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            Chapter One

         

         The room was dark, the floorboards creaking ominously under the weight of the intruder’s footsteps as he approached the bed with murderous intent. His shadow loomed over Chloe O’Connor, and she squeezed her eyes shut. She heard the rasp of his breath behind his mask, and felt a whisper of cool air against her cheek as the pillow beside her disappeared. He was going to kill her, and there was nothing she could do to stop him.

         It was the most ridiculous, uninspired ending for a character of her stature that she had ever heard of. The writers hadn’t put enough effort or thought into the scene. Chloe had been the star of the daytime drama As the Sun Sets for five years. She’d won two daytime Emmys for her portrayal of Tessa Hart, and she refused, absolutely refused, to go out with a whimper.

         If they were going to kill her off, and obviously they were, she should be begging and pleading for her life, the camera capturing the sheer terror in her green eyes. Janet Leigh’s famous shower scene in Psycho popped into her head. The idea was so perfect Chloe could barely contain her excitement. There was no doubt in her mind that she’d win another daytime Emmy for the scene she envisioned. Now she just had to convince the director, Phil. Rising up on her elbows, she opened her mouth to call cut at the same time the killer slammed the pillow over her face.

         The vindictive force of the attack lay Chloe flat-out on the mattress and had her second-guessing the assailant’s identity. It wasn’t a man; it was Molly. The redheaded actress had auditioned for the part of Tessa Hart, but had been given the lesser role of Tessa’s sister. Her backstabbing sister who was going to get everything once poor Tessa was dead. Chloe struggled to breathe. Her heart gave a terrifying flutter, then another, leaving her weak and light-headed.

         “Stop! Please, stop,” she cried, the pillow shoving the words back down her throat.

         The killer had responded to her muffled pleas by leaning their weight onto their hands. They were actually going to kill her! They didn’t know she had a weak heart. She hadn’t told anyone on the show. Her identical twin, Cat, had acted as Chloe’s unauthorized stunt double for the past two years, but she was gone now, abandoning Chloe in her hour of need.

         There was no help for it; she had to save herself. Her arms felt like they had twenty-pound weights strapped to them as she pushed ineffectually against her attacker. She concentrated on her lower body. Twisting and turning, kicking her leaden feet, she attempted to wriggle from beneath the pillow. It didn’t work. It was hopeless. Tears pooled in her eyes as she lost the feeling in her arms and legs. She was dying. And as though to confirm it, her life began to flash before her eyes.

         The hospital stays for her heart condition, the times she was teased and bullied in grade school and high school, her sister standing up for her, Easton McBride protecting her, the day he told her he loved her, the day he broke her heart and she broke her sister’s. The images from her past were filled with love, lies, and loss. The images from the last five years were filled with much the same as she clawed her way to the top, stepping on whoever got in her way.

         A sob warbled in her throat. She wouldn’t get the chance to tell her family she loved them, to have a family of her own, to have someone who loved her, to win an Oscar, to…Please God, please, I don’t want to die. I want to live.

         “That’s a wrap. Good job, everyone,” Phil called out.

         The pressure lifted from the pillow. Chloe barely had enough strength to push it from her face. Once she did, she dragged in great, gulping gasps of life-saving oxygen.

          Dame Estelle Alexander, her agent and manager, rushed to her side and offered her a hand. “As soon as I realized Molly was your killer, I went to the dressing room and got your pills, my dear,” the older woman whispered, her British accent more pronounced.

         Chloe struggled to sit upright. “Thank you,” she said, taking the pills while casting a covert glance around the set. The sound stage was empty. Chloe accepted the bottle of water Estelle offered with a small smile, doing her best to hide her disappointment that not one person stayed behind to thank her for her years of dedication. She popped the nitrogen tablets into her mouth at the same time Molly came into view.

         The redhead pulled off black gloves as she walked toward them. Chloe’s fingers tightened around the water bottle. Molly was the last person she wanted to see, but at least she’d come to pay her respects. Maybe Chloe would forgive her for practically smothering her to death. “Well, Molly—” Before she got out another word, the actress lifted her iPhone. The flash nearly blinded Chloe.

         Molly laughed, then turned the screen toward them. “I think I’ll caption it ‘Chloe O’Connor ends her days on a bender.’”

         Chloe squinted at the photo and gasped. She was a hot mess. Her long, dark hair was all over the place, and not in a sexy bedhead kind of way. Her false eyelashes were half-off, half-on, her red lipstick smeared from her mouth to her cheek. If Chloe wasn’t afraid she’d have a heart attack, she’d leap off the bed and strangle Molly. “Do it, and I’ll sue,” Chloe threatened, her voice a weak rasp.

         Holding up her phone, Molly smirked and pressed a button. “Consider it payback for all the years I’ve had to put up with you, Chloe. Good luck, by the way. Word on the street is no one will hire you. Everyone blames you for poor George going off the deep end.”

         George had been with As the Sun Sets from its inception. He’d played Byron Hart, Tessa’s husband. He was currently serving time in a psychiatric hospital. “Me? The man tried to kill my sister! He’s delusional.”

         Molly gave a negligent shrug. “That’s not how the fans see it. At least they’ll stop picketing the studio now that you’re dead.” She smiled and wiggled her fingers. “Toodle-oo, I have to change for your wake.”

         “You’re having a wake for me?” Chloe blurted, horrified at the thought.

         Estelle pointed her cane at Molly. “You won’t be so smug a month from now. You’re not half the actress Chloe is. You can’t carry As the Sun Sets. The fans will abandon the show in droves.”

         A flicker of worry crossed Molly’s face. She might despise Chloe, but she respected Estelle. A Broadway actress of some renown, Estelle’s opinion held weight with the cast and crew. It’s too bad her star status didn’t appear to be influencing the casting directors. To date, Chloe hadn’t received a single offer for a new role.

