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Chapter 1

 


From the moment the plane
touched down in New Bern, North Carolina, Sabrina Parker knew her
life was going to be different. Different in what way, she couldn’t
honestly say, but it just felt
different. Maybe it was the undeniable freshness
of the coastal summer air. Or maybe it was the friendly smiles of
the airport workers. She really felt like the attendant holding the
terminal door for her was happy she was there. She glanced over her
shoulder and damn if the pilot wasn’t standing on the steps taking
a deep breath. He glanced her way and smiled, raising a hand in a
friendly wave.

She turned resolutely away, her L.A. mindset
convinced it wasn’t any of those things. Maybe it was the absolute
certainty that her career was—henceforth and forevermore—lost.
Ended. Sucked up into the same void of indifference she’d seen
consume colleagues and friends and competitors.

And damn if it wasn’t all Andre’s fault.

 


****

 


“Andre,
why the hell can’t you
do me this favor? You owe me.” Sabrina had never hesitated to call
a favor when it was due, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to now.
Andre was the best damn magical effects consultant she’d ever
worked with and if she didn’t get somebody spectacular on
this movie, her career
might as well be toast. Sabrina didn’t do CGI anything, and it seemed that was all
the moviemaking business was interested in these days. Never mind
that Sabrina’s brand of old school techniques combined with
illusion could be even more spectacular than CGI. Never mind that
every movie she’d ever worked on had gone on to critical acclaim.
Sabrina was behind the times as far as the movie industry was
concerned.

But that could change with this movie. She’d
put every spare penny into this project. If she could make it work,
her reputation would outstrip all her competitors. If it didn’t,
she’d lose everything.

“I don’t owe you. Actually, that was Logan.
Ian Logan. Remember, you staged some pretty stunning magical
effects on his private island?” Andre’s voice over the internet
conference connection sounded maddeningly calm.

“Oh. Yeah.” Sabrina looked
back at her notes. No. I won’t go back to
the drawing board. Not now. “Forget all
that, Andre. You know you want to work with me again. And this movie is—it’s going
to be spectacular.”

For just a second she
thought she had him. He wavered. She could actually
see it. He might have
come all the way over to her side of things but then something else
grabbed his attention.

Literally. She did see that. A tiny hand
reached up from the floor and grabbed hold of him. He glanced down
and laughed. The next moment he’d scooped his two-year-old daughter
up into his arms. He looked back at the computer only as an
afterthought and she cursed—long and loud but inwardly—as she knew
she’d lost.

“Look, Sabrina. I love you, and I know what
it means to you to do this movie, but I just can’t. And yeah, I
probably do owe you. Because of the movies I’ve already consulted
on, I’m retired. Comfortably. With a family. A growing one.” Andre
reached off camera and pulled his wife into the frame. Sabrina
couldn’t help an exclamation of dismay when she caught sight of
Stacey’s obviously pregnant glow.

Stacey laughed. “Sorry, Sabrina. I agree
with Andre on this one. A hundred percent.” She kissed her husband
lightly and hoisted the clinging toddler from his arms.

“Well, damn.” Sabrina
frowned. “What about Logan, then? He and Rachel haven’t been married long enough
to start a family—”

“Don’t bet on that.” Andre’s tone was too
certain to accept arguments.

Sabrina sighed. “Then what
the hell am I supposed to do? Tony’s on the road with Lydia, you’re
tied up—retired—and Logan’s not an option. My magical resources have all
dried up!” She threw herself back in her chair and clapped her hand
to her forehead. “Now, of all times, you guys go get a
life.”

Andre opened his mouth, spreading his hands
in a classic “What can I do?” gesture, but Stacey interrupted from
off camera. “What about Walt?”

“Unka Walt!” A childish voice chortled, and
Sabrina heard Stacey shush her. She frowned.

“Who’s Uncle Walt?”

Andre looked thoughtful. “He might do
it.”

