up his face and wanted to scream. “She told me to get back to my real life.”

      Hunter grabbed the fist of shirt tighter and pulled Sterling to his face. “Is that what your gut tells you to do? Leave this woman behind?”

      Suddenly, everything became clear. “No, sir.” The 'sir' came out accidentally.

      Hunter instantly pulled him up to his feet, setting him straight and dusting off his shoulders. “Then soldier up and go fight for her!”

      Sterling felt determination stirring. He felt the energy, the drive, and the passion that he would need to make that happen. “Yes, sir.” Dang it! He did it again.

      “So what are you gonna do?” Hunter was in his face.

      “Fight.”

      “What?” He yelled military-style.

      “Fight for her!”

      Hunter grinned and pulled away, clapping Sterling on the back. “That’s the spirit.” He swung the truck door open. “Now, I better get back to my wife before I get in trouble.” He paused. “But I think for a woman like Sayla fighting might be just showing up. Being there.”

      As he drove down the driveway, Hunter rolled down the window and let out a redneck yell.

      With a flash of insight. Sterling knew what he need to do right now was go fishing.
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      Sayla felt great physically as she walked toward the marina. It was the first morning she’d actually felt back to her normal self. She had an appointment with the doctor tomorrow, and she anticipated being released for travel. She could be in Rome in a week. Henry wasn’t expecting her, but she couldn’t sit around the cabin anymore feeling generally useless. She didn’t need the pain meds any longer, and that felt amazing.

      Too bad her stomach hurt for another reason.

      Sterling.

      The look he’d given her when she’d told him it wouldn’t work out between them.

      Darn it all, it confused her even more that she found herself thinking about him. Dreaming about him again.

      It annoyed her.

      When she walked into the store, Henry sat behind the register, his foot propped on a short stool, a fishing magazine in his hands.

      “Well.” He grinned wider than normal for Henry. “About time you made yourself useful.”

      She grinned back, knowing she was blushing. Henry had been a saint through all this. He knew how much she hated being vulnerable, so he had to give her a hard time about it.

      “Yeah, yeah.” She turned in a circle, checking out the displays that had gone to crap. She started straightening a display with various types of bait. “Looks like you need to fire the help. They’re not doing their job.”

      Henry sighed. “Been trying to get rid of her for months now, but she just keeps coming back.”

      She didn’t look at him, methodically going through the display fixing all the parts and pieces of it. It felt good to focus on something. To be doing something. To not be thinking about Sterling.

      The way he looked at her so disbelievingly last night. Her hand trembled for a second, and she willed herself to stop.

      It wasn’t her real life she’d told herself all morning. It was a couple days with a handsome man.

      It was stupid. She didn’t know him. She’d told herself that all morning.

      Before she knew it, Henry was standing in front of her, his booted foot stomped the floor lightly. “Yoo hoo. Did you hear a word I said?”

      Finishing the last piece of the display, Sayla brushed her hands together and smiled at him, trying to cover the flustered nature of truly not hearing what another was saying because of being so preoccupied with a ridiculous situation. “Sorry, I was a bit busy with your mess.”

      He grunted and looked at he display and then back to her. “I’m taking someone out on the boat today.”

      She frowned. “With your foot?”

      He lifted one shoulder then dropped it. “The guy I’m taking out isn’t skilled at fishing, but he reassured me he would do the hard parts of getting the boat out.” Henry flashed a grin. “I get to be treated like royalty today and even get paid for it.” He grinned. “Plus, I’m giving the Milgrom boy a chance to come and help out.”

      Ah, now Sayla understood. Henry was all about mentoring and helping those who needed it. Even though he liked to complain about it.

      The look in his eyes, of slight amusement, didn’t sit well with her. “Who—”

      Before she could even get the whole sentence out, the wind chime signaled the pulling back of the marina door.

      Then, he was there. Dressed in brand-spanking-new fishing gear.

      She frowned at his clothes, probably something his assistant went out and bought him that morning so he could go. She didn’t know why it bothered her that he had an assistant. Of course he would. It was just another symbol of the gap between their lives.

      She couldn’t deny or push away the butterflies that hummed in her chest or the way the smell of him caused an annoying desire to feel his cheek pressed against hers.

      “Hey.” There wasn’t a mocking look on his face. It was more of a questioning concern.

      There they were—it was just them. It was almost like she could feel the desire inside of him, wanting to pull her into him.

      Henry cleared his throat. “Well, let’s get going.” He turned to her. “You okay to watch the shop for a few hours?”

      She glared at Henry. “I thought you didn’t want me overdoing it?”

      He shook a finger at her. “By watching the shop I mean sitting on your butt and working on your stack of travel books.”

      Glaring back at Henry, and definitely not at Sterling, she moved to the cash register. “Don’t worry about me.”
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* * *

      Hours later, after re-reading her book on Rome and looking up Nero’s bathtub, which it did have, complete with a picture of it in the Vatican, she hadn’t decided whether to be happy or sad that Henry had let her watch the store. She threw the Rome book on the floor and stomped on it.

      A few of the usual grumpy old guys had come into the store and bought some bait or a few supplies which helped the day go by. But it was annoying to her that she realized how empty her life had been before “the incident” as she now referred to that date.

      Part of her was more bothered that she hadn’t realized how lonely she’d been. That she’d been content to do the same things day after day. To not share herself. Not really.

      Sterling had somehow crept into the cracks of the locked chest of her heart, she couldn’t go back. Even though she’d relocked the trunk, he somehow had a magic key or the latch was broken, and it just wouldn’t shut right anymore.

      At four-thirty, Henry and Sterling walked back through the door.

      Sterling had a big grin on his face and held one of the biggest fish she’d ever seen.

      Henry looked extremely grumpy.

      “Check it out, Sayla.” The Milgrom boy fluttered on the edges. “Isn’t it the biggest you’ve ever seen?”

      Keeping her face unimpressed, Sayla didn’t even smile at how grumpy Henry was. She knew he hadn’t caught a fish as big all summer, and it’d been an ongoing challenge between the grumpy old guys when they got together.

      “Nice,” she said curtly.

      Henry grunted and didn’t meet her eye. “How’s business?”

      She stood. “Fine.” He brushed past her, taking the keys for his truck off the hook. “I’m going.”

      Henry turned to the Milgrom boy. “Hold up, boy. Let me give you a couple of dollars.”

      “You’re paying him out of the cash?”

      Henry shrugged. “He worked hard.”

      They’d had talks about paying people cash. It wreaked havoc on taxes, but Henry didn’t care about that because it was her job now to figure out taxes, he said.

      It didn’t suit to have him be so grumpy, but the fact he didn’t coddle her, as he’d done for nearly a week, was more than nice. She understood though, with Sterling standing there, holding the biggest fish she’d seen brought in over all her time at the marina.

      “Let me pay him.” Sterling offered.

      “No.” Henry insisted.

      Sterling produced a fifty-dollar bill and held it out.

      “Well, not that much.” Henry scowled. “You can’t spoil him.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Got a twenty?”

      Sterling pulled out a twenty and handed it to the boy who happily took it.

      “Thanks!”

      “You did good today,” Henry grunted. “Go on home.”

      The boy scampered off.

      She gave Henry a frown. Clearly, Henry should have paid the boy not Sterling.

      Henry returned her frown. “Not like a twenty’s gonna set Mr. Billionaire back.”

      Sterling laughed. “It’s fine. The boy did good work.”

      Henry grunted at Sterling’s fish. “Hardly seems fair.” Henry pushed open the door. “Lock up, would ya?”

      She tried to follow him, not wanting to be alone with Sterling. “No, I was leaving.”

      But Sterling’s hand touched hers. “Would you wait, please?”

      Jerking back, she hit the fish by accident and it went soaring up in the air.

      But, luckily, Sterling caught it.

      Sterling’s eyes caught hers, and the joke in them told her how much he knew it would torture Henry more than anything that Sterling found the whole situation highly amusing in regards to the fish. “Stupid fish.”

      Sayla was laughing before she could stop herself. But the laughing hurt her lower stomach, and she grabbed for her incisions.

      Worry spread across Sterling’s face, and he put the fish lower in the air. “Are you okay?”

      She held up her hand to stop him. “Yes. I need to go.”

      He didn’t move.

      Turning off the power on the cash machine and then taking the key for the marina, she flipped off the lights and started toward the door.

      He still didn’t move. It felt like he was Goliath at the moment, so tall and strong in his hiking boots and man clothes and holding a fish. The scent of earth and woods permeated the air around her. She got to the door and opened it, waiting.

      Still, he didn’t move.

      After an uncomfortable beat, where she fiddled with the key and then turned to face the lake, she finally breathed. “I want to lock up and go home.”

      Still. Nothing.

      She knew he was waiting for her to turn to him. Knew he was waiting to capture her in that connecting thing that always happened between them.

      But she wouldn’t do it.

      What felt like eternity went by. Then she sensed him behind her. Felt his breath on her neck.

      “Why are you pushing me away?”

      Sayla didn’t move. It was her turn to stand there. To make a stand. Be firm. Too bad thinking about his lips on her neck made her want to melt. “Please don’t do that.”

      His breath puffed into her ear as he pushed his head to hers.

      The connection was palpable.

      Unmasked.

      She almost let him take her into his arms and carry her … somewhere.

      Where?

      Where could they possibly reside in the same world together?

      “I want you to come to my home for dinner.”

      Getting her wits about her, she let out a long breath. “No.”

      “Yes,” he said quietly.

      “I told you I can’t do this.” She pointed between them.

      The tone of his voice didn’t match the electricity between them. “Well, I never agreed to your terms.” He took a step around her and held up the bass. “C’mon, it’s just dinner. I’ll grill it up for us. Just friends. I think you at least owe me that.”

      A small smile crept onto her face. She realized going home to be by herself wasn’t what she wanted anymore. “Oh, I owe you that?”

      He grinned, signifying he knew she was won over. “It’s my payment for taking care of you those first few days.”

      She let out a light laugh. “Oh, you cook me dinner as my payment to you.”

      He nodded.

      She couldn’t stop the smile that appeared on her face. “Fine.”

      He gestured back to the shop. “Go get that book on Rome. I want to show you some cool stuff for your trip.”

      With that, she was completely won over. “Fine, but I don’t want this … whatever it is between us. I just …”

      He didn’t let her finish, holding up his hand. “Fine. I’ll be whatever you need me to be. If you want a friend, I can be that.”

