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CHAPTER ONE


“I need a man. Right now.”

In full knowledge that she was unlikely to get what she needed, Kay Aaronson drove her hands through her cropped hair — yet another mistake, getting it chopped off last winter. At first, she’d tried to grow it out, but exasperation had gotten the better of that effort. So she’d cut it shorter to something with a modicum of style, which, her mother had relentlessly pointed out, it had lacked after the initial shearing.

Come to think of it, last winter’s impulsive dive into a chain salon — “A chain? A chain?!” her mother had cried — also had been because of a man.

So was the fact that she would be homeless when she returned to New York in a couple of days.

Men — they were nothing but trouble.

Kay cupped her hands over her face, wishing the world would go away. At least the male half of it.

“What kind of man would you like, dear?”

The cultured voice, with a twang of Wisconsin, made Kay drop her hands and open her eyes.

Trudi Bliss — “call me Miss Trudi, dear” — looked back at her with a faint smile deepening the lines of her seventy-plus years and with patient eyes, rather like those of an excellent waiter poised to take Kay’s order for a man.

One homo sapiens, male, please. Reasonably attractive, mentally stable, unattached yet capable of attachment, served in a thick sauce of humor. Better make it to go, since she’d be returning to New York as soon as she got this last phase of filming done.

If she got this last phase of filming done, which brought her back to her current problem. And the reason she truly did need a man.

Well, not exactly a man. An actor.

“One to replace the jerk who just walked out,” she told Miss Trudi. “That’s what I need.”

As if there were spare actors littering the wide, tree-roofed streets of Tobias.

In the forty-eight hours since she’d arrived here, Kay had seen plenty of strange sights, but nothing that resembled an actor, except the ones she’d imported from New York.

God, she should have listened to that little voice in the back of her head two days ago. The little voice that had a hissy fit when the well-appointed mini-bus she’d hired at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport had headed northwest into the wilds of Wisconsin.

Better yet, she shouldn’t have listened to Dora in the first place.

Why on earth had she accepted the idea of doing this shoot in her grandmother’s hometown?

Dora had talked about Tobias so often when Kay was little that she had dreamed about the lake, the woods, the house where her grandmother had grown up. But Dora had never gotten around to bringing her only grandchild here before the rift between Dora and Kay’s father had separated Kay from her grandmother.

For sixteen years she hadn’t talked to Dora, not until a few months ago.

“Yes, I gathered that a replacement would be required,” Miss Trudi said. “Although I must say, no other member of the company appears distressed by his departure.”

No other member of the company’s career hung in the balance, Kay thought.

Well, career was a little strong.

Better make it: No other member of the company’s shot at possibly opening the door to beginning what could someday turn out to be a career hung in the balance.

“No one’s going to miss Brice’s personality,” she agreed. “But without him, we can’t finish. I can just hear me telling Serge, Oops, sorry, I can’t give you B roll on an 1899 wedding after all. Even though you’re counting on it for pop diva Donna Ravelle’s next music video. Even though you gambled on an unknown. Even though this is an opportunity of a lifetime. Even though it’s the first step in my plan. Even though I promised…”

“Nonsense, Kay. There is no benefit in looking at the most dire outcome. You said you require a man, so you must have a contingency plan that will allow you to proceed. What is most essential in a replacement man?”

As if this sweet elderly lady who’d been her grandmother’s first art teacher could do anything about replacing the jackass actor who had stomped off the shoot moments ago.

“One who’d fit in Brice’s wardrobe,” she said.

He had waited until they had sunk so much time and money into the project with him playing the groom that starting over was impossible. And then he’d tried to stick her up for more money.

She should have folded. Should have forgotten how much she abhorred blackmail and extortion, and said yes. She would have found the money somewhere, even if she’d had to — no, she wouldn’t borrow from her parents. The strings attached to such a loan would tie her up tighter than the Lilliputians strapped down Gulliver.

“Anything else?” Miss Trudi asked as she absently reeled in a length of peach chiffon scarf that had fluttered loose.

What the hell, Kay thought, she might as well dream big.