         She carefully swung her legs to the side of the bed. Still weak from her ordeal, she took a moment before standing. She swayed slightly as she got to her feet and looped her arm through Estelle’s. “Don’t waste your breath. We have an appointment with Steven at WP24, remember?” She tightened her fingers around the older woman’s arm, silently warning Estelle not to call her on the lie. Then Chloe lifted her nose in the air, focusing on her posture to walk away with her patented elegant grace.

         Suck on that, Molly.

         Getting the best of the other actress felt good for about five seconds before the realization hit that Chloe was washed up at thirty-two. And none of her colleagues cared. They despised her. She wasn’t exactly easy to work with, but only because she wanted the daytime drama to be the best it could be. She pushed her co-stars as hard as she pushed herself. But she’d never forgotten one of their birthdays and sent all of them cards at Christmas and Hanukkah.

         “I don’t suppose Mr. Spielberg called you back, did he?”

         “Sorry to say he hasn’t, my dear.” Estelle patted her hand. “I’m sure he would have if he’d viewed your audition tapes. You’re a brilliant actress. Don’t let Molly or the others make you doubt yourself. You have a bright future ahead of you.”

         Chloe managed a weak smile. “You’re good for my confidence, Estelle. I don’t know what I would have done without you these past few months.”

         The older woman had moved in with Chloe when Cat decided to remain in Colorado—with Estelle’s grandson Grayson. They were a couple now. A bitter pill both she and Estelle had to swallow. Grayson was perfect for Chloe. Even Estelle thought so. But he’d fallen in love with Cat while she’d been pretending to be Chloe. How telling was that? Estelle swore that one day he’d come to his senses and return to LA and Chloe.

         “Likewise, my dear. Fluffy and I are very happy at the beach house,” Estelle said, referring to her white Angora cat and Chloe’s gorgeous home on Redondo Beach. The older woman gave her an apologetic smile when they reached Chloe’s dressing room. “I’m afraid I have more bad news.”

         Chloe placed a hand over her racing heart. She needed another pill, but she’d already taken her limit for the day. “You’re not leaving me too, are you?”

         “No, it’s—”

         Her frantic gaze searched Estelle’s face. “Are you sick? Because if you are, you don’t have to worry. I can afford to get you the best care money—”

         “No, no, it’s not me. It’s your sister and Grayson. They’re engaged. Your mother is hosting an engagement party for them this weekend and expects us both to attend.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Chloe sat in the back of the stretch limo with Estelle and Fluffy. Her mother had met every one of Chloe’s excuses not to come to the party with stony silence. She supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised by her mother’s hard-headedness, but she was. She’d always been her mother’s favorite. Liz O’Connor, now McBride after her remarriage last fall, had been Chloe’s staunchest ally, her biggest fan. At least up until Christmas she had been. Everything changed the day Chloe accused her sister of trying to kill her.

         But when she’d risked her own life to save Cat from the real killer, Chloe’d thought she redeemed herself. She’d discovered over these past few months that she was wrong. Her mother hadn’t completely forgiven her. Which was why Chloe was on her way to the engagement party. She didn’t want to risk further damaging their relationship.

         Estelle, who was on the phone with Grayson, elbowed Chloe in the ribs with a gleam in her eyes. “Really, she invited your father? Whatever gave her the idea you’d be happy about that, my boy?”

         Chloe couldn’t work up the energy to get caught up in Estelle’s excitement. Returning to Christmas always depressed her. It was a pretty town: quaint, charming, postcard perfect really with its pastel-painted shops and cobblestone lanes. She glanced out the tinted windows to where the majestic Rocky Mountains stood sentry over the valley. When she was a little girl, she believed fairy princesses and knights in shining armor inhabited those rocky outcroppings. Their castles hidden in the dark depths of the forest. Her hometown had seemed a beautiful and magical place to live back then. But everything had changed when she hit high school.

         Then her dreams and fantasies had been about leaving Christmas and becoming a star. She’d win an Oscar and prove to them that the girl they thought wouldn’t amount to anything had. Only she hadn’t, not really.

         She rubbed her chest, willing the tightness away. It was so much harder coming home today. Chloe’s life was circling the drain, and Cat was getting her happy-ever-after. And there’d been a time last December when Chloe had believed Grayson was her happy-ever-after.

         That was the problem with being identical twins. Not only did they look alike, Chloe and Cat had the same taste in men. But the men fell in love with her sister. She didn’t understand why Cat’s happiness always had to come at the expense of hers. Cat got the perfect heart, and Chloe got the defective one. Cat got the man of Chloe’s dreams, and Chloe got…no one.

         “Hang in there, my boy. We’ll see you shortly.” Estelle gave Chloe’s thigh an enthusiastic pat. “There’s trouble in paradise, my dear. Grayson is finally seeing the light. I knew sooner or later that he would. My son is in town.”

         “Lord Waverly is here…in Christmas?” Whatever was Cat thinking? Even Chloe knew that Grayson and his father were estranged. And for good reason.

         “Yes. Your sister invited him without telling Grayson.” Estelle rolled her eyes. “She wanted to surprise him.”

         Chloe twisted the Sisters Forever necklace Cat had given her the day she’d been bullied so bad she’d wanted to quit school. She didn’t appreciate Estelle making fun of her sister. Chloe could say what she wanted about Cat, but no one else could. “My sister’s thoughtful like that. Family’s important to her. She’d want Grayson to have his with him today.”

         “She’ll find out the hard way that Peter isn’t much of a father. Never was. I raised Grayson.” Estelle frowned at her phone. “But I’m surprised my son hasn’t called me. He must be as disappointed in Grayson’s choice of bride-to-be as I am. He’s all about the title. And, as you know, your sister is hardly ladyship material. But you are, my dear. And if we play our cards right, Grayson will see that, too. Maybe it’s a good thing Peter’s come to town after all.”

         “I can’t think about that now, Estelle. I’m more concerned someone will discover my career is in the toilet. We should go over that list of movies we talked about. The ones we’re going to say I have a part in.” She chewed on her thumbnail. “Maybe instead of saying I have a part in all of them, we’ll say I’ve got one, looking good for the others.” Oh goodness, the plan was fraught with problems already. Estelle’s memory couldn’t always be trusted. There’s no way she’d stay on point the entire day.