      Friend. The word sounded nice. Not exactly what she envisioned. Could she really be his friend? “Okay.”
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      Sterling stood at the grill in his backyard that he hardly ever used. Not the grill. He used that all the time.

      The backyard.

      He thought of Hunter’s backyard and the play toys and the way the patio furniture was always messed up. There seemed to always be a stray towel from Josh and his friends.

      Sterling’s was perfect. The pool was perfect. Every patio chair was in its place.

      He hated it. The perfectness of it.

      It felt like too much like the home he’d grown up in.

      Stuffy. Boring. Unlived in.

      Granted, the home he grew up in was very East Coast with dark colors and large doorways. The library wall actually had a sliding ladder. Man, Sayla would definitely make fun of that. He knew she would secretly love a library like that though.

      He thought of the plethora of photography books his mother had always kept on the coffee tables throughout the house. Maybe that was why he loved landscapes so much.

      Then he thought of Sayla’s home. Yes, it was a cabin. Yes, the pictures weren’t even framed.

      But it was nice. Homey. He loved the record player and listening to jazz. He loved the softness of the used rug. The sagging way her couch gave when he sat in it.

      He loved all of it.

      “Hey.”

      Turning, he saw her in the sliding glass doorway, a glass of water in her hand.

      He’d asked if she wanted to change before going to his home when they’d pulled out of the marina, and she’d given him that girl-next-door smile. “What? My t-shirt, shorts, and sandals aren’t good enough to hang with the movie star?”

      Partly, it’d annoyed him that she felt he was criticizing her. He hadn’t been then or ever for that matter. For most of the women he dated or spent time around, their whole lives revolved around changing outfits and matching lipstick.

      Being around Sayla was so refreshing, but it was also an adjustment. Dealing with a girl next door type of woman was obviously not in his forte.

      “Hey back.” Would it be stupid to say his heart actually fluttered? He had to look back to the cooking fish to stop thinking about how nice it would be to pull her into his arms and kiss her again. To feel the softness of her against him. To smell that unfairly alluring marina perfume that actually did smell like the ocean.

      During the days he’d filled in at the marina, he’d actually tracked down the scent on one of her displays and bought a bottle of the perfume. He could only imagine what kind of a time she’d have harassing him about buying the cheap scent.

      It was safely tucked away in his master bathroom, so there was no need to worry she’d ever see it.

      Unless he somehow figured out a way to charm her better than he was doing.

      He’d told himself that fighting for Sayla Jones meant showing up. Being there. And letting her come to terms with him being in her life.

      He’d finally realized he could be patient. Usually, he went from A-Z, without saying the letters in the alphabet. Now, he was looking forward to going through each and every letter. Taking it slow. Taking his time.

      “So when’s your appointment tomorrow?”

      She moved next to him, sipping her water and giving the property an evaluative gaze. “Ten.”

      “Great, I’ll pick you up.”

      “No.”

      Still facing the grill, he turned, stabbing the air with his tongs. “Hey, friends, remember? I’ve been in this whole thing with you. I’ve seen you drool. I want to take you.”

      She scrunched her face then spit her tongue at him and looked away. “You’re not going to give in on this, are you?”

      Grinning happily, he turned back to the fish and turned it over, taking care not to rip the aluminum foil he’d placed over the grill bars. “Nope.” It wasn’t like she was standing that close to him. It definitely wasn’t like she was a girlfriend, but having her here at his place and cooking for her brought all sorts of satisfaction to him.

      “I like your place.” She offered, sipping her water.

      He gestured to the pool with his tongs. “I want my yard to look like Hunter’s.”

      She didn’t respond immediately. Then she said. “I like your design.”

      “No.” He put the tongs down and shut the lid on the grill, letting the fish cook a bit more. “I want kids. Lots of kids. Kids that will go around whooping on Hunter’s kids.” He flashed a grin. “Do you want kids?” he asked pointedly.

      Her face clouded. “Yes, I want kids.”

      He was an idiot. “Wait, Sayla, with your surgery … can you? I didn’t mean to …”

      “I don’t know.” She sighed and turned away from him. “The doctor thinks so. One ovary is intact, but he’s not sure.”

      Sterling gave her a pointed look. “I don’t care how I get kids. I could adopt kids too.”

      She nodded. “I don’t know if it even matters anymore.”

      “I’m sorry.” He wanted to take her and shake her, but he opted for a change of subject. “So when will you go to Rome?”

      She flashed a grin. “If I’m released, next week.”

      “I’d be the perfect guide.” He kept his voice wistful.

      “Let’s not do this.”

      He finished the fish and pulled it off, putting it onto a platter. “Just let me say a few things about it.”

      In anticipation of cooking and having this meal, he’d called and had his chef prepare a salad and rice and set the table outside for them.

      He took the platter and walked toward the table. “You need a money belt. Do not travel in Rome with any kind of purse. The pickpockets are fierce. Granted, not as fierce as Paris, but still.”

      She let out a sigh. “Are they really that bad?”

      “Yes, they are really that bad,” he said sternly. “Anything could happen to a woman traveling overseas by herself if she ended up with no money and no documents.” He hesitated. “I’ll hire you a guide.”

      Leveling him with a glare, she shook her head. “No, I’ll be fine.” She sat down at the chair he gestured to. “This looks delicious, thank you for inviting me.”

      Their eyes held, and it felt like another one of those intimate moments. Sitting down to dinner with her, the force of it hit him, but he cleared his throat and took to the task of dividing the fish. He wanted this so he couldn’t ruin it by pushing her.

      “Don’t underestimate the danger Rome poses. Don’t get me wrong. It’s fun. Beautiful. Best gelato, best kind of passionate people. When you walk in the Travertine Ghetto, it humbles you to see how big the Jewish ghetto was. How it still houses many of the poor people in Rome today. Throughout it are ruins. Everywhere you walk you feel like you’re back in time for a brief moment. The Forum is amazing. Definitely hire a guide for it.”

      “I’ve researched guide companies.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t go with thirty people and follow around a girl with an umbrella. Take the executive tour. It’s worth it. One or two people in your group. Personalized information from the top guides.”

      “Says the billionaire.”

      He almost offered to take her again, but he knew it was fruitless. “It only costs a little more to go first class. From the way you talk, this might be your only trip to the Eternal City.”

      Gesturing to the food, she asked, “Don’t you want to say grace first?”

      He frowned. “Do you?”

      She shrugged. “I’m fine if you do.”

      He said a short prayer.

      When he finished, their eyes met again. She grinned.

      He cut a bite-sized piece of the fish and lifted it to his mouth.

      She took a bite too. “This is good.”

      He grinned. “Thank you.”

      They both ate in silence for a few moments.

      Once again, he took in the view of his ranch. His pool. The stables. The Tetons in the back. Then he glanced at her. A natural beauty if he ever saw one.

      Again, his desire to have her in his life grew.

      It was the first time he wanted to be with someone because of who they were. He liked her as a friend and also as a person. He liked how fierce she was, and all she’d been through. And how she still remained true to herself.

      She’d been broken, but she’d pressed on.

      Granted, she was still broken, but she was getting through.

      More than that, for the first time in as long as he could remember with a woman, he felt like more than a character playing a part.

      Deep satisfaction was growing inside of him. He didn’t care how long it took. He would take it slow and wait.

      Sterling took a small bite, chewed, and unable to stop himself, grinned at her. “It is delicious.”

      Leveling him with a glare, she took another bite. “Stop.”

      He felt like he was cast as the unpopular kid harassing the prom queen. “What?”

      “You look like Harold.” She laughed. “Like you want to eat me.”

      “Do not!” He pointed the fork in the air at her. “I cannot believe you compared me to Harold.”

      “Do, too!” She insisted.

      “Whatever.” He took another bite and smiled, happy she was teasing him. “I’m sooo not like Harold.”

      She didn’t speak for a moment, then asked. “But you want to be, right? A director. The top director. You want him to mentor you?”

      Her tone kind of blindsided him. “How come you make that sound bad?”

      Sayla surprised him by looking interested. “It’s not bad. Tell me more about directing.”

      Sterling lifted a napkin to his mouth, trying to decide where to start. It made him happy to talk about it since he never talked to anyone about it except Caleb, who didn’t really listen because Caleb wanted to keep pushing him to get more out of his acting career. He squinted at her, wondering if she would understand. Hoping she would. “In your photography, you find a moment to capture. You’re good, by the way.”

      A blush appeared on her pale cheeks. “Thank you.”

      “Directing is a lot like that. Except you have to take those micro moments and connect them to the macro storyline. You know The Ancient Art of War?”

      “Your latest movie, just out.”

      He nodded, happy she knew. “I was a warrior, and it took me through time and showed various fighting eras and how it changed. The hero had this Terminator kind of thing where he had to change to the future by training warriors in every epoch.”

      She seemed interested, so he continued.

      “But when I watched the film—and I’m only saying this to you because if I said this publicly I’d be black listed—I felt like it didn’t work. It didn’t bring to light the character’s struggle. The war he had with himself. Every time he went through time he left friends and family and a woman he loved. It wasn’t as simple as just returning to them later. He didn’t know if he’d get back, if the timeline would be the same, that type of thing. The love story was beautiful in the script. But on screen, it lacked. The director didn’t have the right angle on it. It was frustrating because the A story and B story could have made the movie dynamite. But I had no control over it.”

      “The reviews are good.”

      “Oh, you’ve been looking at the reviews.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “I’m into ancient time-traveling warriors.”

      He laughed. “Right, Miss Anne of Green Gables.”

      She laughed, too.

      “Anyway, I want to bring stories to life. To make them shine and really showcase what characters can do and what stories can be. I loved stories growing up. Ten Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, Race Through Space, Dr Jekyl and Mr. Hyde. Those stories changed me. I want to be part of that for people. Changing them. I don’t just want to be the plug and play guy. Smash it up. Save the girl.”

      Sayla leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Who knew you were so deep?”

      Another tiny invisible cable connected them.

      He crossed his arms and lifted his eyebrows back. “I’m deep?”

      Laughing, she threw her napkin at him. “Don’t look so happy.”

      He shrugged and grinned. “You can’t tell me what to do, Miss Jones.”

      “Oh, we’re back to last names?”

      “I don’t know what we are to tell you the truth.”

      Disengaging from him, she looked out toward his stables. “How many horses do you have?”