“It would be really good for him.” Stacey’s
voice came from off-camera.

They seemed to have
forgotten about her, and that maddened Sabrina. She clutched a
pencil and kept her voice calm. “Who is Uncle Walt?”

Andre redirected his attention to Sabrina.
“Walt Bryson. He’s a friend. A magician.”

“Professional?” Sabrina
wrote the name down and frowned. “What the hell kind of name
is Walt Bryson for a magician?”

“He’s not…exactly…the type of magician
you’re used to working with, Sabrina.” The hesitancy in Andre’s
voice made Sabrina give him a hard look.

“He’s not a greenhorn, if that’s what you’re
thinking. One of the best damn magicians I’ve ever known, honest to
God. And he’s worked in television for the past five years.” Andre
paused, obviously wanting to let his words take effect.

“Five years, really?” In spite of her
absolute certainty that something was wrong with the rosy picture
Andre had painted, Sabrina couldn’t help but be impressed. Five
years in show business was a pretty good record. A suspicion
pressed on her consciousness. “Steady?”

“He has his own show.”

Immediate disbelief was her first reaction.
He had to be lying. “Nobody ever has their own magic show for five
years, Andre. Even local markets don’t support that. That’s total
bullshit. Unless—“ She slammed the pencil on the desk. “You’re
wasting my time, aren’t you? He’s got a kid show, doesn’t he?”

“What’s wrong with that?”
Andre folded his arms across his desk. “I told you, he’s one of the
best magicians I’ve ever known. And it’s been a long time since he did birthday
parties.”

She groaned and sat back
in her chair, looking at the name on her pad. Crap. Andre was
right, of course. Five years in any sort of show business put this
magician considerably over the hump of experience required to work
in Hollywood. But still… “I want to see him in action.
Before I approach him
about the job.” She picked her pencil up again and looked directly
at Andre. “Tell me everything you know about him. And I’ll take it
from there.”

Her message, she hoped,
was clear. Don’t you dare go warning him
I’m coming. Because I don’t know if he’s suitable. Because he might
not be.

Or he might be everything I need for this
project.

 


****

 


“Are you
sure this is where you
want to go?” Ronnie blinked dubiously at the memo Sabrina had
handed him. “I’ve never even heard
of this airport.”

Sabrina sighed. Ronnie was dependable and
fun and fortunately willing to work for the honest-to-God
experience in a real movie business and whatever spare change she
had at the end of the month to pass on to him. He was a good kid,
but he always seemed to know better than she did what she should be
doing.

Not that she blamed him for his doubt this
time. Walt Bryson’s long-running kids’ show was based out of a
small television station in Beaufort, North Carolina, of all
places. She’d have at least one stop on her flight. Probably two.
Hopefully the guy would be as worth it as his Youtube videos made
him look.

And he did look good on her computer screen.
Longish dark hair, broad shoulders, muscular build, slate blue
eyes. And the magic was decent, too. For each show, he dressed up
as a heroic figure: a firefighter, a policeman, a soldier. Sabrina
suspected the mothers in the audience had as much to do with Walt’s
success as the kids. He definitely had sex appeal.

“Who’s this guy, again?”
Ronnie ducked behind her desk to check out the computer screen. He
let out a low, appreciative whistle. “Okay, never mind. I’d fly
across the country for that.”

Sabrina winced. “I’m not
flying across the country to look
at him, Ronnie.”

“Sure. Right. You need
his…magical…expertise.” Ronnie’s eyes were glued to the screen, watching
as Walt Bryson put a rabbit in a hat, flipped it over three times
and butterflies flew out. “But really. If he’s not straight, give
him my number?”

“So you can break his heart?” Sabrina arched
her eyebrow and snapped the laptop closed. “Just make the
reservation, Ronnie.”

“Jealousy does not become you, woman.”
Ronnie stuck his chin in the air and swept out of her office.