          As the limo turned onto her stepfather’s street, Chloe caught sight of the long lines of vehicles parked on either side of the road. Her chest tightened again. Breathing slowly in and out, she reminded herself that at least she had the money to play the part of a celebutante. The thought helped ease the anxious knot.

         The driver parked in front of the gray stone bungalow and then went to open his door. “We’ll need a moment,” Chloe said, taking a compact out of her coral Hermès bag. She fluffed her hair and did a quick retouch of her makeup. Estelle did the same.

         Ten minutes later Chloe looked out the window, wondering why no one had come to greet them. She noticed the driver tapping impatiently on the steering wheel and nibbled on her bottom lip. She grimaced and rubbed her finger across her teeth, then reapplied her coral lipstick. Obviously Grayson hadn’t alerted the family that they were close by. She sighed and informed the chauffeur that they were ready.

         Chloe checked to make sure her dress hadn’t ridden up before gracefully alighting from the limo. As she placed her hand in the chauffeur’s, she looked from under her fake eyelashes, checking to see if they had an audience. They didn’t. Her shoulders slumped. So far, the day wasn’t going how she envisioned. Smoothing a manicured hand down her Jean Paul Gaultier garden-printed sheath dress, she waited for Estelle to join her on the walkway. At least Chloe’s dress was divine, perfect for a garden party in early May. Her Louboutins with the four-inch coral heels were fab, too. And thankfully her hair had cooperated, falling into long, loose waves to her midback.

         “You’ll be the belle of the ball, my dear. You look absolutely stunning.”

         “Oh no, I don’t want to overshadow my sister. It’s her day after all.” She pasted a gracious smile on her face. She so wanted to overshadow Cat today. Yes, it was petty and mean-spirited, but it was the truth. She didn’t like the feeling and wished she could make it go away. The trick was not to let anyone else know how she felt. Thank goodness she was a brilliant actress.

         Chloe companionably looped her arm through Estelle’s. “You’re looking very posh yourself.” The older woman had on a gold silk sheath dress with matching jacket, her champagne blond hair smoothed back in a classic chignon. At seventy-seven, she was still a beautiful woman. “Anyone special you were hoping to see today?” she teased, knowing full well there was.

         “I thought perhaps I’d look up Fred and Ted.” Estelle patted her hair, then made a face. “That nasty old woman isn’t going to be here today, is she?”

         Chloe knew exactly who she was referring to. Nell McBride was the town’s self-appointed matriarch and matchmaker. Ted and Fred were her best friends, and she hadn’t been pleased when they’d taken a shine to Estelle. “I’m afraid so. She’s my stepfather’s aunt.”

         And that reminded Chloe who else would be here…Easton McBride. She stopped halfway up the stone walk and dug in her purse for her pills. Estelle did the same, then held up a silver flask. “I thought we might need this.”

         “I’m not sure we should be taking our medication with Scotch, Estelle.”

         “I watered it down,” the older woman said and popped her pills in her mouth. She took a swig before handing Chloe the flask.

         She supposed it couldn’t hurt. She’d need a little liquid courage to face Easton. He despised her and didn’t care who knew it, including her. And yes, he may have had good reason to feel that way fifteen years ago. But my goodness, it was such a long time to hold a grudge. She wrinkled her nose as she lifted the flask to her mouth.

         The front door opened. It was Easton. And like every single time she saw his outrageously handsome face, her heart pitter-pattered in her chest and the theme song from The Princess Bride started playing in her head. It was silly. And she wished she could turn off the soundtrack in her mind. But it had been playing there since she was fifteen and Easton saved her from the schoolyard bullies. He’d been her hero from that moment on. Her white knight. She’d thought he was her one until he became her sister’s. He’d loved Cat. They’d probably be…Chloe’s eyes widened…married now if it weren’t for her.

         “Little early to be drinking, isn’t it, Scarlett?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Chloe barely registered what Easton said because a lightbulb went off in her head. Her sister’s old flame was the answer to her prayers. She opened her mouth to lay out a win-Cat-back plan to Easton and inhaled an excited breath. She choked on the Scotch.

         “Jesus,” Easton muttered with an irritated look in his sapphire blue eyes as she coughed and sputtered. He came down the front steps and patted her back.

         She teetered on her heels, raising her hand to get him to stop with the forceful slaps. “I’m okay,” she wheezed.

         The man didn’t know his own strength. He was built like the star quarterback he’d once been in high school—thick neck, wide shoulders and broad chest, narrow hips and the tightest behind this side of the great divide. Actually, since he stood in front of her, she hadn’t gotten a look at his behind. But she didn’t imagine it had changed since she’d last seen him naked. His seven-year stint in the military had only served to further strengthen and harden the man.

         Her four-inch heels put her eye level with his chin, the cleft she used to delight in kissing barely visible beneath the dark scruff. She lifted her gaze to his beautifully shaped mouth; the hint of a bow in his upper lip, the bottom sensually full. His perfect lips flattened. She briefly closed her eyes and released a disheartened sigh.

         Easton McBride would never be the answer to her prayers.

         He made an aggravated sound in his throat and dropped his hand, taking a step back.

         “Are you all right, my dear?” Estelle asked, touching Chloe’s shoulder in concern while slanting a wary glance at Easton.

         “I’ll be fine, thank you. I just need a moment to catch my breath.” And to prepare to see her family and the happily engaged couple. It would have been so much easier if she could convince Easton that Cat was his one. He could save them both a whole lot of heartache by simply going along with the plan that had popped into Chloe’s head the moment she saw him.

         He crossed his arms over the U.S. Army logo stitched onto his sleeveless black T-shirt. “What’s with the accent?”

         She drew her gaze from his biceps. “What are you talking about? I don’t have an accent.”

         “Don’t know why I bothered to ask,” he said as if talking to himself, then gave them a mocking bow. “Your highnesses.”