      He wouldn’t let her off the hook, but he would be easy about it. “Two. Ever ridden?”

      “No.” She kept surveying the land. “How many parties do you have here?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve actually never hosted a party. I never had a reason. Plus, my friend Cooper has that convention center on his property all pretty and neat. If there’s ever something major, it’s usually there. Hunter and Summer even had their wedding reception there.”

      Fastening her eyes back to him, she asked. “Is that where your wedding reception will be?”

      The intensity of the question coming from her hit the center of his chest. But he knew better than to answer that question. Instead he asked, “Can I come to Rome with you?”

      Frowning, she looked away.

      He pushed. “As friends. Two rooms.”

      “Are you serious?” She met his eyes.

      He spread his hands. “I don’t have a movie gig until September. That’s a month and a half with nothing, and the stuff with Harold won’t start until October.”

      She still frowned. “Why would you want to do that?”

      “Because I love Rome, and I’ve never gone with anybody. I mean, not with anybody other than movie cast people.” He felt like a giant loser begging a girl not to be his date, but just to hang out as friends. Pitiful, but he didn’t care. “Please.”

      Leaning back into her chair, she sighed and looked puzzled. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “No.” Her face turned sad, and she got a faraway look in her eye. “I’m sorry.”

      Immediately, he knew why. “Because you and Rob always wanted to go on this trip together.”

      Blinking rapidly, she nodded. “Yes.”

      Man, this woman was as determined as a race horse. She’d saved and scrimped and even went on a fake date to make it happen. Part of him admired her laser-like focus. “Okay.”

      Could she ever get over Rob? He sighed, thinking maybe friendship would be all that he ever got, but that uncertainty in her eyes made him wonder.

      “Honestly, he sounds like an amazing guy.”

      Something sparked in her eyes, and the side of her lip turned up. “I think you actually might be sincere.”

      He nodded. “I am.”

      Blinking again, she leaned back in the chair, still holding the necklace and looking out over the property. “He was.”

      For some reason, Sterling felt something change inside of him. He wasn’t jealous of Rob anymore. He wasn’t trying to push him out of the way and her into a relationship. That was allowing their relationship to change. It felt slow but he was okay with that. Different than he’d ever felt about any woman before. There was no ulterior motive. It was the first time he’d ever truly felt like he wanted to do the best thing for someone else.

      Whether that was to be her friend or something more, her needs would come first.
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      “Sayla, I think everything looks good.” Dr. Shwartz lightly touched the outside incisions.

      Sayla lay on the doctor’s table, feeling vulnerable. She had to smile to herself at how much of a fight Sterling had put up about wanting to come into the doctor’s room with her.

      Moments ago, when she’d peeked out, she’d found him sitting in the lobby wearing a baseball cap and full-on beard. He obviously wasn’t reading the Woman’s Home magazine in his hands. She saw him tapping his leg and trying to be patient.

      It made her smile, and it touched her. Maybe she wasn’t ready for more than friendship, but it sure felt good to have a friend.

      Once again, she could see he wasn’t the polished movie star he first appeared to be. Underneath the façades he wore was just a guy. Maybe a dang good-looking guy.

      Sayla sat up.

      The doctor typed something into his laptop. “I’m releasing you. You are cleared for travel.”

      Immensely pleased, Sayla smiled. “Thank you.”

      “The tests came back that everything is benign, so you don’t need to worry.”

      “Will I be able to have children?” The words came out shakier than she had anticipated.

      His eyebrows lifted, and he turned to face her. The doctor was in his mid-fifties and seemed like a kind soul. With his crooked mustache and glasses that fell awkwardly to match, Sayla felt comfortable with him.

      He scooted his rolling chair toward her and put a hand on hers. “Sayla, the best I can tell you is … maybe. The human body does miraculous things. Just because one ovary is out of commission doesn’t mean the other one can’t make up for it.” He tugged his hand back. “You just focus on healing for now, and we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, okay?”

      Nodding, she hated the fact her mind flashed to Sterling and when he’d spoken about having a family. Sons. Playing in the pool, whooping Hunter’s kids’ butts. She pushed that aside. It didn’t matter.

      She gave the doctor a smile. “Thank you for everything.”

      He stood and walked to the door. “I want to see you back in another month.”

      A couple of minutes later, she came out of the office and saw the picture of exactly what she knew she would see—Sterling pretending to read a magazine.

      The minute he saw her, he was up and throwing the magazine on the table, concern in his eyes, but he waited for her to reach him.

      “I’m fine.”

      Relief washed over his face, and he gingerly pulled her into a hug, keeping her against his chest for a few seconds.

      His relief spread to her. She tried to focus on how grateful she was everything was okay and not think about how this seriously lessened her chance of ever having a baby.

      Another reason not to be in a relationship with Sterling. A big reason to keep her distance.

      Pulling back from her, he kept her hand. “Let’s go.”

      Even though everything inside of her wanted to let go of his hand, she couldn’t. The strength of it. The solidness of having him here with her. Selfishly, she wanted that.

      She led him to the billing counter and waited for the receptionist. What a relief to have the money in her account.

      Money she’d been given for going out with Sterling. Money she knew Rob would say was a miracle. Did she still believe in miracles?

      A receptionist came and sat down at the desk.

      “I need to pay my bill,” said Sayla.

      Sterling was beside her, but she didn’t care.

      The clerk asked her name and brought up her bill. “Okay, looks like it’s sixteen, thousand, eight-hundred, and fifty-five dollars. I have you down as a self-pay?”

      The pit of her gut felt like it’d been sucker punched. “What?”

      “Your insurance isn’t paying, right? Are you looking to set up a payment plan?”

      “No, I mean, are you sure about that amount? I was expecting a little over half that.” Sayla carefully lowered herself into the chair.

      “Let me see.” The receptionist tapped one of her long nails on the desk as she clicked through Sayla’s account. “Okay, it looks like there were some complications with the surgery, and the doctor had to bring in the other surgeon for assistance. You can settle up with the other surgeon separately if you want. Or I can take care of the whole thing for you.”

      Confusion and anger surged into her. There would be no trip if she paid it all. “I … I can’t pay the whole thing.”

      “That’s no problem. We have various options for payment plans.”

      Sayla’s mind whirled with the new information.

      Sterling touched her hand and reached for his wallet. He spoke to the clerk. “I got it.”

      But that only served to anger her and pushed her to action. “No, he doesn’t.” Swiftly she wrote a check for the full amount, letting go of her dream in an instant.

      “Sayla.” Sterling’s voice was a low growl as he watched her write the check.

      All she could do was shake her head. Angrily, she ripped the check out and handed it to the clerk.

      Then she turned and headed for the door.

      Quickly, he matched her steps. “Why didn’t you let me cover it?”

      Annoyed, she moved to his Porsche, she wasn’t mad at him, but she was bubbling with anger. “Stop it.”

      He unlocked the doors, and before he could reach her side, she flung her door open and climbed in.

      His expression was one of confusion. He went around to the driver’s side.

      “Start it, please. I want to get home.”

      “Sayla.”

      “I’m not one of the many women on your arm because I need something. I don’t need you to pay for stuff.”

      Reluctantly, he turned the engine and began driving her toward the lake.

      Without Sayla’s permission, a tear slipped down her cheek as she looked out the window. She’d practically been there until everything turned around in a minute. Now she would have to work at least six more months to get the money she needed.

      Annoyed, she slammed her hand down on the door, and more tears burned down her cheeks. She knew she was acting ridiculous, but she didn’t care. Though she did hate herself for treating him like a monster.

      As soon as they pulled up to her cabin, Sayla climbed out, leaving the door of the stupid car open and running toward the cabin.

      Completely embarrassed and ashamed for not expressing more gratitude, she ran up the cabin steps, turning back at her door. Every day together, it occurred to her even more how different she and Sterling were. The fact that he didn’t blink at that amount of money was insane.

      He stood at the bottom of the stairs, and she was surprised to see tears in his eyes. “Sayla.”

      Pointing her finger at him, she shook her head. Anger at something she couldn’t even put a finger on emanated from every pore. “You don’t understand. You will never understand. I’m not like you. I can’t just whip out a card and put sixteen thousand dollars on it. I—”

      His eyes hardened. “I’m not expecting you to be like me,” he interrupted.

      She threw up her hands. “You don’t get it. This just shows how different we are. How different we grew up.” The car was beeping loudly, reminding him to take his keys out.  “That car. It cost what, five times as much as the life savings I just blew? And it’s just your Jackson car. One of your Jackson cars. How can you not see this?”

      She bent for the key under the new frog Sterling had given her and shoved it into the lock. As usual, it didn’t open easily. Sobs began to pour out of her. Not just because of the money.

      No, the money was just a tiny part of it.

      Not the trip either, but about how everything in her life was wrong after Rob died.

      This was just one more in a long string of examples.

      Sterling was there, taking the door handle and jimmying it just the right way with the key. The door gave way, and he pushed it open.

      Then it was just them, staring into each other’s eyes.

      Her soul was bare. “It wasn’t fair when he died. He left me. Alone again. I can’t do it. I’ve tried. I’ve tried, and I just feel … lost.” Covering her face, her body shook. “I’m a complete screw-up. I was before Rob, and I am again. I can barely take care of myself.”

      Sterling’s arms enfolded her, pulling her to his chest and making her cry harder. Feeling more and more like a complete idiot, hating that she was breaking down, hating she was letting him comfort her.

      “I don’t understand how you could even want to be near me.”

      Keeping his arms around her, he said, “My attorneys are researching how to start a philanthropic organization that funds the families of the babies who are having surgery. This will make it possible for the families to come over and be with them.”

      “What?” She jerked back from him.

      “That’s because of you.”

      She was completely stunned.

      “Because of your example. Of your compassion. Because someone like you came into my life. You made me better. That’s on you.”

      Unable to explain why, she relaxed into him.

      They stood that way for a few minutes, and all she could feel were the small circles he was rubbing on her shoulder.

      Time slowed, paused. The moment became something else. Something intimate. She felt his strength. Not just his hard arms and chest, but an emotional support she’d never found anywhere else except with Rob. The one person she allowed to step in and lend her strength had left her. It terrified her to be in a similar position.

      “It’s okay, Sayla.” He kissed the top of her head. “You have been through so much. You don’t have to do it alone.”