“To fit the wardrobe, he’d have to be about Brice’s size and build. Same coloring would be good, though we could dye his hair and there’s always makeup. We’re only going to see him from the back. And as long as I’m wishing for the moon, if he could act, even a little, it would be a big improvement on Brice.”

“I make no representation about his acting, but I know someone who fits your other requirements, dear.”

Kay blinked. The woman sounded sane. And certain.

On the other hand, Miss Trudi was the one who had gotten them to come to Tobias, Wisconsin in the first place.

No, not the one, Kay corrected herself. One of the two.

Dora had been absolutely certain that Bliss House provided the best backdrop for Kay’s film shoot. Dora had explained that Miss Trudi’s family home was being converted to a crafts center to draw visitors to Tobias. Not only did the house provide an ideal background for an 1899 wedding but including it in a video might give business a boost when the center opened this fall.

Hating to risk the tenuous bond she’d been renewing with her grandmother, Kay had agreed to bring the shoot here.

It had been a pain to get the cast and crew to Wisconsin, but Bliss House was perfect — as long as they avoided scaffolding, power tools and construction workers.

With Bliss House as the background, she knew they had great footage. All she needed were a few over-the groom’s shoulder shots, and she would have a piece of work that would start her on her new career path. Sure, she’d started on a number of other careers in the past, but this time she had a plan.

Just a few more shots…

“You find the right man, Miss Trudi,” Kay said, “and I’ll do anything you want.”

“Anything, my dear?”

“Anything.”

Whatever this sweet old lady wanted would be a snap.
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“Oh, Rob, you should do it,” Fran said. “It’ll be good for you.”

Rob Dalton looked from his younger sister to Miss Trudi. They’d both lost their minds.

“Good for me? How on earth is being in a music video good for me?”

He’d been digging post holes for a compost bin behind the garage when Fran called from the back porch that he had a visitor. When he’d seen Miss Trudi sitting in one of the wicker chairs, he’d hesitated.

Not because he didn’t like Miss Trudi, but because he resented being yanked from the mind-numbing, energy-draining physical labor that almost made him forget.

Good manners won over self-preservation.

Fran opened the porch door and handed him a towel. He scrubbed his face, then the back of his neck.

It stung, burned slightly from today’s sun and yesterday’s sailing, despite the farmer’s tan gained in weeks of helping Max Trevetti’s construction crew catch up after a tornado damaged Bliss House.

If he’d been in Chicago, with tomorrow a work day, he’d be in for an uncomfortable time with shirt-collar, tie, and suit coat. But tomorrow would be just like today. No collar, no tie, no suit.

No answers.

Fran sat near the door with that look of concern she’d tried to hide all summer. Good thing he was better at hiding things than she was.

“I mean meeting new people, doing something different — all that will be good for you, Rob,” Fran said.

Him, in a video. It was nuts.

“I want to finish the compost bin and—”

“Rob, I truly appreciate your work around the house.” Fran had moved back into their childhood home when their father became ill, and stayed on after he died almost two years ago. “But I told you before, it’s not necessary. You should be doing fun things. That’s why you took this summer off.”

Not exactly.

“I’m not sure a music video qualifies.” His dry tone won a smile from his sister.

“There is no actual music at this point, you understand, Rob,” inserted Miss Trudi, as if that might be a drawback. “So there is no need for you to dance in this segment of the production.”

Dance?

Rob closed his eyes. Building a compost bin looked awfully good.

“The director requires someone to stand in for an actor who departed precipitously in a dispute over pay. The primary need is to have a figure to aid filming close-ups of the young woman who plays the bride.”

“Miss Trudi, I’m sure there are dozens of guys in town who would be thrilled to—”

“Oh, but it must be you, Rob. You see, it requires someone of similar physique and appearance to the departed actor.”

“Still, there must be regulations about this sort of thing. Rules to—”

“I am quite certain that Kay will manage all that. I haven’t had the opportunity to speak with her in depth as I had hoped, however, I can assure you that she is an amazing young woman to have arranged and carried out this entire enterprise.”

Miss Trudi speaking in depth with someone involved with making a music video boggled his mind.

“Let me think about this.”