         She didn’t understand why he had to be so rude. The man held a grudge longer than anyone she knew. Still, she couldn’t help but watch as he headed across the grass toward the line of cars. His black sweat shorts showed off his tight behind. She’d been right, he did have the best butt, and his legs were…

         A shocked cry escaped before she could contain it. His right calf was strong and muscular while his left was ravaged with ugly, vivid red scars from repeated surgeries. She’d heard that an IED had blown up the convoy he’d been traveling in in Afghanistan, but other than a noticeable limp, she hadn’t known the extent of his injuries. He was lucky to have kept his leg.

         Easton glanced over his shoulder, and those mocking blue eyes held hers. He’d heard her horrified gasp. He wouldn’t want sympathy from anyone, least of all her. She turned away, forcing a smile for Estelle. “I suppose it’s now or never.”

         Chloe flinched at the sound of a door slamming. He was angry at her. She didn’t blame him; she should have done a better job concealing her reaction. She wondered if she should go to him and try to explain. She glanced over her shoulder. He’d retrieved a football from his truck. He wasn’t leaving after all. Still shaken by that brief glimpse of how badly he’d been injured, how close he’d come to losing his life, she thought it best to hold off on the apology and returned her attention to Estelle. She helped the older woman up the steps. “An hour should be long enough to pay our respects to the happy couple, don’t you think, Estelle?”

         Her manager rubbed her cheek against Fluffy’s head. “If it’s any longer than that, let’s hope the punch is spiked.”

         Chloe seconded the sentiment and rang her stepfather’s doorbell. Technically, she supposed the stone bungalow was her mother’s home, too, since she lived here, but Chloe felt uncomfortable walking in without an invitation.

         A drawn-out sigh warned her that Easton was close by. Sure enough, he reached around her and opened the door. She hesitated, once again wondering if she should apologize. But given how he felt about her, he’d probably throw her apology in her face. So instead she murmured, “Thank you,” and went to step inside. But strong, warm fingers wrapped around her arm, and he drew her out of the way. “Go on in, Dame Alexander. I need a word with Chloe. Everyone’s out back.” He gave Estelle directions, then closed the door.

         Chloe pivoted. “Easton, that’s so rude. Estelle doesn’t know—”

         He stared down at her. “Why are you here?”

         She frowned. “Where else would I be? It’s my sister’s engagement party. I was invited.”

         “Don’t bullshit me, Chloe. I know you too well. If you’ve come to make a scene, I suggest you head back to LA right now.”

         “Why are you being so mean to me?” She searched his face, his cold, closed-off expression. This wasn’t about her reaction to his injury. This was about their past. “You’ll never forgive me, will you? I’ve apologized over and over again, but you just tune me out. Fifteen years is a long time to hold a grudge, even for you.” She hoped he’d forgotten about the little incident at their parents’ rehearsal party last fall.

         His brow furrowed, then he released a short bark of laughter. “You’re unbelievable. This is about Cat. It’s her day, Chloe. And if you do one thing to upset her, I’m tossing you out on your ass.”

         She blinked up at him, ignoring the dull ache expanding in her chest. “You really do love her.”

         “Of course I do. We all do. And no one wants to see her hurt again. So if you think you can come here—”

         At the reminder of how much everyone adored her sister and despised her, Chloe’s bottom lip quivered. She bit down on it. She shouldn’t have come. The logo on his T-shirt blurred, and she turned to face the door. “Despite what you think of me”—the emotion she struggled to contain came out in her voice, and she cleared her throat before continuing—“What you all seem to think of me. I love my sister. I won’t stay long. I don’t want to ruin everyone’s fun.”

          She heard him swear under his breath, then he placed a hand on her shoulder. “Look, maybe I over—”

         Her mother opened the front door. She glanced from Easton to Chloe with a tentative smile on her pretty face. “Is everything okay out here?”

         “Everything’s wonderful. It’s so good to see you, Mommsy. I’ve missed you so much,” Chloe said past the lump in her throat. Her smile wobbled. Combined with Easton’s hurtful remarks, seeing her mother and knowing how close she’d come to losing her love last Christmas broke what little control she had left over her emotions. A tear rolled down her cheek, and Chloe gave a small, helpless cry, throwing herself in her mother’s arms.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dammit to hell, he’d done it now. He made Chloe cry. It hadn’t been his intention. Granted, since he knew the woman was an emotional drama queen, he should have thought before he spoke. All he wanted to do was ensure that they didn’t have a repeat of last December’s drama. He didn’t want Chloe to ruin her sister’s big day. Cat had lived in her sister’s shadow long enough. She deserved to be the center of attention today. But he’d wanted to take the words back as soon as he saw Chloe’s bottom lip quiver and the shimmer of tears in her green eyes.

         Maybe if she hadn’t shown up in a stretch limo looking like a cover model in a dress that hugged her curves and probably cost more than half the folks in town made in a year, he wouldn’t have laid into her. Only problem with that argument was, he hadn’t said anything then. Chloe flaunting her money, along with her newly acquired British accent, wasn’t why he’d gone off on her. He was pretty much immune to Chloe O’Connor the beauty queen.

         What he wasn’t immune to was the sickened expression that came over her face when she got a look at his leg. Did it bother him that the sight of his scars made her look like she wanted to hurl? Nah, he couldn’t care less. Chloe lived in a world where people went under the knife for the slightest flaw, imagined or otherwise. Injecting poison into their lips and foreheads to the point they resembled pod people. Chloe hadn’t succumbed to the pressure yet, but it was only a matter of time. No one worshipped at the altar of perfection more than Chloe O’Connor.

         But thanks to her shocked cry, he’d lost his concentration while walking across the uneven grass to retrieve the football from his pickup. After turning away from her, he’d tripped. The last thing he wanted to do was fall on his face in front of her, and he’d strained the weak muscles in his injured leg to remain standing. The excruciating pain nearly brought him to his knees, and that pissed him off. He was tired of the pain, tired of seeing the worry on his family’s and friends’ faces.