      Looking up, she saw the tears on his face. “You showed me that there were still real people in the world. Real and tough and determined and willing to do the hard things.” He let out a light laugh, gently wiping tears from her eyes. “Do you know how amazing it is for you to take care of babies from other countries with heart conditions? You love them and send them back healthy to their parents.” He wiped his eyes. “And you’re not even sure you can have children.”

      Tears flowed down her cheeks. “Doesn’t that make you not want me?”

      Shaking his head, he gave her a fierce look. “Now you listen to me, I want you. And all these things you see between us … you need to let go of. You look at my money and see that it is something between us. But crap, woman, my money is nothing more than a tool. A tool I can use for good or stupid stuff. You’ve inspired me to use it for good stuff. So if I want to pay a medical bill for you, it doesn’t mean I’m so far different than you. It means I want to help you. So you need to get that through your head.”

      “Stop. Please.”

      But he didn’t stop. “I think the biggest thing between us is your inability to forgive yourself for the accident. Sayla, you’ve got to do that. You’ve got to.”

      “Don’t talk to me about this.” Her voice was tight, controlled, but on the brink of letting go.

      “Sayla, we’ve got to talk about all this. You didn’t kill your husband. It was an accident. So you’ve got to let it go.” He shouted.

      “But I wanted him dead that night!” She shouted back.

      He stared at her, completely silent.

      “Go!” She ordered. Tears ran down her face, and all the old feelings of guilt assaulted her. Turning for the door, she felt a breakdown coming. “And don’t come back!”
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      When Sayla woke the next morning, sadness had crept over her soul.

      Loud knocking signaled the reason she’d woken. Banging would be a better word for it.

      Throwing back the covers, she thought about how horrible she felt.

      When she got to the door, she heard someone rustling with the key and braced herself for another confrontation with Sterling.

      Thankfully, Henry stood there when she pulled the door open.

      “Tarnation, what’s wrong, girl?”

      Vaguely, she remembered she was supposed to open the marina at six in the morning. “What time is it?”

      “Almost eight o’clock.” He frowned, looking her up and down. “What did the doctor say?”

      She knew he must think it was bad news from the way she looked. Waving her hand, she moved to the kitchen and opened the fridge, taking out the orange juice. “I’m fine.”

      “It would have been nice of you to come by last night.”

      Turning back to him, she saw the dark circles around his eyes. Darker than normal. Henry always complained he didn’t sleep well, anyway. Guilt pinged her. “I’m sorry,” she said, quickly taking a sip.

      He moved to her counter, holding out a glass.

      She poured him some juice.

      Henry took a sip and closed his eyes for a second. “Well, it’s a good thing I already knew how you were doing.”

      That floored her. “What?”

      “Sterling texted me.”

      Knowing she should be mad, but seeing Henry with a cell phone in his hand, acting all superior was just too funny.

      He frowned. “And he also texted me that I probably wouldn’t see him around here any more.”

      Looking away, she moved into the living room where everywhere she looked—the lake, the pictures on her wall, the couch where she’d sat with Sterling—all felt tarnished somehow.

      Henry sat next to her, handing her an envelope.

      “What is this?”

      Henry sighed. “Sterling dropped it off this morning and asked me to give it to you.”

      Sayla took the envelope as if it were a bomb. Carefully, deliberately. She stared at it.

      “Open it.” Henry commanded.

      Slowly, she opened the unsealed envelope. Inside was a plane ticket to Rome, vouchers for tours, and vouchers for restaurants.

      “That jerk.”

      “What?” Henry asked.

      “He paid for my trip.”

      Tears filled her eyes, and she blinked them back.

      “Sayla, go to him.”

      She pushed everything back into the envelope and looked at the lake. “He shouldn’t have done that.”

      She was empty. Every part of her.

      Henry took another sip and let out a sigh to match hers. “I told you my Daisy was the light of my life.”

      This was always a strange topic for them. They both knew they had dead spouses, and sometimes, they would share a fond memory, but they didn’t analyze or go into the details. Somehow, they shared without actually talking about it. It seemed that Henry was about to change that though.

      “Yes.”

      Henry turned to her and the sag in his eyes seemed even deeper. “Sayla, I ain’t gonna lie to you. Daisy was my love, and sometimes I miss her so bad I wonder if I can get through the day. But it’s been four years, and I’ve found myself, well, not thinking about her sometimes. Not that I don’t remember. I do. But when you came to the cabins, it was nice.” He laughed. “It was nice to have someone to share dinner with. Or fish with. Or not talk with.”

      She felt her bottom lip tremble. It had been nice to have Sterling there. She wouldn’t lie. “I feel so guilty.”

      Henry put a hand on her shoulder and pulled her in.

      How had she become this crying girl?

      She let the tears wash out of her. “I’ve been horrible to Sterling. I … I’m so … awful.” She’d never told anyone the whole truth.

      It’d been the first time she’d actually said the truth last night to Sterling.

      Henry turned her and put both hands on her shoulders. “Nonsense.” He growled. “You got grit, girl.”

      “Henry, you don’t understand.”

      “Heck, I don’t. I see the way that man looks at you.”

      She was silent.

      “Nonsense.” Henry turned his head, and it almost looked like he was tearing up. When he turned back, she saw that he did have moisture in his eyes, but wasn’t allowing any of it to flow out. “I always wanted a daughter, and look at how you showed up in my life. You’ve been a miracle in my life after lots of hardship. Girl, I don’t know why you’ve beat yourself up for so long, but you’ve got to move on. Sayla, the man loves you. Give it a chance. He’s not Rob, but it’s good anyway. Believe me, I, as a general rule, rank movie stars somewhere between lawyers and politicians.”

      A soggy laugh escaped Sayla’s mouth. “It’s too late.”

      Henry continued. “Someone said to me recently, you can look at everything in life like it’s the end, or the beginning.”

      For a few moments, she just sat there.

      Henry pulled her into a hug and turned to leave. “I hope you take that trip soon.”

      He left, and she watched him go, sitting on a kitchen chair.

      The truth of his words hit her. Turning away from Henry, she wiped her face and walked back to the kitchen. The truth of it all practically drowned her. Opening the envelope, she tugged out the plane ticket. It was open ended. It would take her wherever she wanted to go whenever she wanted to go.

      The only thing was she realized, now, she didn’t want to go anywhere without him.
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* * *

      An hour later, she pulled into Sterling’s driveway.

      The house intimidated her, but she wouldn’t let it stop her.

      Taking the golden knocker in hand, she pounded the door hard.

      Someone she didn’t recognize answered the door. “Hello.”

      “Is Sterling home?” She wondered if he would be at the gallery downtown.

      The man’s face clouded. “No, he went away suddenly. I’m sorry. Can I give him a message?”

      A million thoughts went through her mind. Did he go to see Harold? Did he go on some movie shoot? “When will he be back?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “Then call him right now.” She demanded, as surprised as the butler was.

      “Miss …”

      “Please.” She felt an urgency. “Call him.”

      The butler cocked an eyebrow. “I’m sorry, Miss, but I can give him a message.”

      She turned away. “Never mind.”

      Getting into Henry’s truck, she whipped out the phone Sterling had left for her when he’d gone to Alaska.

      She found his number and tried to call him.

      No answer.

      She found Summer’s number and called her.

      “Hey, Sayla.” Her voice was warm, just like her season.

      “Summer, would you happen to know where Sterling went?”

      “You mean after you sent him away?” Her voice took on a sharp edge.

      Sayla didn’t answer.

      For a moment, neither of them spoke.

      Summer sighed. “He was here last night, and he was a mess.”

      Sayla felt horrible. “I need to talk to him.”

      Summer let out another sigh. “I probably shouldn’t even tell you this, but he got a call from his brother last night. His father took a turn for the worse. Sterling left this morning.”

      Sayla thought about the plane ticket back at her cabin and knew what she had to do.
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      Sterling stood in the library at the home he hadn’t been back to in two years. Faint music wafted through the cracks of the large library door. He’d been duped.

      It had all been a ruse. When he’d arrived that morning, he discovered they’d tricked him into coming. His father was fine. Now he was caught at a political dinner being held for his father’s campaign.

      His first instinct had been to bolt, to run.

      Then he thought of Sayla’s words, 'at least you have a father and brother'.

      So here he stood. Hiding away in the library. Unsure of what to do.

      The door opened behind him. “Sterling, dad is sick. That wasn’t a lie.” His brother Nathan stated.

      Sterling didn’t move, not trusting himself to say anything.

      Nathan moved next to him. “Dad’s just determined. He’s patriotic. He wants to change the world for the better.”

      “Shut up,” Sterling said quietly, putting his glass on the wood coffee table.

      Neither of them spoke.

      Then his brother was standing next to him. “I loved her too, you know.”

      Red was all Sterling could see. Turning, he grabbed his brother by the shirt collar. “Don’t you talk to me about her. Don’t you dare talk to me about her.”

      Nathan pushed away, and Sterling let him go. “I wanted to tell you I’m sorry, okay?” He put his hands up. “I’ve been sorry for a long time.” His voice was quiet, and he turned his attention to the coffee table, picking up Sterling’s glass and finding a coaster to stick beneath it.

      The gesture somehow softened Sterling. His mother had always insisted they get a coaster when they put their glasses down.

      Nathan caught his gaze and crossed his arms. “I didn’t want to bring you here for this. Dad, he is sick. The doctor told him he shouldn’t be campaigning. He shouldn’t be doing anything like this, but he doesn’t listen.”

      Sterling frowned at him. “You helped him.”

      Nathan nodded, looking unashamed. He let out a derisive laugh. “I guess I always took Dad’s side, and you always took mom’s side.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “She never believed in him.”

      This baffled Sterling. He felt confused. “That woman gave up everything for him. For us.”

      Nathan shook his head. “She didn’t want him to run. She never supported him. Just like you.”

      Sterling wanted to throw a punch, but he held back. “Do you seriously think the past two years of me staying away was because I didn’t support dad?”

      Nathan looked defiant. “Wasn’t it?”

      All of Sterling’s control flew out the window. He clutched his hands into fists. “You and dad turned your back on her for an election. For power. You abandoned her. You never cared about her. You never cared about me except as a photo op. Just like now.”

      Nathan swallowed hard and watched Sterling. “I’ve tried to reach out to you, to include you.”

      “To use me.”

      The library door opened, again. “Sterling, Nathan, keep your voices down.” His father moved into the room and shut the door behind him.

      Sterling turned to look at his father, who looked a lot like him. Same height. Same dark hair, blue eyes. His father had aged well. Even with the heart condition, he’d been able to pull off politics with his good looks.