He was totally wrong of course. She wasn’t
lusting after the magician. She was studying the show. Maybe she
was marginally entertained by it. No, even she had to admit, she
was fascinated. By the show, by the magic…and the magician. The
night before she left, she pored over the videos yet again. She
watched him delight a group of children with a parade of origami
cranes, a clichéd black magician’s hat that spouted sparks that
turned into gumballs. In one episode—the one she kept returning
to—he held a young girl, a cancer patient, on his lap and sang a
song about renewal (in a gorgeous velvety voice) before handing her
a rose that turned into a butterfly in her hands.

How in the hell did he do that?

But the more often she watched the episode,
the more often she realized her real question wasn’t about the
trick—a simple enough effort of mechanics and ingenuity—but about
the look of wonder on the little girl’s gaunt face. She’d been
through so much in her short life, but in that moment he’d helped
her believe in miracles. And maybe that belief was enough.

But still.
Walt Bryson? What was
the deal with the name? She picked up the phone and
dialed.

“What do you mean what’s
the deal with the name? It’s his
name. He’s Walt. He doesn’t work under other
names.” Andre sounded amused enough to irritate her.

“Look, Andrew, we all know magicians are
tricksters. Showmen. You may have a code, but you’ve also always
got a mark. What’s his?” She waited, half wanting him to answer her
truthfully, half hoping he wouldn’t…or couldn’t. Dear God, did she
actually want to believe in magic after all these years of working
so close to it?

He laughed softly. “His mark is the same as
any good magician’s, Sabrina. He wants you to believe in something
outside yourself.”

“How do you know that?
How can you know
that?”

“Because,” and his voice
became clipped in its succinctness, “it’s what I’ve always wanted. And it’s why I
suggested him in the first place.”

Without another word, Sabrina hung up. She’d
just have to see him in person to find out if he was the real
deal.

 


****


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Getting a backstage pass to Walt Bryson’s
magic television show “The Magic Carpet Square” without showing her
credentials proved harder than Sabrina had thought it would. Of
course, if she’d introduced herself to his agent, he would have
gotten her in immediately, but she preferred to remain anonymous
for the moment. At least until she was certain she was actually
interested. Why the hell was security around this local kids’ show
so damn tight?

“I’m sorry, ma’am, which
publication did you say you were writing an article for?” The
snot-nosed brat couldn’t possibly be more than eighteen years old.
Was she actually chewing gum
on the phone?

Sabrina swallowed her
irritation and kept her voice even, although pleasant was out of
the question. “I’m writing a freelance article, but my stories have
appeared in many magazines. Magic, Today’s
Magician, and Magician to name a few.” She held
her breath. This was the third attempt with a production assistant
of the show. If it didn’t work, she’d have to pull out her real
name and hope she got somewhere.

There was a pause, then the snot-nosed brat
came back on. “I’m putting you through to Mr. Bryson now,
ma’am.”

“Wait…what?” She gaped at
the phone. What the hell?
She’d been on the phone since eight that morning
cooking up stories about stories. She’d gotten nowhere and now,
suddenly, she was getting everywhere?

“Walt Bryson.”

Jesus. He actually sounded
straightforward and sexy at the same time. Was that possible? She
bit her lip. That’s no way to think about
someone you want to work with.

“Hello? Are you still there, Ms.
Parker?”

The use of her surname didn’t escape her.
Damn it all, Andre had tipped him off. She chose a casual but
businesslike tone. “Well, I guess the advantage of surprise is
gone.”

“Not that the effort wasn’t appreciated.”
Did he actually sound amused? She cursed Andre three times over,
hoping he got as good as she received. Bryson’s voice interrupted
her. “What can I do for you?”

Fine. So he didn’t play games. She wouldn’t
play either. “I want to see your show. In person. To find out if
you’re suitable for Hollywood.”

“I’m not interested in Hollywood roles.”