         Chloe had been on the receiving end of his temper and frustration. Typically, he alleviated the anger with the reminder he was damn lucky to be alive. He should have thought about that before taking it out on her. Even though his warning was warranted, he could have toned it down some.

          He grimaced when Chloe threw herself into her mother’s arms, his fingers tightening around the football. Liz looked at him as she stroked her daughter’s long, midnight-black hair. He wasn’t sure if it was a here-we-go or a what-did-you-do expression on his stepmother’s face. Whatever it was, he probably should apologize.

         Just as he opened his mouth to do so, Liz said, “Darling, what’s wrong? Why are you crying?”

         Easing from her mother’s arms, Chloe sniffed loudly and repeatedly. “I-I’m not crying, Mommsy. I must be allergic to Fluffy.”

         Huh. He was kind of surprised she didn’t throw him under the bus. And that made him feel guiltier for the way he’d treated her. Because while she might be a spoiled pain in the ass, he knew she could also be sweet, compassionate, and kind. There was a time, years earlier, that he’d been on the receiving end of her sweetness. Right before she’d played him and ruined his relationship with her sister.

         “You’ve never had allergies before…” Liz trailed off as she searched her daughter’s face. “Do you have any other symptoms? Tightness in your chest, swelling of your lips and tongue?”

         Oh, Jesus, no, she did not just put out the specter of anaphylactic shock to Chloe. Then again, he supposed he shouldn’t be surprised that she did. Liz had been angsting over Chloe’s health since they brought her home from the hospital with a hole in her heart. If she could have put her little girl in a protective bubble, she probably would have. Something he could relate to. His father was as much a worrier as Liz. But there was one big difference; Easton and his brothers weren’t hypochondriacs. Chloe was. And now her mother had most likely ensured there would be a scene like the one he’d hoped to avoid. Unless…

         He moved away from the door, shutting it behind him. “She’s fine, Liz.” He put his arm around Chloe and gave her a squeeze. “Aren’t you?”

         “I don’t know. I am having a hard time swallowing.” She rubbed her throat as though pushing a football down her long, graceful neck, then smacked her coral lips together a couple of times. “My lips feel tingly. Is my tongue swollen?” At least that’s what he thought she said. It was kind of hard to make out since she stuck her tongue out at the same time she asked.

         “Chloe, you’re not allergic to the cat. You—” Easton was working his way to an apology, but she cut him off.

         “Are you sure? It feels really thick.”

         “Put your tongue back in your mouth. You were crying because I hurt your feelings, not because you’ve developed a sudden allergy to Fluffy.”

         She stiffened, then removed his arm from her shoulders. “You didn’t hurt my feelings, and you certainly did not make me cry.”

         His father, wearing chinos, a powder-blue golf shirt, and a frown, approached. “What’s going on?”

         The last thing Easton wanted was to give Chloe an audience. And if they stood here long enough, they’d draw a crowd. He had to move this along. “Look, I’m sorry, Chloe. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

         His father drew her to his side, narrowing his eyes at Easton. “You made her cry?” Paul had become as protective of Liz’s daughters as he was of his own sons.

         Before Easton could defend himself, Chloe gave his father a fond smile and patted his chest. “It’s all right, Paul. I’m used to Easton. I don’t pay attention to what he says to me anymore. It goes in one ear and out the other.” She demonstrated this with a manicured, peach-polished finger, then her narrow shoulders raised on a sigh. “If I’m upset about anything”—she touched her damp cheek—“and obviously I am, it’s because of the traumatic experience I suffered a couple of days ago. I thought I’d shaken it off, but really, that would be expecting too much of myself. Of anyone, really. It’s not every day you’re murdered. Smothered to death by a pillow-wielding sociopath.”

         The three of them stared at her, and she waved her hand. “I’m perfectly fine. Mommsy and Paul, no fussing over me. I absolutely forbid it. This is Cat’s big day. All the attention must be on her, do you understand me?”

         Oh, she’s good, Easton thought, even though he didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. Apparently he wasn’t the only one.

         “Well, yes…” Liz wrinkled her nose. “Actually, no I don’t. What are you talking about, darling? Who was murdered?”

         “Me, of course. I…Is it warm in here?” She fanned herself, looking a little panicked when the three of them assured her it wasn’t. “I probably shouldn’t be talking about dying. That’s enough to make anyone’s heart race, isn’t it?” She pressed the back of her hand to her forehead and pointed to her purse with the other one. “Can…can you get my pills, Mommsy? Please.”

         Great, she was going into full drama-queen mode. Or as Cat referred to it, “her Scarlett O’Hara act.” And Liz and Paul were buying into her performance.

         “Of course. Just relax and take deep breaths,” her mother said as she dug around in Chloe’s purse.

         Enough was enough. They’d just make it worse by encouraging her. “Chloe, look at me,” Easton said. “There’s nothing wrong with you. Those pills aren’t—”

         His father’s eyes widened, and he gave his head a slight warning shake. “Son, I don’t think this is the time—”

         Easton cut his father off. It was past time she knew what everyone else did. “Chloe, they’re sugar pills.”

         She frowned. “Why would you say something like that? They’re nitrogen tablets for my heart condition.” She looked up at his father. “Tell him, Paul.”

         His father rubbed the back of neck. Something he did when he was nervous.

         And when his father opened his mouth, no doubt to play into her delusions, Easton gestured to the bottle clutched in her hand. “If you don’t believe me, take them to a pharmacist. Cat thought they’d help with your…attacks. There’s nothing wrong with you.” Nothing a little therapy wouldn’t cure.

         “Hey, why are you all hanging out in the house?” Cat asked, as she walked through the living room with a smile.

         Chloe whirled on her sister, shaking the plastic bottle at Cat. “You changed my prescription to sugar pills! What were you trying to do, kill me?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Chloe regretted them. And not because she didn’t have a right to be furious at her sister’s deception, but because of the look of disappointment that came over her mother’s face. It was depressingly similar to the expression Liz wore back in December. Chloe may have overreacted then, but she wasn’t now.