      Nathan put his hand up. “Let’s get back out there.”

      Sterling’s father shook his head and turned to Sterling. “I never wanted to use you.”

      Hands still clutched, Sterling held his ground. “You use me, just like you used mom.”

      “I loved your mother.” His voice climbed two notches.

      Sterling’s heart pounded. He’d been waiting for a long time to ask the hard questions. “After her funeral, I heard you tell someone you would win now because of the sympathy vote.”

      His father gave him an incredulous look. “If I said something like that, it was a bad reaction to a horrible situation, but that is not how I felt. You have to know that. I loved your mother, and I love you.”

      Sterling could barely control his anger. “You never cared. You wanted to show me off. To put on the mask of being this perfect family. Well, we’re not.”

      His father shook his head, sadness washing over him. “It’s true I had Nathan get you back here by telling you I’m not doing well. It’s true though. I’m not doing well.” He blinked. “But I didn’t know how else to get you back.”

      Sterling gestured to the library doors. He felt his hand shake. He had not dealt with all these feelings for a long time. “I came here wanting to forgive you. Make peace with you. But I feel like you always suck me into lies. Everything’s about you running for something.”

      Tentatively, his dad took a step toward him. “Son, I want your forgiveness. I want …” he sighed. For the first time, Sterling could see through the political smile his father always had ready. “Son, I thought by serving in the political arena I could do good. I could make a difference, but I’ve given up way too much. I know I haven’t been the father you’ve needed, and I wasn’t the husband your mother needed.” He shook his head and sniffed. “But I’m telling you I’m ready to ask for your forgiveness. I want you back.” He opened his arms.

      Before Sterling knew it, he had stumbled into his father’s arms. He was a child, again. Wanting to mend this. Wanting to love his father. Wanting to be loved.

      The anger turned to emotion.

      He wasn’t sure how it would all be all right between them, but he knew this was a start.

      There was a knock at the library door.

      Both of them pulled back and wiped their faces.

      He turned and saw Nathan crying too. Nathan reached out a hand to him.

      Sterling pulled him into a hug.

      Another knock.

      “Sir,” his father’s butler called out. “There’s a woman here to see Mr. Sterling.”
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      Sterling watched her walk into the library. She wore a yellow summer dress with her red hair swooped back into a messy bun. Though she had on barely any makeup and didn’t look like a movie stair date at all, he could honestly say she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

      Looking bewildered, her green eyes fell on him. Then on his father, then on his brother.

      He walked to her, unable to believe this was real. That she could be here. “Sayla?”

      “I’m sorry.” She was wide-eyed and still looking between them, obviously sensing something was happening.

      Happiness filled him. He reached for her hand and smiled. “It’s fine.” It was more than fine. To have her here. To have a reunification with his father and brother felt … movie-like.

      After brief introductions and the kind of polite pleasantness only his father and brother would be capable of in this situation, they excused themselves.

      His father turned back, smiling at Sayla. “I hope you’ll stay for dinner.”

      Sterling watched as she nodded and returned his polite smile.

      He noticed she appeared healthy. Her face was not as pale as it had been. He couldn’t get over how gorgeous she was. How attracted he was to her.

      He found it funny that since he’d met her he hadn’t even thought of or looked at another woman.

      She turned to him, looking vulnerable. “Hi.”

      He took her hand and led her out of the library. “Let’s go take a walk.”

      She followed him out of the library and down the servants’ hall that led directly out to the gardens.

      The gardens had been something he’d loved growing up. They were the place he’d spent the most time with his mother, even when she was ill.

      He took her to the statue in the center of the garden maze that looked like Venus de Milo.

      Looking around, she let out a soft laugh. “I can’t believe I came here.”

      He grinned back at her. “How did you?”

      “I called Caleb. He called everyone else and set everything up.”

      Sterling made a mental note to thank his agent later. “He always does.”

      For a minute, they both stared into each other’s eyes. Sterling wanted to take her into his arms and kiss her, but he wasn’t sure. She was here, so that meant she wanted to be with him, right?

      “Sterling, I’m sorry.”

      This took him by surprise. “For what?”

      “For being so horrible.”

      He shook his head. “You’re not horrible.”

      “I just didn’t know what I wanted. I … I was telling you the truth. The night Rob died, we fought. I was having female issues, and he told me he didn’t want children anyway. That I should have everything taken out. That the kids he coached could be his children. It made me so mad. I knew he was saying it to make me feel better, but he didn’t understand that I wanted children. I was willing to go through all my female issues because I wanted them. I wanted to be the mother I never had. I wanted to have a family.” She broke off, shaking her head. “I took a different route home that night. And then he died.”

      Intense emotion pulsed through him. He took her by the shoulders. “Sayla.”

      She blinked and shook her head. “What I want to say is that I don’t know if I can forgive myself yet, but I want this with you.” Tears fell down her cheeks. “I don’t deserve this, but I want it.”

      Scooping her up into a hug, Sterling felt her tremble and cry. He held her tightly, his own tears and emotion mixing with the ones from earlier. “I want this too.” He pulled her back and searched her face. “It doesn’t have to be perfect. It doesn’t have to be a certain way. We can be hurt and broken and … unmasked.”

      She let out a light laugh. “Oh gosh, the mask again. The land of masks.”

      He pointed at her. “No.” He laughed. “The land of no masks.”

      She laughed harder. “We’re so pathetic.”

      He laughed too, looking at her lips. “Yes, we are. And I like it.”

      He paused. “I told you before …” It took everything inside of him to say this. “I can be whatever you need me to be.”

      Sayla closed the gap between them, reaching for him. “Everything. Be everything to me.”

      He picked her up and brought her lips to his.

      It was more than just a kiss of reconciliation. Time and space paused, breathed. It was a moment for appreciating all that is good. A moment that felt like soaring, flying, jumping out of an airplane—exhilarating and terrifying all at once.

      The flame of desire spiked inside of him. He kissed her deeply until, gently, he broke away, pulling back and staring at her.

      She pulled his head down, and met his lips again.

      He pushed back her mane of hair, loving the thickness of it. The majesty of her.

      When they parted, she kept her hand in his. “Will you come with me to Rome?”

      Letting out a sigh, he shook his head. “Well, only if we have separate rooms.” He grinned.

      She laughed. “If you insist.”

      “Nothing could keep me away.” He pulled her into him, lifting her and twirling her around.

      “Are we in a romance movie?” she asked.

      His heart melted. “You bet we are. And we get to live happily ever after. Why don’t we go to Rome for our honeymoon, so we don’t have to have two rooms?”

      She laughed. “It’ll save money.”

      He kissed her, again. “Absolutely.”

      Pulling away, she smiled. “Uh, oh.”

      “What?” He asked.

      “I guess this makes you…the last groom.” She said in a movie trailer voice.

      He laughed and winked at her, pulling her in close. “No, let’s see, if I were the director…I’d call it…The Masquerading Groom.”

      She leaned in to kiss him. “I like it.”
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      When Roman Young, the Dallas Destroyer’s quarterback, boarded the flight to Salt Lake, he kept his hoodie on, not wanting to be recognized at the moment, which was unusual for him. He was just settling into first class when his phone buzzed.

      “What?”

      “Dude, you can’t leave.” Jake, his long-time agent and friend, spoke with clipped words. “Your team just won the championship game and there are a bunch of parties and photo ops.”

      Roman stared at the shiny new ring on his finger and cringed. It should have been him out there, throwing the winning touchdown, but the coaches had refused, saying they wouldn’t risk his knee. He frowned. His knee was fine now. Better than fine. “I’ll be back in a couple days.”

      Jake hesitated and then let out a long, irritated sigh. “Has Sheena roped you into something?”

      Roman’s breath hitched at the sound of his ex-wife’s name. “No, it’s not Sheena. It’s…my uncle.”

      “Who?” Jake’s voice had a sharp edge to it.

      Clutching his fist, Roman let out a whiff of breath. “He passed away two weeks ago, but the attorney was told not to contact me until after the championship game.”

      Jake sighed. “Oh man, I’m sorry.”

      He unclenched his fist, seething. “It’s…fine.”

      “You’ve had a rough couple of months.”

      Leave it to Jake to point out the obvious. “I’ve gotta go.”

      “Wait!”

      “I’m not in the mood.”

      “Hey, did you see the headlines today?”

      He’d purposely not picked up a paper or opened up his news app today. The last thing he needed to see was Sam Dumont’s cheating face on the front page—with his cheating ex-wife at his side. “Can’t say I have.”

      A soft moan escaped Jake. “No wonder you’re so bugged.”

      “I’m bugged because my uncle died.” Which, to Roman’s surprise, was actually the truth.

      “I know. I know. But, the owners put out a statement that they still haven’t decided if you or Dumont will be their starter for next season.”

      That got his attention. “Even after the game?” The game where Dumont had risen to the challenge of being starting quarterback and taken the Destroyers to a championship game victory?

      Jake laughed. “Right.”

      The ache in his chest eased a bit.

      “I guess they attribute most of the team building of the last few years to you. They said it was your leadership that got them to this point and they think your knee injury is temporary.”

      Relief surged into him. “‘Bout time they realized it.”

      “Ahh,” Jake let out a sigh. “There’s the cocky ego maniac I know and love. You’ve been absent lately.”

      Roman tugged back his hoodie and motioned to the pretty flight attendant. “Could I have some Pierre water please?”

      “So why don’t you hop off that plane and come to my office. We’ll talk strategy.”

      Roman hesitated, the previous relief instantly evaporating. “I can’t.”

      “Roman, you can’t do anything crazy. I need you back for the meeting with the owners in four days.”

      “I won’t do anything crazy.” His mind flashed to four months ago, the night he’d been charged with a DUI after swerving into the other lane and hitting a woman and her son. He took the water from the flight attendant and nodded. He’d never been a drunk before, but after that night, when the woman and child had walked away with minimal injuries that could have been much worse, he’d vowed he’d never drink again. His uncle had been the one to re-focus him. He pressed a hand to his forehead and squeezed. He had to stay focused. This could be a new beginning. “Don’t worry, I won’t blow my chance. I’ll be back.”

      Jake let out a low whistle. “Okay, but keep your head down and stay out of the headlines. We need to have the owners completely convinced that Roman Young is ready to take his rightful place leading the team next season.”

      “I’ll be back in a day or two tops.”