And yet you took my call
and you still haven’t hung up. Taking
heart, she countered, “This isn’t a casting call, Mr. Bryson. I’m
looking for expert help creating illusions for a movie. Totally
behind-the-scenes.”

“It’s still a role.” He was silent for a
moment, then added, “I may not be interested, but I don’t have a
problem with you coming to the show. Since you came all this way.
And I’ll be happy to meet you afterward.”

She frowned, her professional radar pinging
a warning at her. “That’s very kind of you.”

“Hey, what the hell?” His laugh sounded
genuine and easy. “It’s not everyday that Hollywood comes calling,
right?” And he hung up.

 


****

 


Sabrina arrived early for the show, hoping
to get a better seat. A line of excited children and slightly
overdone and hassled looking mothers had already formed outside,
but when she showed her identification to the guard at the door, he
unhooked the velvet rope and let her in. A young woman with a
clipboard and straight blonde hair pulled back in a severe bun
stood just inside. She approached, holding her hand out. “Ms.
Parker? I’m Carole, Mr. Bryson’s assistant. He asked me to show you
to the auditorium.”

“Thank you.” Sabrina shook hands and
followed the young woman down the hall.

“Mr. Bryson would also like to ask you to
join him for lunch after the show.” Carole, walking a half step in
front of Sabrina, had to turn her head slightly to the side to
speak to her. In the process, her feet tangled up and she stumbled
a little. Nothing too embarrassing, but her face turned bright
red.

She’s just a kid
pretending to be a woman. Remembering her
own awkward youth with a rush of sympathy, Sabrina put out a
steadying hand, but didn’t acknowledge the stumble in any other
way, instead answering the girl’s question as if there’d been no
interruption. “I would like that, thank you.”

The girl nodded and they continued down the
hall. Sabrina waited until her color had faded a little before
asking, “Mr. Bryson has been doing the show for about five years,
right?” She’d wondered if Carole could have been a fan of the show,
but the math didn’t compute. Carole couldn’t be less than eighteen,
making her too old to have watched Bryson’s show during her
formative years.

But the girl nodded enthusiastically. “Yes.
I used to watch him all the time on television with my little
brother. He’s the reason I decided to go into show business. I’m,
um, majoring in broadcast and visual media at East Carolina.”

“In Greenville.” Sabrina nodded. That made
sense. The girl must have grown up nearby. “Did you know Mr. Bryson
before you went to work for him?”

“I met him at a guest
lecture. I’m sort of a fan, so when I got a chance to talk to him,
I had a ton of
questions.” She stole an almost shy look at Sabrina. “I’ve got a
ton of questions about Hollywood, too.”

Sabrina couldn’t help but smile. “Well,
let’s make a point to have a cup of coffee while I’m here,
then.”

“That would be great!” The girl’s face broke
into a smile that brightened Sabrina’s own mood. She stopped beside
a set of double doors. “Here we are. You should be able to pick
your seat. They won’t be letting in the rest of the audience for
another ten minutes.”

That suited Sabrina just fine. She handed
Carole her card, then chose a seat close to the back but still with
an awesome view. Of course, that would be the case in such a tiny
place. She doubted it held more than a hundred people. A sign
posted at the foot of the stage read, “For your own safety, please
do not stand on the seats. For the comfort of all our guests,
please do not stand AT ALL during the show unless you are three
feet tall or less.”

She checked her email until the audience
began to file in, then put her phone away so she could pay
attention. Fully two-thirds of the audience was probably less than
eight years old. The other third was made up of mothers and
possibly older siblings or nannies. One of the mothers, an
attractive blonde with a glittery wedding band on her left hand,
sat next to Sabrina, calmly instructed her three children to take
the seats in front of her and passed out small baggies of grapes.
She glanced at Sabrina and held a baggy out. “Want one? I brought
extra.”

“No thanks.” Sabrina shook her head, knowing
she looked out of place. Not only did she not have any children,
but she’d never really even considered them as an option for a
career-oriented woman like herself. To be honest, she didn’t really
see the point of anyone younger than sixteen.