“Time is too short, Rob. I fear that if filming cannot resume immediately, Kay will be forced to take the production elsewhere, and you know we are counting not only on the fee for the Bliss House budget, but to capitalize on the publicity.”

The fee wasn’t much. But then again, neither was the Bliss House budget, especially for publicity. Miss Trudi was right, they needed this. If that meant he stood in for an actor, what could it hurt?

“All right.”

“Excellent. If it’s convenient, may I ride with you to Bliss House?”

“Sure. I’ll take a shower, and then we can go.”

“Or you could ride with me, Miss Trudi,” Fran said.

He frowned at his sister. “You’re going to Bliss House?

“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
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“Perfect! Absolutely perfect!”

The quick-moving woman dressed in black with the dark, feathery hair circled him like he was a cow carcass and she was a butcher deciding where to make the first cut.

At least she didn’t have a knife handy. But Rob wondered how much damage those polished nails of hers could do.

“Kay, this is Rob Dalton,” Miss Trudi said. “He’s a member of the Bliss House committee, and he’s agreed to help you complete rolling B.”

Still circling, the young woman murmured, “B roll.”

“Ah,” Miss Trudi said. “Your camera operator explained that to me earlier. Rob, this is Kay Aaronson, director of this project.”

“How do you do.” He put out his hand, but she was behind him now.

He looked over his shoulder. Through Bliss House’s open front door he saw his sister greeting Steve and Annette Corbett. The couple had instigated Bliss House’s renovation last winter — and Steve was town manager — so it made sense for them to be on hand.

He had the uncomfortable feeling, though, that sense hadn’t brought them here. Especially when he considered Steve’s big grin and the fact that they’d arrived just in time for Rob to make a fool of himself.

He wished he were back digging post holes. Better yet, he wished he had a good pen in his hand and a fresh white-papered legal pad in front of him to write out exactly what steps to take next — steps to essentially dismantle the career he’d worked so hard to build.

On the other hand, he’d tried sitting on the roof with a good pen and a legal page this morning and got nowhere. That’s what had moved digging post holes to the top of his to-do list for the day.

“Turn around.” Kay Aaronson waved one long-fingered hand as she squinted at him. “I want to see the back of your head.”

He complied, and studied the chaos in Bliss House’s renovated front hall and stairwell. Cameras, lights, toolboxes, mysterious electronic black boxes, enough wires to reach Minnesota, chairs, rolling cloth-covered wardrobe racks, paper coffee cups from empty to brimming, bottled water, reflector stands, and crumpled papers. It looked as if another tornado had hit.

“Uh-huh. Good. Good.”

“Ms. Aaronson, there are practical considerations before I agree to—”

“You’re right. We’ll have to style your hair.” She reached up and brushed her fingers into his hair.

It felt as if a shock jumped between them. But it was a very peculiar shock. Not the concentrated, intense burst from scuffing across carpet in a winter-dry house. Instead, it seemed to spread swelling heat across the base of his neck.

But it must be an electrical shock. It was the only logical explanation.

Apparently she’d felt it, too, because she snatched her hand back, though she kept talking.

“Not sure if we’ll have to dye it. It might be a little lighter than Brice the Rat Fink’s. We’ll need makeup on the neck to tone down that red. Jeff!”

“Dye? My hair?” Rob demanded. He heard laughter from behind him.

But Kay had spun away. “Miss Trudi, you are a miracle-worker and a savior. You’ve rescued me and I can’t tell you how grateful I am. I never thought you could do it, but you have. He’s perfect.”

“Ms. Aaronson—” Rob started.

“Call me Kay.”

“Fine. Kay, there must be rules about filling in for an actor.”

“Rules?” she repeated as if she’d never heard the word. And then she had her arm around a wiry man of about thirty who had hurried up with a large plastic contraption resembling a tackle box. “Jeff, you know Brice’s hair — I want Rob’s cut like it. You make the call on the color.”

“Got it, Kay. Chair! Table! Light!”

Just like that, a folding chair was slid behind Rob, chopping against the back of his knees to strongly encourage him to sit. The man named Jeff opened his tackle box on a table that materialized and opened it.