      “I’m holding you to it. You’re not the only one that gets a windfall when you sign a contract.” He let out a whoop. “Back to the top, Roman Young..... that’s where you’re headed.”

      Roman leaned back into the chair and closed his eyes. The whirlwind of his football career flashed before his eyes. After graduating from T & M he’d gone straight to the Destroyers, touted as the top draft pick that year. The Destroyers had paid big for Roman Young, and he’d paid out for them—in spades. He’d taken them to the top and won it for them for three consecutive years. He had felt unstoppable during that time. It was like nothing could go wrong. He’d been the sweetheart of the media and the whole state of Texas.

      He’d met Sheena, his ex-wife, at one of the highbrow parties that football players go to and where there are lots of women. Especially the crazy kind.

      Roman had always liked women, but he’d only ever had one girlfriend all through college. The funny thing was that when he’d signed on to the Destroyers, she’d dumped him. She’d told him that she didn’t like the person he was becoming.

      How could she not like that he was becoming freaking rich? That’s what he was becoming. His ex-wife, Sheena, had completely liked that part of him. It didn’t hurt that she had been five-foot-ten and building her modeling career. Blonde, curves in all the right places. She’d been perfect. At least, he’d thought everything was perfect. The romance had been hot and heavy. He’d found himself saying “I do” three months later on a Malibu beach surrounded by his team.

      Thinking of the wedding brought him back to his Uncle Jim. He gripped the certified letter in his hand, the one containing his uncle’s will, and opened it. Uncle Jim had been at his wedding. He’d come to the big, white-tented reception complete with a custom-made dance floor for the beach and white lights. Sheena wanted a very public, very well attended wedding.  The best designers planned everything from her dress down to the specialty-made napkins.

      Uncle Jim had stuck out like a sore thumb wearing his boots, his ranch hat, and his belt buckle. Roman had been so happy to see him. His uncle was the one who had really made his whole football career possible. After his dad had left, his mother couldn’t afford all the fees required to play football in Texas, so his uncle had paid for it. When Roman’s mother had died during his Junior year of college, it had been Uncle Jim who had come and insisted he pay to bury her. It had been Uncle Jim who had held Roman at the cemetery. And Uncle Jim had been the first one Roman had called when he’d found out the Destroyers wanted him.

      At the wedding, Jim had pulled him into a hug and told him how proud of him he was. Tears had pooled in his eyes. It had been the best moment of Roman’s life.

      Then Sheena had whisked over, met his uncle, and pulled him away, saying that they needed to ‘work’ the event.

      Looking back, Roman didn’t know exactly when he felt like he’d lost himself. It had all been a blur. The media. The team. Their marriage. The society events that Sheena always insisted they needed to be at to build their ‘brand.’

      He clutched the will in his hand. At the final bit of advice from his Uncle. The Uncle that he’d failed to be there for. ‘Roman, always remember that life’s not about what you can do. It’s about who you are.’

      What did that even mean? For some insane reason moisture rushed to his eyes, but he blinked it back. He’d missed it. The funeral. The burial. All of it. How could the attorney not have contacted him? It was just…wrong.

      He leaned back into the seat and thought about the past six months. Everything had gone to complete crap. It had started when he’d gotten sacked and dislocated his knee. That was the beginning of the end of his fairytale life. The next blow had come after the surgery, just when he’d begun insane amounts of therapy. He’d come home early one day and caught Sheena in the act. In their bed. With none other than his temporary replacement as quarterback, Dumont. Apparently Dumont had decided to be his back up off the field as well.

      After clearing his throat and watching both of them scramble for their clothes, he’d realized he was shocked, but not surprised. He hadn’t even known until that moment that there is a difference between those two feelings.

      Sheena had stood, glaring at him and then sauntered to the bathroom and said, “Well, come on Roman, you can’t really expect me to hitch myself to a washed out player looking for a comeback.”

      Of course, he did the cliché thing. The thing that most professional football players do when faced with a potentially career-ending injury and a cheating wife …he went to a bar. And that’s where he kept going until he’d nearly killed a woman and her kid.

      That had sobered him up.

      He’d called Uncle Jim. They’d talked like they hadn’t talked for three years. About Sheena. About the injury. About the accident.

      Uncle Jim had been a lifeline when he’d been in a dark, dark place.

      Self-hate and regret coursed through him. He hadn’t asked about Uncle Jim once in that whole conversation. He hadn’t asked how he was doing. He didn’t even know until yesterday that Uncle Jim had been in the midst of his own battle—fighting for his life.

      He clutched the will and read the final lines of his uncle’s message. “Roman, I don’t know if you remember your trip to Wolfe Creek very well, but I am giving you the inn because I know it was a place that I felt the closest to you and your mom for those two summers. It needs some work, and I understand if you want to sell it and be done, but I’m not letting you off the hook that easily.”

      Roman had booked his ticket last night. He’d also contacted the attorney, Robert Burcher, in charge of his uncle’s estate and ripped him for not letting him know about the funeral. Then he told him he wanted to sell the place immediately. Burcher had told him that he already had a buyer in place. The paperwork just needed to be signed—in person and at the inn, according to his uncle’s wishes.

      He clutched the thick stationary. Why hadn’t his uncle wanted him to go to the funeral? And what did his uncle think he would want with an inn anyway?
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* * *

      Roman stepped out of the airport and immediately cursed himself for not thinking about the weather. He hadn’t expected to be standing in the freezing cold as he tried catching a cab outside of the Salt Lake City airport. He hunched even further into his thin hoodie as he slipped into the cab. “Wolfe Creek.”

      The cab driver turned back and frowned. “Wolfe Creek, up past Ogden?”

      Roman couldn’t remember how long it took to get from Salt Lake City to Wolfe Creek, he’d only been twelve and thirteen during those visits. “Something the matter with that?”

      The driver lifted his eyebrows and laughed, pointing out the window. “Have you seen this snow? It hasn’t snowed like this in a long, long time, and that canyon will be nasty.”

      Roman sighed and pulled a hundred dollar bill out of his wallet. “Look, if you take me up there, this your tip.”

      The cab driver hesitated and then snatched the money and shook his head. He was older, and his grey-flecked black hair stuck out of a beanie cap. “Okay, I’ll take you, but you’re paying for both ways, and I need to see another one of these when we get there.”

      “Fine.” Roman held his hands up to intercept the warm air from the vents. “Just turn up the heat.”

      Rush hour traffic was thick and slow and an hour later, the driver finally turned off the freeway and headed into Ogden.

      Roman watched the heavy snow falling on everything and everyone. The plows were out in full force. Roman listened to the radio that cab driver had on, telling people to stay inside, this was the next big one. People drove slowly. They passed an accident going through town and had to wait twenty minutes to be re-routed. “How much longer up the canyon?”

      The cab driver turned and gave him a slow smile. “Why? Are you losing your nerve now?”

      The fact that he was kind of doubting how they would get up there made him keep his mouth shut.

      The cab driver laughed. “Look, it’s another twenty minutes on a good day, I guess it’ll probably be an hour before we get up there in all this snow … if we get up there.”

      “What do you mean ‘if?’”

      The cab driver motioned to the road. “What do you mean, what do I mean? This is the Rocky Mountains.”

      Roman frowned. “Right.”

      The cab driver looked back and laughed. “You’ve never been snowed in? Where are you from?”

      The pit of Roman’s gut clenched. He couldn’t get snowed in up here. He had to be at the meeting with the team owners. “Texas.”

      “Ahh.” The cab driver made it through town and started up the canyon on a two-lane road. “I hope you have family up here or know someone because you’re going to be up here for a couple of days.”

      Flashing lights ahead showed a diesel truck off to the side of the road. Roman cringed. “Can you turn back?”

      The cab driver slowed. “I could try to pull over and turn back if you want. You could probably at least get a hotel in Ogden.”

      His uncle’s face flashed through his mind. “Never mind, just keep going. There’s something I have to do.”

      The cab driver tsked his tongue. “Man, she must be pretty good looking.”

      An unwilling laugh rolled out of him. “No, I’m not going up there for a woman.”

      The cab driver let out a muffled laugh. “Cold and lonely, that’s a bad combination.”

      The Alaskan Inn looked exactly as he remembered it. Two stories, stone around the foundation and long, round logs framed the exterior. It was definitely a rustic cabin. Somehow, it was clearly visible through the still falling snow. Roman remembered it being large and cozy, but he didn’t remember the big pine trees that stood guard next to it. He didn’t remember the turn around driveway that was, amazingly, plowed. He definitely didn’t remember white lights being hung around it, making it look like something out of a cheesy Christmas movie, well, except for a couple of lights that had burnt out.

      The cab driver pulled in front of the inn and sighed. “That’ll be eight-hundred dollars, plus tip.”

      Roman scoffed, “What?”

      He motioned to the outside. “I’ve risked life and limb to get you up here, and I think you can pay it … Roman Young.”

      Ahh. Of course. The driver had recognized who he was even though he’d kept his hoodie on the whole time in the cab. He looked into the rearview mirror and met the smirking face of the driver. “Really?”

      He put his hand out. “I’ll charge it nice and neat to your credit card. Let’s make it a cool thousand with tip, and then you won’t have to worry about the media showing up.”

      Roman rolled his eyes but relented, passing his card up to him. It had not been a good idea to come today. It was bad timing, risky to his career and physically dangerous in this weather. Add in the personal conflict, and no, he definitely didn’t want any media attention right now. “Okay, but if you leak this, I’m suing.”

      The cab driver ran his card and handed it back. “Leak what? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Roman rolled his eyes and got out of the car. “I mean it.” The last thing he needed was to have a news crew show up. His Uncle Jim hated the media. From the very start he’d told Roman that he’d do well to keep his nose clean and keep a low profile, but Roman hadn’t listened to him then. Regrettably, he’d listened to Sheena and her strategy for taking them both to the top.

      Even though the outside was lit up and the driveway was clear, it didn’t look like anybody was home. It was completely dark. Roman held the door of the cab open. “Can you hold on and take me to a hotel if no one’s here?”

      But the cab driver took off with a jerk, slammed the door shut with the momentum, and yelled out the window, “Good luck, but this ride has to get back to the city before they shut down the roads. Thanks for the tip!”