         “Sorry, Cat. I probably shouldn’t have said anything.” Easton apologized to her sister as if Chloe wasn’t standing three feet away from him.

         Really? Cat was playing Russian roulette with Chloe’s life, and he felt the need to apologize to her sister? It was so easy for all of them to chalk up her attacks to being an overly emotional drama queen. They didn’t have to live with the constant fear that their damaged heart would stop beating.

         “Don’t worry about it, Easton. She was going to find out sooner or later,” her sister said, then turned to Chloe. “I’m sorry. I should have told you. But Easton’s right, Chloe, there isn’t anything wrong with you.”

         Right, she just had an unreliable heart. And now they were all watching her as though they expected her to lose it and make a scene. No one wanted to upset Cat. They couldn’t care less that she’d jeopardized Chloe’s well-being, as long as nothing interfered with her sister’s happy day.

         His stubbled jaw tight, arms crossed over his chest, Easton appeared ready to make good on his earlier threat. She didn’t plan on giving him the satisfaction. The realization they’d all been discussing her attacks, laughing behind her back, was humiliating enough.

         Chloe lifted her chin and channeled her inner diva, the one who was never humiliated or hurt. “I suppose I should be thanking you, Kit Kat. Lately I’ve been concerned about the amount of medication I have to take. At least now I know those studies about the placebo effect are true. Lucky for me I have such a strong and creative mind at my disposal or I’d be stuck taking medication for the rest of my life.” She forced a smile and returned the fake prescription to her purse, hoping her abrupt one-eighty didn’t give her away.

         Since her mother, sister, and Paul visibly relaxed, it appeared they believed her. She shouldn’t be surprised. After all, she was an award-winning actress. She just wished her mother’s pleased smile didn’t carry a touch of pity as well. Chloe didn’t know how she was going to get through the next hour. Especially if Easton kept looking at her with a hint of amusement in those startling blue eyes of his.

         A distant memory ignited a warm flutter in the pit of her stomach. He used to look at her that way in high school, and every time he did, she’d have the same reaction. Not something she should be thinking about now. The day was proving painful enough. She needed a distraction. She had to look no further than her mother and sister and their casual attire. What on earth had they been thinking? Liz’s white capri pants and sleeveless knit top and Cat’s navy shorts and nautical T-shirt weren’t suitable for a garden party. For that matter, neither were Easton’s and Paul’s.

         “I thought the party started at two. Did I get the wrong day?” She kept her smile firmly in place even though she inwardly cringed at the thought. More than an hour of faked happiness would be exhausting. Without proper medication, she’d have to be careful to keep her emotions in check until she returned to LA. She’d make an appointment with a cardiologist as soon as she landed.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Chloe didn’t have the wrong time or day after all. Too bad someone didn’t think to inform her the garden party was actually a pool party. But they were currently experiencing a heat wave so perhaps it was a last-minute decision.

         She sat in a lawn chair beside Estelle, pretending that they were having a wonderful time. Just the two of them. There were at least seventy-five guests milling about Paul’s backyard. At the moment, her mother was leading four women on a tour along a gravel path through the extensive gardens bordered by lilac trees and crab apples in full bloom.

         Their fragrant aroma mingled with the smell of chlorine from the pool a few feet from where Estelle and Chloe sat. She’d prefer to be sitting in the shade of the soaring pine and aspen trees clustered at the far side of the yard but a large group of older women already sat there, including Nell McBride.

         Estelle said something, and Chloe drew her attention back to her manager. As she did, she noticed Paul, who stood on the other side of the pool with a group of his friends, watching her with a concerned frown. She moistened her lips and forced a girlish laugh, then patted Estelle’s hand. “You tell the most amusing stories.”

          The older woman frowned. “I wasn’t trying to be amusing. I think Fluffy has heatstroke,” she said, tipping the cat’s face up.

         “Oh, I’m so sorry, Estelle. I couldn’t hear above the music.” At least her excuse was believable. A boom box sat not ten feet from them, the latest hits blaring from the speakers. If they’d been there for more than twenty minutes, Chloe would suggest they leave. Instead she said, “I’ll get her a bowl of water and a cold cloth,” and half rose from the chair.

         “No, no, I’ll take her inside,” Estelle said, getting up. She patted Chloe’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, I won’t be long.”

         Obviously Chloe’s panic at being left alone showed on her face. She sighed, wishing Ty was there. At least she’d have someone to talk to. But her mother had mentioned he’d be late. Ty used to be the hairstylist for As the Sun Sets. Three months earlier he’d also been Chloe’s roommate, and, she’d thought, close friend. Until he decided he liked her sister better and picked up stakes and moved to Christmas to open a salon.

         As she watched to make sure Estelle got the patio door open, Easton’s niece yelled, “Get ready, Lily! I’m going to do a cannonball.”

         Chloe whipped her head around, judging the distance from her to the pool. She raised her hand. “Just a moment, Angie. Let me move my chair, please.”

         The pretty, dark-haired teenager turned to look at her. “It’s Annie. And if you don’t want to get wet, why don’t you sit over there?” She pointed to where Cat sat laughing with a group of her friends—her casually dressed friends.

         “I can’t sit in the sun,” she told the teenager, and shuffled the lawn chair further beneath the green-and-white-striped awning.

         Annie frowned. “How come?”

         “It causes skin cancer.” She didn’t think the young girl would care that it also caused premature aging. “Do you have sunscreen on? I have some 40 SPF if you want to use it.” She reached into her purse to pull out a tube.

         “No, thanks,” Annie yelled mid-run, and then she did a cannonball.

          A cascade of water rose up from the pool, splattering Chloe’s dress. She released a small cry of dismay and hurriedly wiped at the droplets in an effort to protect the expensive fabric from staining.

         “Why the Sam Hill did you get all gussied up? It’s not the wedding, you know.”