“I didn’t even ask if you needed these
seats.” The woman gave her an apologetic smile. “I guess I was so
excited to see them all together. Are you waiting for someone?”

“No.” Sabrina shook her head. “I’m alone.”
She pulled out her phone again, pretending to check her email in
the hopes that the woman would back off.

“Oh, well, who can blame you?” The blonde
elbowed Sabrina none too gently in the ribs.

Unable to resist, Sabrina looked up
curiously. “Pardon?”

“Well, you’re here alone, that means you’re
here to see Walt, right? And he’s sexy as hell, so, you know, I
can’t blame you for coming to see him.” The other woman’s glance
fell on Sabrina’s bare left hand. “And single, too? Lucky lady.
Maybe you’ll catch his eye.”

“Yeah, maybe so.” Sabrina’s gaze swept the
room. It was difficult to believe that many of them were single,
but every one of them looked like she’d taken a little extra care
with their makeup. Including the blonde next to her with the
impressive bling on her ring finger. What was it about the guy,
anyway? She felt a flash of sympathy for the manager of the
television station. Walt obviously appealed to a much wider
audience than his target if the current audience was anything to
judge by.

And then he walked out
onto the stage in a cowboy hat and boots, and her own normally
well-regulated heart skipped a beat. She’d always had a thing for
cowboys, but there was no way
he could have known that. Still, he looked damn
good in the totally unmagical clothing. From the moment he bent to
slap one kid a high five to the kiss he planted on a tiny girl’s
hand—he had to be freaking magic. She’d never seen anything quite
like it. And the tricks themselves were so seamless she could have
sworn she was seeing them after
editing for broadcast instead of live on
stage.

While Walt told a story about a baby bear
who made friends with a boy in the woods, he deftly folded origami
paper cranes and lined them up on a tree branch. When he reached
the end of the story (in which the bear defended the boy against a
larger bear), the paper cranes took flight, scattering glittery
confetti over the audience. Sabrina ducked, startled, as one
swooped past her. When she straightened, she met his gaze and
started back in surprise. Periwinkle blue and twinkling even from
that distance, his gaze was magnetic.

When the applause died down, Walt took a
seat on the stage. “For my next trick, I need a volunteer.”

Immediately every child’s hand shot up and
Walt laughed. “Thanks, kids, but I need someone taller for this
trick.” He pretended to look around, as if searching for someone,
which, Sabrina knew perfectly well, he wasn’t really doing. He’d
spotted her and she was his mark. His eyes met hers with the force
of an electric shock and he grinned. “Ah ha. You’ll do nicely.”

Sabrina hesitated. She
didn’t really want to go onstage, but she was curious. Besides, who could
refuse the man anything? That was a quality that might work against
her if she did manage to convince him to join her in Hollywood. She tilted
her head, meeting his eyes. She’d dealt with magic men before. This
one was no different.

The blonde gasped as Walt
jumped down from the stage and came into the audience. The
cameraman looked like he needed to scramble to follow Walt’s
movements, but he managed. Obviously it hadn’t been in the script,
but then Sabrina suspected this particular magician did as he
pleased in his show. Not exactly a trait
I’m looking for, either.

The thought might have jarred her to her
senses and out of the studio, beating tracks to the nearest airport
if Walt hadn’t stopped in front of her right then. He held out his
hand. “Will you?”

For half a second she wondered what he would
do if she flat out refused, but her hesitation didn’t last longer
than that. Curiosity combined with her acknowledged attraction to
the man and she slid her palm over his outstretched hand, feeling
his fingers close over hers as she stood.

“Ladies and gentlemen, Ms.
Parker is a very special guest. She’s visiting from Hollywood.” He
paused as an appreciative ooohh
echoed through the studio. Then he pulled a
little square of paper from his pocket. “Do you believe in magic,
Ms. Parker?”