      Roman watched him go and irritation coursed through him. Snow was already gathered on the tip of his nose. He turned back and instantly the twinkle lights blinked out. He turned in a quick circle. The light that lit up the road had gone out, too. “Perfect.” He trudged toward the front door, taking care not to slip. He dug into his pocket and pulled out the envelope. He tipped it upside down, letting the key fall into his hand. He put it into the door and eased it open.

      The first thing he noticed, other than the fact that it was very dark, was that the inside was cold, too. He put his suitcase down and tried to remember anything from those two trips about where furniture would be. Nothing. He pulled out his cell phone and pulled up the flashlight app. Two seconds later, his phone died. He’d been playing games on his phone during the whole flight. He growled and stuffed it back into his pocket. He had to rely on the small amount of light from the moon to make out the furniture and navigate toward the fireplace.

      He felt for a switch to light it, hoping a nice gas fireplace would instantly light. No such luck. But he did find a box of matches!

      After sliding it open, his heart plunged—the box was empty. He cursed and banged his fist against the side of the fireplace. “Seriously?”

      Roman sucked in a long breath and tried to get his frustration under control. He felt like he was trying to throw a pass for a first down with no open receivers. “Uncle Jim!” He yelled and spun around, looking for anything that could be used for fuel.

      He stumbled around, feeling the walls, trying to find the way to the kitchen. He needed to get in there, turn on a light and find some matches.

      Part of a wall gave, and he pushed a door into the kitchen. He felt along the side of the wall and found a light switch. He flipped it.

      Nothing.

      He flipped it quickly back and forth and felt for another one. “Man!”

      Keeping his hand against the wall, he felt his way around, hoping he could find the cupboards and rummage for something. Soft light poured in from the outside windows of the kitchen. The moon shone high in the sky, visible even through the snow that fell in fluffy clumps. The whole scene looked like something out of a storybook—all soft, cozy, and white. Well, minus the warm part of cozy. The very important warm part that propelled him to go to the massive cupboards and fling them open, searching for something helpful.

      He thought he saw a box of matches and reached up, extending himself as far as he could to get the box, thinking that whoever usually got into these top cupboards must be a giant.

      The box stayed just out of reach. It seemed like every time he almost touched it the box scooted back, evading him.

      Without warning, the kitchen door burst open, and even colder air rushed through the room.

      “Who’s there? Show yourself!” Roman tried to get a view of this person.

      The sound of a shotgun being cocked put him on alert. Then the barrel of a shotgun came into view. His heart rate spiked. “Put the gun down,” he said calmly.

      If he’d anticipated the assailant would calmly put the shotgun down, he’d been half right. The shotgun fell to the ground and the intruder ran straight for him, getting in a good shove to Roman’s ribs and knocking him off balance. He stumbled back and then tripped over a chair and fell.

      At this point, all Roman knew was this guy would pay.

      The assailant pounced on him, taking him all the way to the floor.

      Roman was grateful he’d trained so hard to get his strength and agility back. He easily used his opponent’s momentum to roll them both. He stopped when he was on top and quickly secured both his assailant’s hands above his head, noting he wasn’t very big, even in all the snow gear he had on. “Mess with the bull, get the horn.”

      “Ouch!”

      As the adrenaline faded, Roman realized the body he was currently subduing was definitely feminine. He reacted as if he’d bit into a piece of cake expecting chocolate and realizing it was salt cake instead.

      Immediately he yanked back his hold, pulling himself up. “What the—”

      “Language.” The woman stood up quickly and gave him a look that told him she wished she still had the shotgun. She reached for something and then flipped on a lantern flashlight.

      The first thing he noticed, besides the fact that she looked angry, was that her eyes were green. Cat green, as his mother would have said. His mother had been a cat fan. He’d often teased her about being the cat lady, but he’d brought her every stray kitten he’d found toward the end of the cancer, hoping something would cheer her up.

      Red hair with soft curls tumbled down her shoulders. It was the color of leaves turning in the fall. He almost couldn’t breathe for a second. She looked so beautiful and fierce and like she would rip his head off if she could. He’d seen that kind of ferocity in only a few people—cancer survivors and three-hundred pound defensive tackles that were getting paid a heck of a lot of money to put him on his backside. For no good reason, it made him laugh.

      It was evidently the wrong response. It made her ferocity increase. He could tell from the way her cat-green eyes narrowed before she bent to pick the shotgun up. “I wouldn’t laugh.”

      He stuck his hand out. “Whoa. I think we’ve had enough of the gun for tonight, don’t you?”

      “Who are you?” She used both hands to brace the shotgun against her shoulder and she placed one foot behind her as if she were preparing to fire.

      If only there had been more time to truly appreciate the mussed up, angry, and still beautiful woman in front of him. “Look, just relax?”

      This time she smirked, actually smirked, at him. “Excuse me, who do you think you are? I can have the cops here in two seconds.” She switched her stance and put the shotgun down and propped it against the table. She pulled out a phone.

      The commanding way she said it, like some prison warden, made him laugh again.

      With her thumb, she swiped the screen on her phone and pushed in a code. “Apparently you like to go around breaking into people’s places. What? Did you hear about Jim and think you could come squat here or something?” A horrid look washed over her face. She pinched her lips. “Well, you can’t.” She pressed a button and put the phone to her ear, pinching her lips in satisfaction.

      On reflex, he took her phone away from her and pushed end. He didn’t need this kind of publicity for breaking and entering at the moment. His agent definitely wouldn’t be happy about something like that. “Now, hold on.”

      Nails scraped his hand as she tried to retrieve what he’d taken. “Hey!”

      Altering his stance, he held the phone out of reach. “I said hold on.” Apparently, she wasn’t really going to kill him, so that was a relief.

      Relentless was what he would call her antics for getting the phone back. “Give me my phone!”

      It wasn’t that he thought she was dangerous or that she wasn’t owed an explanation, but the aggressive way she reached for her phone made him want to keep it. He easily faked right and dodged left.

      She fell fast. She’d clearly planned on the weight of his body to ram against but ended up landing on the floor instead.

      It struck him that he was acting like a teenager. She clearly knew his uncle and was just trying to protect his property. “I’m sorry,” he said it quickly, but sincerely. He reached a hand out to help her up.

      The woman scowled at his hand and stood by herself. She sucked in a long gulp of air, plucking her phone out of his hand. “You better tell me who you are and what you want.” Her eyes were on fire. He couldn’t help thinking it matched her hair.

      He let out a breath and held back a laugh. “I’m the owner.”

      The words hung in the air, and she studied him for a second, examining him the way he would examine a new play that coach had added to the playbook. Intensely. Carefully.

      “You’re Jim’s nephew?” It wasn’t as much a statement as something that came out of her mouth with as much mystifying power as he felt. She looked him up and down, this time her eyes going into slits. “The great Roman Young.”

      This time, he did laugh. “Guess that description’s accurate.” He couldn’t say he didn’t like the way ‘great’ sounded in front of his name.

      Without warning she laughed, hard and without humor. She shook her head and picked up the shotgun, putting it behind the kitchen door. “Selfish. Selfish. Selfish.”

      He was confused. “What?”

      She tsked her tongue. “Of course you don’t want me to call the police with the media coverage you’ve had lately.” She shuffled to the same cupboard he’d searched earlier and whipped it open, pulling out a box of matches. “Do you know how many things need to get done around here? How many times I’ve had to run over here to keep the riffraff out at night and check stuff? Do you have any idea how much needs to be done before people can stay here, and we’re supposed to be opening in two months?” She shook her head and held up the box of matches. Her expression shifted from anger to exasperation. “Seriously, why didn’t you start a fire? It’s cold in here.”

      He ran his hand over the stubble on his face. Before he could move to help, she had already walked into the main room and was making noise. He followed and watched as she expertly built a fire, trying to blow off her little rant about his selfishness. People never understood him. “I couldn’t find a switch or matches.” The belated reply to her belittling observation about the fire sounded lame, even to him.

      She whipped her head back. The red curls and her green eyes looked enchanting backlit by the flame. She grinned, and, at that point, he knew she was every bit as bewitching as he’d first thought, but not at all helpless. “The power’s out, genius. Oh, and don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone you beat up on a girl.”

      Awkward. After all, what was she? He cocked his head and sized her up. Probably five foot eight, definitely slight of frame. Underneath that snowsuit he couldn’t imagine her being too big. Without thinking, he checked her left hand. Checked the finger that would matter. For some reason, he was disappointed that a band encircled it. “Sorry.” He meant it.

      She laughed, and this time it was rich and wonderful. He told himself to stop even thinking about her laugh.

      “Jim’s nephew.” She shook her head. “Wow. I mean, I knew you owned the place, but I … Jim said you weren’t the kind that would come. He said I’d probably have to communicate via email.” She grimaced and moved for a small closet off of the main doors. “Well, I have to go.” She tugged out a sleeping bag. “Power’s off. Here’s a sleeping bag. You’ll have to sleep on the floor in front of the fire tonight if you want to keep warm.” She tossed it at his feet and then paused.

      He couldn’t believe this. “What do you mean? Won’t the power come back on soon?”

      She took off toward the kitchen, waving him back with her. “Uh—don’t hold your breath.” She walked through the swivel kitchen door and he followed. She picked up a piece of paper off the table and shoved it at his chest, taking a match and lighting another lantern. “Good thing you’re here, here’s a list of all the stuff that needs to be fixed. You saved me having to email it to you.” She moved to the kitchen door and threw back a grin. “I’ll see you in the morning if you survive the night.”

      He couldn’t decide if he liked her or not. He rushed to the kitchen door and threw the door wide. “Hey, isn’t there a hotel or something?”

      She moved for a snowmobile, but turned back. “Maybe you should have come to the funeral and you could have met someone who might be willing to help you out.” Her cat-like eyes flashed wide.

      He jerked back, unprepared for the direct emotional hit.

      She slung her leg up and onto a snowmobile. “You are in a bed and breakfast.”

      He moved out onto the deck, ticked off, their eyes locked.

      She grinned and the rip roar of the snowmobile sounded into the air. She winked at him and Roman knew it was meant to taunt him.

      It worked. Anger flared inside him and he cursed. Turning back into the house, he shut the kitchen door, locked it and huffed back to the living room. Staring at the fire, he pushed open the sleeping bag, thinking that this sleeping bag was probably the same one he’d used all those years ago when his uncle had taken him camping. He rustled in his bag and found his phone charger, taking care to plug in the phone and hoping the power might come back on so it could get a charge.