No self-respecting fish would go after these hairy, fuzzy, and multicolored lures.

A plastic bib was wrapped around Rob, and he heard scissors going at the back of his head before he could react. His hair would grow back. But there were some sacrifices he wasn’t willing to make for Bliss House.

“Ms. Aaronson — Kay. You are not going to dye my hair.”

She flitted in front of him again, squinting in concentration.

She kept circling. The movement made the wispy ends of her dark hair flutter. Her hair smoothly followed the shape of her skull until it reached those feathery ends.

“The color’s fine, Kay,” Jeff said between snips. “Now that I’m taking off where the sun lightened it.”

“Better than fine,” she said with a nod as she came back into view. “Especially since this won’t be in color. If the suit fits as well, he’s going to be perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

A smile spread across her face. Not only her mouth, though that was clearly made for smiling. But over her cheeks, into her eyes. Hell, it seemed to sparkle in the wispy ends of her hair.

Rob didn’t know how long he’d been staring at her before he realized she was staring back. He didn’t know what color her eyes were. Only that they had a depth that could pull him in and never let him surface.

And then she pivoted away, calling out, “Wardrobe! Get that suit ready! Ready to go in ten, everyone! Ten!”


CHAPTER TWO


Rob Dalton wasn’t sure how much more of this he could stand.

Kay Aaronson kept touching him.

Tweaking the back of his hair, smoothing the lapel of the ancient suit they’d put him in, patting his arm or his back. Everywhere those narrow, light, quick hands touched he had that shimmering electrical sensation. Was the woman ever still?

Oh, hell. Maybe it was this suit making him feel like a stuffed … well, a stuffed suit. And literally hot under the high, stiff collar.

He wanted to get this over and done with. He wished to hell he was back with the compost bin. But he’d do his part for Bliss House by standing around in an itchy suit.

His personal cheering section had expanded to include Max Trevetti and Suz Grant, the other two prime movers behind Bliss House.

The construction company Max had founded and Suz had joined as his partner had nearly completed Miss Trudi’s new quarters and was renovating Bliss House in record time. They had every right to be here. Rob just wished they weren’t.

He wasn’t concerned about them or Annette razzing him much, at least not in public. Fran wouldn’t either. In fact, sometimes he wished … But that was another matter.

But Steve…

They’d grown up next door to each other, and sometimes they reverted to the level of kids. So if Steve let loose, it was sure to impress the hell out of this woman from New York.

Not that he was particularly interested in impressing her. He just wanted to get this over with.

“We’re shooting the wedding of Donna Ravelle’s great-great grandparents,” Kay said to him. “It’s a time when weddings were simple, when marriages were made from love and would last — at least that’s the view in her music video. Her song’s about her marriage breaking up after a fancy wedding. She’s looking at pictures from her wedding, and then family photos from this wedding — her ancestors’ wedding. She’s seeing how different they are. And then there’re photos from her great-great grandparents’ happy married life. So this wedding is simple, but the marriage endures. And—”

“Excuse me. Why are you telling me this?”

“So you know your character, get the motivation.”

He felt the corners of his mouth twitch. That was different. Not that he didn’t smile. It was just that, lately, it had taken conscious effort.

“I am not an actor, Kay.”

“No, I know that, but … everyone fantasizes about being pulled out of a crowd and stuck in front of a camera.”

“Not everyone. Do you?” He had no idea what made him ask that.

“No.” She seemed horrified at the idea of being on the other side of the camera.

God, her face was like a pane of glass.

He was not going to stand here staring into her.

“I have no lines, isn’t that right?”

She nodded. “We’re shooting M.O.S. — mit out sound is what it’s called.”

“And I understand I’m basically a prop,” he continued. “That all I have to do is stand with my back to the camera while I wear this get-up. So, tell me where to stand and where to face.”

She tipped her head. “What did you say you do for a living?”

“I was a financial analyst. And I learned that time is definitely money.”

“Ah.” She nodded. “Well, Rob Dalton, who was a financial analyst, you have a good point. Just don’t ever say I denied you your chance at an Oscar.”