“That depends.” She watched his nimble
fingers with interest.

He glanced up, his eyes
smoky and intense from under the brim of his cowboy hat. God, this
place was so different from what she was used to. Every other magician she’d ever
worked with took the business of magic so seriously. But this man—half clown,
half carny, even with his incredible abilities—seemed determined to
break every rule she’d encountered thus far. Hell, he was one step
above doing birthday parties but he was so talented she was fairly
certain he could entice her to believe in just about anything he
put in front of her.

“What does it depend on?” His silky voice
interrupted her musing.

“Huh?” She’d almost forgotten his original
question. “Oh, who’s doing the magic.”

He nodded and she knew
she’d played right into his hands. The
perfect mark. “Hold this.” He handed her
an exquisitely folded origami butterfly.

She took it in wonder. How the hell had he
folded the thing with just a few deft movements? They couldn’t have
been standing there longer than fifteen seconds. Before she could
do more than appreciate the tiny folds, however, he formed her
hands into a bowl with the butterfly resting in it. Then he covered
her cupped hands with his and caught her gaze with his smile. “And
what if it’s you?” Without even a slight flourish, he removed his
hands and a swarm of brightly colored—what were they? Moths?
Butterflies? Confetti?—swirled around them for a moment before
spiraling up into the rafters and disappearing.

 


****

 


Walt could see the wonder in her eyes, a
surprising innocence in a woman from Hollywood. He took a deep
breath, turning away before he could get caught up in it. “Give her
a hand, will you, everyone?” He didn’t even have to ask. The kids
were already cheering and he slapped high fives with them as he ran
back to the stage, doing his best through the rest of the show not
to look back at her.

Why was it so important that he impress her,
anyway? And why did that look of amazed wonder in her jaded eyes
mean so much to him? He had no intention of accepting any deal with
Hollywood. He’d seen too many of his friends go big time and he
didn’t want to pay the price they had. Ian Logan came to mind. Loss
of privacy and personal life had nearly cost Logan everything. And
if that weren’t enough, all he had to do was look at Andre and
Tony. Tony’s addictions had nearly destroyed Andre’s dreams and
aspirations. But worse, it had come close to tearing the brothers
apart.

After the show, he
admitted to himself that there was something exceedingly satisfying
in impressing this woman from Hollywood. Validation, his heart whispered, but
he refused to believe it. He didn’t need validation from Hollywood.
He got that every day from the kids. And the moms.

Still, there’d been
something special about seeing the belief in her eyes. Her delicate features and
slim stature and luxurious blonde curls hadn’t hurt, either. He’d
been a little surprised by how tiny she actually was. Her pictures
on the internet hadn’t seemed so small, but Carole had pointed her
out to him on the monitor so he’d know where to look for a
volunteer.

A light tap on his dressing room door was
followed by Carole poking her head in. “You decent?”

“Sure.” He sat back in his chair, turning
around. “What’s up?”

“Great show.” She handed him a clipboard of
papers. “The network needs you to look over these and sign them for
next week’s show. The director wants you to stop moving around the
audience so much because the camera can’t keep up with you. Oh, and
your guest is waiting for you in the green room.” She waggled her
eyebrows, looking like the adorable college kid she was. “She’s
cute, huh? I think she was impressed.”

He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not
interested. But I’d hate for the trip to be a total waste of her
time.” He rose and started for the door, pausing when she didn’t
move out of his way. “What?”

“Are you, um,
sure you’re not
interested?” She stole a look at him, half fearful, half
hopeful.

He wondered if the fear or
hope was for Hollywood. Did she want to come along? Of course such
an opportunity would be amazing for a kid her age. He still
remembered the day she’d cornered him at the guest lecture. He’d
been impressed by her enthusiasm, and a little flattered by her
open admiration. He smiled at her. “I’m afraid not, Carole. I’m
happy right here for as long as they’ll have me. No matter how
attractive Hollywood is.”