         Chloe inhaled a deep breath through her nose. She should have known she wouldn’t escape Nell McBride’s attention for long. The older woman walked toward her wearing a pair of red capri pants and a T-shirt covered in poppies the exact match to her hair. “Hello, Nell. I see you’ve been going to Ty. He did a lovely job with your hair.”

         Nell finger-combed her spiky hair. “He did, didn’t he? Fred and Ted tell me I look ten years younger.” She pulled a lawn chair beside Chloe and sat down. Estelle had picked a fine time to abandon her. Although it was probably best her manager wasn’t there. Chloe didn’t have the energy to play referee.

         She decided it was safer to keep Nell focused on her hair than on her. “They’re right, you do. The cut is very youthful, and the color complements your skin tone. What shade did he use?”

         Nell ignored her attempt to distract her. “Didn’t expect you to show up today. For your mother’s and sister’s sake, I’m glad that you did. But you should probably mingle a bit. Doesn’t look good you sitting off in a corner feeling sorry for yourself. People will start to talk, you know.”

         “Whatever gave you the idea I’m feeling sorry for myself?” She forced a laugh, it was sharp enough to cut glass. “Now that I’m finally free of my role as Tessa Hart, I have directors inundating me with scripts. I’ve hardly gotten any sleep trying to read—”

         “So they killed you off, did they? Thought they might. I saw the fans picketing the studio on Access Hollywood.”

         Chloe lifted her chin. “The news hasn’t been released yet. Once it is, I’m sure my fans will do the same for me when they learn I’ve been murdered.” Now that wasn’t something she’d given much thought to. Probably because she’d expected the offers to be pouring in by now. But if her fans reacted like George’s, maybe they’d resurrect Tessa Hart. It wasn’t as if it hadn’t been done before. Anything was possible on a daytime drama. But could she really see herself going back? She sighed. It was an option if no other offers came her way.

         Nell, her attention on Easton, absently nodded in response. He was playing football with his brothers, and Cat’s fiancé, Grayson, on the lawn to the left of the pool. Chloe had been doing her best to ignore them. It was difficult to see Easton crippled by his injury. He couldn’t run like he used to, and those disfiguring scars…But it was the tall and leanly muscled Grayson, with his pale blue eyes and dark hair, that she’d been avoiding looking at. He was so beautiful he hurt her eyes as much as he hurt her heart.

         “You get that thought right out of your head, girlie.”

         Chloe stiffened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. He’s my sister’s fiancé. I would never—”

         Nell’s darkened eyebrows drew together. “I was talking about Easton.”

         “Oh, I…Why can’t I look at Easton? Does he have a girlfriend?” She didn’t know what made her ask or why the thought caused a small pinch in her chest. Maybe she was still holding out hope for her win-Cat-back plan.

         “Not yet, he doesn’t. But I intend to fix that. He’s the hero in my next book. I just need to find him his perfect match.”

         Obviously, from Nell’s reaction, it wasn’t Chloe.

         Two years earlier, the older woman had started writing a romance series set in Christmas. Each book featured a couple Nell had a hand in bringing together. All of whom were here today, looking happy and very much in love. Watching them made Chloe realize how much she longed for a family of her own. But where her love life was concerned, she seemed destined to make one disastrous choice after another. Maybe what she needed was a matchmaker with a proven track record. She smiled at Nell. “So when do I get my book?”

         Nell grimaced. “Would you look at that, it’s already three. I better get in there and help with the food,” she said and got up from the chair.

         “Wait, you didn’t answer…” Chloe trailed off as the older woman made a dash for the patio doors leading off the kitchen. Several people turned from their conversations to look at Chloe. Her cheeks warmed, and she bowed her head, fishing in her purse for her phone. She put it to her ear, pretending she had an important call.

         “Oh, Steven”—she released a tinkling laugh—“you’ll make me blush. Of course I can. I’m sure my family will understand—” She looked up to see Estelle hurrying toward her and wondered if her manager and Nell had gotten into it in the kitchen. She hoped they did. At least they’d have a legitimate excuse to leave early. Their rooms at the lodge should be ready by now.

         Chloe pretended to disconnect. She didn’t have to say a fake good-bye. No one was paying any attention to her. “Is something wrong, Estelle?”

         Lowering herself onto the chair beside Chloe, the older woman beamed. “I just got off the phone with Peter. The visit went exactly as I expected. My son refused to give his blessing and tried to talk Grayson out of the marriage. They had a terrible row just before they left for the party, and Grayson sent him packing.”

         She didn’t understand what Estelle was so happy about. “That’s awful. Poor Grayson.”

         “He’ll get over it. Now all we have to do is play on the doubts Peter planted in my grandson’s mind, and the wedding will be off.”

         Chloe glanced to where her mother stood with her friends. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. If I do anything to come between Grayson and Cat, my family will never forgive me.” And she didn’t know if she’d forgive herself. She’d destroyed her sister’s happiness once. She couldn’t do it again.

         “You’d be doing her a favor, saving her from future heartache. Look at them, do they look happy to you?”

         “It’s their engagement party, of course they’re…” As she searched the crowd for her sister, Chloe trailed off. Grayson and Easton’s older brother Chance were no longer playing football. They were standing under a tree talking to Cat. Her sister was pinching the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger, something she did when she was frustrated. While Grayson raked his hand through his thick, chocolate-brown hair, looking as unhappy as his bride-to-be. Chloe leaned forward in an effort to read the couple’s lips.

         A familiar voice distracted her, and she twisted at the waist. Ty leaned half-in and half-out the patio doors, talking to someone in the kitchen. He had on white slacks and a short-sleeve shirt with a white-and-black geometric print. Laughing, he slid the glass door closed and searched the crowd. Happy to see another friendly face besides Estelle’s, Chloe raised her hand, about to call out to him. Then lowered her arm at the thought he’d want to see his best friend first.

         He turned and caught sight of Chloe, a wide, welcoming smile creasing his handsome face. “Diva!” As soon as he reached her, he hauled her out of the lawn chair and rocked her in his arms. “I’ve missed you.”