There came that twitch at the corners of his mouth again. “I never will, Kay Aaronson.”
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“Is something wrong, Rob?” Kay asked as they set up for the last sequence.

“Sorry.” He stepped off his mark and shimmied his broad shoulders, drawing attention to the suit coat’s snugness there. “This suit itches.”

Once they’d gotten past the delay — Rob had insisted she check out the legalities and technicalities of having him step in — things had gone great. He’d been standing perfectly for hours, even with spectators clumped by the front door.

Friends and relatives of Rob’s, she’d surmised when they showed up. Kay guessed they formed two couples with one extra woman. Kay had wondered if the solo woman, who was very pretty in an understated way, might form another couple with Rob.

She hadn’t had to guess at the connections long. Miss Trudi had murmured explanations of family trees and a wedding this summer. She’d also said that the woman on her own was Rob’s sister. And Rob didn’t have any romantic attachments.

Which mattered to Kay only because a girlfriend’s presence could ruin his concentration. Which had been perfect.

Until now.

The last few minutes he’d been twitchy. And she’d noticed every movement.

Simply because he was so vital to the shoot. And it was such a relief that he filled out that suit so well. Especially through the shoulders. And the chest. And his rear end. And those long legs. And his neck, especially his neck. The high shirt collar had made Brice look as if his head sat directly on his shoulders, but Rob had the right proportions to carry it off.

Who knew they grew financial analysts built like this in Wisconsin. Her parents’ financial consultant was a sweetheart, but he had more chins than hair and a bottom-heavy physique built for creaking back in leather chairs.

“I told you it scratches.” Laura, the actress playing the bride, said with gloomy satisfaction. “Whenever Brice touched me, I came out all over in hives, because that thing scratches like crazy.”

Laura had said something about hives, but Kay had thought she was complaining about Brice, not the suit.

Before Kay could respond, Miss Trudi appeared in a swirl of chiffon, and took Laura firmly by the elbow, leading her away. “Now, Ms. Ontorio, I’m certain you were taught that what you felt was an itch, while the action in response to an itch is a scratch.”

“Huh?” Laura muttered.

Kay should be ordering Miss Trudi to return her leading lady right now, but she was too glad to be spared a moment to get her stop-gap leading man back on track.

That was the only reason.

As Miss Trudi and Laura rounded the corner to the kitchen, Kay heard the older woman say, “Furthermore, one does not contract hives from material.”

They’d made great progress, filling in close-ups of Laura from over Rob’s shoulder, or with only the back of his head showing. All they had left was having the bride come down the front stairway and practically fall into her new husband’s arms before they left on their honeymoon.

Kay turned back to Rob, prepared to address his comment about the suit as if there had been no interruption. She’d gotten better at that in these past three hours. At the start, any little interruption and her attention would skip to something else. Like how thick and dark the lashes around his serious eyes were and—

Uh-oh.

No, no, no, no, no. Absolutely not.

“Wool,” she blurted out.

The seriousness in his eyes eased a couple degrees. “Is that filmmaking slang? Or the latest New York buzzword?”

“No. I mean the suit.” Did he have any clue how delicious he looked in that old-fashioned suit? “It’s wool. Are you allergic?”

“Not allergic, just blessed with nerve endings. How did the other guy stand this get-up?”

Get up. No, no her mind would not go there.

“He had special silk underwear — sort of trouser liners. Had that written into his contract.”

And Brice hadn’t been shy about prancing around in the liners. She’d bet her return ticket to New York that a serious, solid man like Rob Dalton would never flaunt himself in his underwear. Well, except maybe for an interested audience of one.

Boxers or briefs?

With some guys it was obvious, but Rob she could see going either way. Boxers’ solid tradition and roominess would suit him. But then so would the athletic spareness of briefs.

Sometimes you could see a line that told the story. And you could see other things that told a different story, though with this old-fashioned suit…

Kay sucked in a breath, jerked her gaze away from his wool-covered crotch, and looked directly into his eyes. He knew exactly where she’d been looking, and had probably read her every thought.

Oh, lord, please not every thought…

“In his contract, huh. He must have worn costumes like this suit before,” Rob said.