“Oh, well, that’s okay then.” She nodded
enigmatically, then stepped aside as he walked into the hall.

He shrugged at her answer. The girl could be
very hard to read sometimes. Maybe she was more worried than she’d
let on that the show wouldn’t be renewed. Technically, he should
have heard something by now. But he’d always figured whatever was
supposed to happen would happen, regardless. And he could always
find another project.

Like a movie?
He shrugged off the thought, opened the door into
the “green room”, the tiny, almost closet-sized lounge the show
used for guests, and found Sabrina Parker sitting quietly in one of
the chairs. She looked at him thoughtfully as he
entered.

“Ms. Parker.” He smiled and held out his
hand. “I hope you enjoyed the show.”

“Enjoyed?” She raised her eyebrows and
nodded. “Yes. I enjoyed it. You’re hired. Let’s go to
Hollywood.”

He laughed, moving away from her without
answering. He sat across from her. “Do you believe in magic
yet?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Magic? Sure. How’d
you do that trick, anyway? A high-powered fan in reverse?”

He shook his head and tsked. “Do you always
look for the easy way out?”

“What does it matter to
you?” She frowned, appearing honestly confused. “I’ve already told
you, you’ve got the job. Anybody who can pull that shit off
live is Hollywood
material. You’re hired. Let’s go.” She stood.

He shook his head. “Except I have no
interest in Hollywood.”

“Then what
do you have an interest
in, Mr. Bryson?” Sabrina tilted her head, placing her hands on her
hips as she stepped forward, obviously fed up with his crap, ready
to challenge him.

“You.” His own answer surprised him and he
cleared his throat, adding as a weak cover, “I’d like to show you
around the town. Beaufort.”

“Why?” She sounded like a woman who didn’t
waste time doing something just because it might be pleasant.

He’d have to change that way of thinking. He
stood and opened the door with a flourish. “Because I think we’ll
both enjoy it.”

 


****

 


He took her to his favorite little café on
the Beaufort waterfront for lunch. She watched the clean, white
boats bobbing on the water of Taylor Creek for a few minutes before
turning back to him. “I grew up in a small town.” He raised his
eyebrows and she shrugged. “I’m just saying. In case you think I
can’t see the allure. I can.”

“Is this where you tell me you couldn’t wait
to get away from your small town to the big city?” He folded his
hands beneath his chin in an attentive way.

She laughed. “No. I actually loved it. I go
back every six months or so to visit family and I revel in the
square dances and festivals and everybody knowing my dad. It’s a
great change from Hollywood.”

“Where is this small town you speak of?
Sounds idyllic.”

“Wyoming. Not a single industry left within
a hundred miles. Except tourism, which fortunately is year-round
what with skiing and hiking and mountain biking.” She looked away
for a second, then laughed. “Maybe it’s being here that makes me
miss it, but I just realized I’m overdue for a visit.”

He nodded. “The draw of family and home are
strong, aren’t they?”

She swallowed, then turned
her gaze back to him. “I’m not sure I understand exactly.
You’ve really never wanted to leave? You’re so talented, it’s hard to
imagine.”

“I’ve really never wanted to leave.” He
shrugged. “It’s home. I’m able to do what I love. It pays the
bills.”

She considered, taking a sip of the hot,
black coffee she’d ordered, looking across at Carrot Island.

“Did you know Blackbeard used to live
here?”

She looked back at him, a startled
expression on her face. “Pardon?”

“He had a house here, anyway. A couple
blocks up the creek. It’s privately owned now.” He leaned across
the table to look into her eyes. “Can you imagine what it would be
like to live in Blackbeard’s house?”

She drew in a breath and he could see her
imagining the days of pirates. He’d wondered if she would see the
romance of it or not, and it was surprisingly satisfactory that she
could. But she shook her head as if to clear it and focused her
clear eyes on him again. “So you’re from here?”
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