         “I’ve missed you, too,” she said, hugging him tight.

         He leaned back, taking her in from head to toe. His eyes admiring behind his red square-framed glasses, he said, “Totally rocking the Jean Paul, Diva. And your hair is fabulous as always. Thank God there’s someone else around here with a sense of style. Can you believe how they’re dressed for an engagement party?”

         She laughed, feeling a little less alone than she had earlier. “No. Couldn’t you talk my sister into a more elegant affair?”

         He snorted, then stepped away from her to greet Estelle. “Duchess, you look marvelous, darling.” The older woman preened when he lifted her hand to his lips. “So how are my roomies faring without me?” he asked as he grabbed a lawn chair.

         “Wonderful. We no longer have to wait hours to use the loo,” Chloe said, moving her chair over to make room for him between her and Estelle.

         He grinned and patted her thigh. “You really do miss me, don’t you? Okay, now give me the 411. How’s everyone at As the Sun Sets? Is Molly still being a biatch?”

         “Molly killed me. She smothered me to death with a pillow.”

         “Shut up! She did not.”

         Sinking her teeth into her bottom lip, Chloe nodded.

         “They’re a bunch of morons,” Ty said, pulling her into his arms. “Without you, the show will be canceled in six months.”

         “Just so, my boy. That’s exactly what I told her,” Estelle said.

         “Now’s your chance to break out. Forget the soaps. Go after a nice, meaty big screen role. You’ve got the acting chops for it…and the looks. Have you had any bites?”

         “Oh, yes, there’s a wonderful period piece—” Estelle began.

         Chloe cut off her manager before she listed the movies they’d discussed earlier. She didn’t have to pretend with Ty. “Not one.”

         He frowned. “Are you serious?”

         “Yes, but I’m sure something will come up soon.” She had to change the subject; she was getting depressed. “Enough about me. How are you enjoying Christmas? Did you have the official opening for your salon yet?”

         “I wouldn’t have it without my favorite celebrity in attendance, now would I? As soon as your mother told me about the engagement party, I scheduled the grand opening for next Saturday afternoon.”

         “We planned to leave tomorrow morning.” She chewed on her thumbnail. She knew what he was going to ask. And no matter how much she wanted to be here for Ty, she didn’t think she could handle staying in town.

         He pulled her thumb from her mouth. “You have to stay. I need you there.”

         “You have Cat.”

         He glanced to where her sister stood deep in conversation with Chance and his very pregnant wife, Vivi. “Between Grayson and her job, she hasn’t had much time for me.” He shrugged as if it didn’t bother him, but Chloe could tell that it did.

         Impulsively, she said, “All right, I’ll stay.”

         Ty clapped his hands. “What about you, Duchess?”

         “Yes, of course. Anything to support you, my boy.” Estelle patted his cheek, then leaned in to him. “Now tell me, how is my grandson? Truly.”

         “Okay, and this is totally under the dome of silence,” he steepled his fingers over his head, “There’s trouble in paradise.”

         “I knew it!” Estelle said, banging her cane on the ground for emphasis.

         “What part of ‘dome’ and ‘silence’ did you not understand, Duchess?”

         “Sorry. Do tell.”

         The three of them huddled close with their heads touching. “All right, so Pussy just…Oh, get over it,” he said when Chloe and Estelle winced at his nickname for Cat, “… took on a case with McBride Security, and Grayson wants her off of it. She’s protecting a guy that the FBI’s been investigating for the past year. She refused, and then Lord Waverly arrived the next day. Last night I would have laid odds against this little shindig happening.”

         Chloe sat back in her chair, mulling over the news. Grayson was a special agent with the FBI, so she could see his point. But she could also see her sister’s. Several years ago, Cat had been the youngest female detective with the Denver PD. She’d loved working in law enforcement. It had nearly destroyed her sister when she was forced to leave her job under a cloud of suspicion. Chloe imagined working for Easton and Chance at McBride Security had gone a long way in erasing those unhappy memories. Cat took pride in her job, and there was no way she’d cave to Grayson’s demands. Now or ever. Estelle was right, the couple were setting themselves up for heartache.

         Unless Chloe did something.

         She had to save her sister from making another mistake. Even though she’d been positive Cat’s ex, Michael Upton, was the scoundrel he turned out to be, she hadn’t said anything to her sister. So while it was possible Chloe would alienate her family, she had to take the risk. This was her chance to make up for the hurt she’d caused Cat in the past.

         She looked up to see Estelle watching her. The older woman raised her penciled eyebrows as if to say “I told you so.” Chloe nodded. She knew what she had to do.

         “Ty, darling, come here for a sec.” Her mother waved him over to the group of women she stood with.

         “Okay, you two, remember.” Ty made a zip-it motion with his fingers as he got out of his chair. “Once the party’s over, we’ll head over to my salon, and I’ll give you the grand tour.”

         “I can’t wait,” Chloe said.

         Estelle agreed. “Looking forward to it, my boy.” The moment he was out of earshot, she whispered to Chloe, “What’s the plan?”

         “Don’t you worry about it. I’ll take care of everything, Estelle.” Chloe stood up and smoothed a palm down her dress. As she walked around the pool, she thought of something her sister-in-law Skye always said, “Everything happens for a reason.”

         Maybe she was right. If Chloe hadn’t been killed off As the Sun Sets or if an offer had come in for a movie role, she wouldn’t have the opportunity or time to play Cupid and make up for her past mistakes. The thought made her feel better about her lack of job opportunities and reinforced her belief that she was meant to do this.

         She stepped off the cement deck to avoid being splashed by the laughing children in the pool. “Careful,” she told them, forcing a light-hearted tone to her voice, then she raised a hand and called, “Easton. Yoo-hoo, Easton.”

         His eyes met hers just as he drew his arm back. Then, as the ball left his hand, he mouthed “oh, shit” and yelled, “Chloe!”

         What’s the matter with him now? she thought, tipping her head back to watch the football spiral in the cloudless blue sky. And that’s when she realized it was headed directly for her.
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