      He laid back on the sleeping bag, staring at the fire and shook his head. “Well, Uncle Jim, I’m here.” He blinked. “But you’re not here to tell me one of your ghost stories.” His mind flashed, again, to the red head and the way she’d winked at him. He did not like her he decided.

      Getting up, he got into the bag and begrudgingly tugged it up into place around his head. He forced himself to take in deep breaths and try to relax. He would get some sleep and then meet with the attorney tomorrow and figure out how to get this place sold. Then he would get as far away from the Alaskan Inn as he could get.
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      Chapter 1

      “Perfect,” Amethyst Fox murmured as she threaded the final moonstone onto the bar necklace. Leaning back in her chair, she let her gaze wander her studio—her favorite space in her house. Soft turquoise paint accented one wall, shelves with drawers and pouches containing all of her jewelry-making supplies adorned another, and a sparkly chandelier hung over it all.

      Pleased with her work that morning, Amethyst smiled. Though she still had a number of custom orders to complete—orders that had been commissioned online—plus over two dozen standard pieces that she’d promised the boutique in town, she wasn’t about to complain. Knowing she was fortunate to do what she loved for a living, she was glad to be busy.

      If only I had a busy love life.

      With a wry smile, she shook her head.

      Before my love life can become busy, I need to find someone I want to date. Like Gabby did.

      Picturing her good friend Gabriella Peters, who was now happily dating Travis Haywood, Amethyst’s smile grew. Pleased that she’d played a part—however small—in getting Gabby and Travis together, Amethyst consoled herself with the knowledge that people she cared for were now walking down the path to true love.

      You just need to live your life the best that you can. Don’t worry about finding true love. That will work itself out.

      The words she’d heard her mother speak more than once echoed in her head, and she wished she could call her mother and talk to her. But her mother had passed away two years earlier.

      Softly sighing, Amethyst decided to take a break and water the flowers in her front yard. A few minutes later, as she turned on the hose and began watering the colorful flowers that lined the front of her house, her gaze went to the house next door—the house that had stood vacant for the last few months. Now, however, there was a dark blue BMW parked in the driveway.

      Amethyst knew that the former owner—an older woman—had passed away several months before. Since then, she’d briefly met the woman’s son who had inherited the house.

      Is he back? Or maybe it’s a realtor getting ready to list the place.

      Keeping one eye on her flowers, Amethyst waited to see if the owner of the car would make an appearance. Curious to know what was going on, she finished watering the flowers and began pulling the few weeds that had grown since she’d last tended the flower bed. Still, no one came out of the neighboring house.

      With a smile of irony that she wanted an excuse to stay outside but for once had nothing left to accomplish, Amethyst stood and brushed off her jeans. At that moment, she heard the creak of a door opening. Turning her gaze to the neighboring house, she watched as a man with dark hair and the beginnings of a beard walked out the front door, locking it behind him. Lifting her hand to shade her eyes, she called, “Hello.”

      The man’s head jerked in her direction as if she’d startled him.

      Despite the distance, she guessed he was about her age, maybe a little older. 

      Hmm. Pretty hot too. I wonder if he’s a realtor. I don’t think I’ve seen him around town though.

      He slid a pair of dark sunglasses over his eyes before he nodded in her direction, then he walked towards the car, climbed in, and drove away.

      A little put off by the man’s lack of friendliness, she lifted her eyebrows in disapproval before going back to her studio to continue working.

      

      ***

      

      Sawyer Cooke couldn’t help it. As he drove, his gaze shot to every car with a driver.

      What if they’ve found me? They’ll kill me. No question.

      Trying not to dwell on the situation he was in, he continued driving. The house his friend Paul was letting him stay in suited him fine, but he needed to get a few supplies. He’d left home in such a hurry that all he had were the items he’d been able to throw into a suitcase, plus his laptop. And though Paul’s house was furnished with his late mother’s belongings, there was no food in the place.

      As he drove to the large town nearest Emerald Falls to buy what he needed, he thought about the woman who apparently lived next door to his new home. From where he’d stood on his front porch, her red hair had been unmistakable and her smile had been open and inviting.

      That’s an invitation you’ll just have to pass up. Getting to know the neighbors will only lead to trouble.

      Sawyer frowned.

      It’s too bad. She was attractive. But it doesn’t matter anyway. She’s probably married or has a boyfriend.

      His frown deepened.

      Plus, the more people you meet in this little town, the more danger you might be putting yourself in.

      Pushing aside thoughts of the woman who’d greeted him, Sawyer focused on his errand.

      To read more of Christine Kersey click HERE!
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      The only way MacKenzie would be safe to go home again was when she heard that Solomon Squire had been booked into a maximum security prison where he belonged. She sighed, hoping that day would come soon, but forcing herself to acknowledge it might never come.

      “You keep pulling that face and it’ll stick that way.” The slow drawl of Haley’s older brother, Isaac, from the open doorway made her stomach smolder, and that ticked her off almost as much as the insult, but at least she didn’t jump in fear at a man’s voice.

      “Maybe I like my face this way.” She stood to face him and wished his looks were as off-putting as his sarcastic personality. But no, his face was perfect—olive skin, manly lines, and those green eyes that drew her in. Of course he had to have dark hair with just the right amount of curl and beefy muscles in all the right places.

      Isaac reached up and touched the skin next to her mouth. She tingled and tried to back away, but ran into the shelf. His hand dropped to his side.

      “You look stressed.”

      “Thanks. Such a compliment.”

      “I’m sorry.” He shoved a hand through his curls. “Haley would kick me in the pants if she knew you were unhappy. Take a break. I’ll watch the shop for a while.”

      MacKenzie’s eyebrows rose. “When did you decide to play nice?”

      Isaac scowled. “You still mad at me because I called you one of the gold diggers?”

      “Oh, big surprise that I would take offense to that.” They’d met for the second time in over ten years when Haley had brought MacKenzie into the store to train her. The only downside of this escape plan was she’d been so excited to see Isaac again. He was her first—not to mention most amazing—kiss at the very mature age of fourteen. He hadn’t remembered her or the kiss and that alone had about taken her under. His first line to her was, “Oh, another one of Haley’s gold digger friends looking for a billionaire.” What a jerk. A heartbreaking, much-too-good-looking jerk.

      “Hey, I’m sorry, all right?” He glanced at the display over her shoulder. “Don’t get all offended.”

      “Don’t get all offended?” MacKenzie pushed around him, but unfortunately brushed against his muscular arm. She felt the connection all the way down to her toes and it frustrated her even more. Why was she always attracted to the Neanderthal idiots? If her body could pick a man to be attracted to who wasn’t a sarcastic loser, she would be grateful. “I think I’ll take that break, not sure if I’ll make it back before closing time,” she tossed over her shoulder.

      Isaac nodded but didn’t answer. She could feel his eyes on her as she left the store.

      **

      Isaac Turnbow pushed all his air out as he watched MacKenzie go. Crap. Apparently he’d said the wrong thing again. She was so breathtakingly beautiful it was like his mind got stuck because his eyes were too busy staring and he had no clue what he was saying until he realized that he’d upset her.

      Isaac had finished feeding the calves early, got cleaned up, and told his dad he was going into town for a parts run.

      “Make sure to check on MacKenzie,” his dad had said with a huge smirk.

      Isaac hadn’t been able to hide his grin, knowing MacKenzie was the only reason he was coming to town. Now he’d messed it all up, again.

      He strode to the front desk and plopped down on the employee’s stool. Did she even remember their kiss? He’d been seventeen and much too full of himself, but she’d taken his breath away even then with her wavy brown hair framing naturally tan skin that was smooth and smelled intoxicating. Her lips were a perfect pink pout, even when she smiled, but his favorite part was her deep brown eyes filled with a mischievous sparkle.

      They’d gone to a dance with Haley and some other friends. After a couple hours he’d convinced her to only dance with him and then he’d taken her down by the creek, away from all the noise and his sister’s watchful eyes. The kiss had been more euphoric than hang gliding. He honestly couldn’t say that another kiss had compared to it since. That definitely wasn’t for lack of trying. He’d dated a lot of fun and interesting women in Crested Butte and when he went to University of Colorado, but he could never get MacKenzie’s fine-boned features, sweet-tasting lips, and easy way of bantering with him, out of his mind. She’d changed in the past ten years. More beautiful, but there was something in her eyes now, the innocence was replaced by a wariness that made him wonder if something traumatic had happened to her.

      The door swung open and Isaac’s fists immediately clenched. Brad Hall strode in confidently, but faltered when he saw Isaac sitting at the counter. “Oh, um.” He backed toward the door. “What happened to the hot girl working here this morning?”

      Isaac stood and folded his arms across his chest. “That hot girl is my fiancée and I’d appreciate you never looking at or talking to her. We clear?”

      Brad nodded quickly, though his eyes betrayed that the weasel would be all over MacKenzie, given any sort of chance, even if he did think she was engaged. Isaac hated the entire crooked Hall family, especially Brad. He never wanted to think about the fact that Brad was Isaac’s nephew’s biological father. Taz had a real father now in Haley’s fiancé, Cal Johnson, and if Brad even glanced in Haley’s direction Isaac wouldn’t have to kill him—Cal would do it for him.

      He blamed himself all the same for the damage Brad had inflicted on Haley. He should’ve pummeled Brad repeatedly years ago. Haley still didn’t know about the one time he had thumped Brad, but it had accomplished the goal—Brad promised never to touch Haley again. If the police chief had given Isaac grief for months, such as tickets for going a mile over the speed limit, well that was one of the hazards of living in a small town that was firmly in the Hall’s back pockets.

      Brad hurried to the door and swung it open. “See ya,” he mumbled on his way out.

      Isaac didn’t respond. He growled and paced the small lobby of the store. Luckily there were no customers to see his agitation. What if Brad ran into MacKenzie? He would smooth talk her and do anything he could to worm his way into her good graces. The thought made Isaac want to rush out and find her so he could protect her. He thought about MacKenzie’s quick retorts and smiled. Maybe she’d tell Brad off before he got a chance to manipulate his way into her heart.

      Hopefully Brad would believe they were engaged. Isaac stopped pacing. His heart thudded loudly in his chest. He’d told Brad they were engaged. It was only to protect MacKenzie, but what if she found out? She would not like that, not one bit. Oh, no. Flipping the switch so the open sign dimmed, Isaac wrote a hurried note, Be back in 15, shoved it in the window and locked the door behind him. He needed to find MacKenzie before Brad did.
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