He’d had her. Flopping around on the riverbank. Ready to be thrown into the frying pan. And he’d let her off the hook.

“I’m sorry,” she said. And she saw from a glint in his eyes that he knew the apology extended beyond an itchy wool suit. “They wore more underwear back then. If long-underwear would help, maybe we can scare some up.”

“Thanks, but you said we’re nearly done. And it’ll be better for your filming to have me itching — as long as I don’t scratch anywhere, uh, inappropriate — than having me sweating like a horse.”

“You’re right.” No, no she would not imagine him sweaty. And inappropriate spots to scratch were totally off the mental menu. “Sorry for the discomfort.”

She looked away from him … and right at his friends. Who were all looking back at her with intense interest. They looked like nice people. Not the kind to guess how she’d been envisioning their friend and brother.

What was the matter with her? She did not like this type at all. She liked them dark and dangerous, or blond and artsy, or red-haired and intense, or…

But never controlled and solid citizen and calm. A financial analyst for heaven’s sake!

No, wait. He’d said he was a financial analyst. As in used to be. So what was he now?

Not that it mattered. She was leaving tomorrow, never to return to Tobias. Better — much better — to keep her mind on her work and her plan.

“Not your fault,” he said. “Shall we get started on this shot?”

“Of course.” She grabbed onto that idea with both hands, ignoring his friends, ignoring him and — most of all — ignoring herself, while she got busy corralling Laura and the crew.

“Okay,” she said to Rob and Laura when everything was ready to go. “The bride and groom are about to go off on their wedding trip. The bride comes down the stairs in her traveling dress, the groom is waiting. Rob, put one foot on the bottom step and extend your hand — you’re so eager to touch her, you can’t wait for her to come to you. And then pull her into your arms. And the bride, Laura — you go right to him. The kiss during the ceremony was solemn and formal, but this kiss is the two of you truly starting the love affair your marriage will be. Okay? Got it?”

“Yeah,” Laura said with little interest.

“Yes,” Rob said.

“Okay, let’s do it.”

It was a waste of tape. Laura could have been on her way to a life sentence. And Rob bore a remarkable similarity to a hunk of cast iron.

“Laura, this is your chance to shine. The camera will be all on you, as if it were your lover. Give it something to love back. Let’s try it again.”

The second time was worse.

Oh, Rob did okay, stepping up and reaching toward his bride as instructed. Laura looked suitably passionate this time, but she looked past Rob, as if she wanted to lock lips with the camera. When she did connect with Rob, it was a pathetic keep-as-much-of-my-face-in-the-frame, don’t-mess-up-my-makeup-or-hair smooch.

“No! No! Did you hear me at all?”

Laura jumped back from Rob. She wasn’t used to Kay snapping — none of them were. But for heaven’s sake, they were so close to being finished, and to mess it up so badly…

She took Laura’s hand, drew her aside. “Stand here, and watch.”

She dashed up the stairs to Laura’s mark, spun around and found the actress studying her nails. “Laura!” She waited until the younger woman looked up, then pinned her with her eyes. “Watch. Because next time I want you to do it exactly like this.”

She drew in a breath, set the mood in her head, and only then did she look at Rob.

He looked up at her. His face was serious, but there was something so alive in his eyes she couldn’t look anywhere else.

He had extraordinary eyelashes. In an utterly masculine face, they were thick and lush and dark, both top and bottom, so from a distance they gave the impression his eyes were dark, almost smudgy. But at this distance, and especially with his eyes trained on her so intently, between the dark, dense fringe shone silvery eyes flecked with green and brown.

Unending eyes.

She started down the steps to him. Not because her timing dictated the move, but because she wanted to see those eyes closer. When he stepped up and held out a hand to her, her pace quickened. One more step—

And then she was there, in his arms, He drew her in. She wound her arms around his neck. Their mouths met.

And Kay Aaronson burst into flames.


CHAPTER THREE


Rob Dalton had decided against becoming a rocket scientist in fifth grade, the moment the homemade gunpowder he’d created to fuel a homemade rocket blew up in his face.

His parents had come thundering down the basement steps in response to his yowl, his father trying to hold back his mother — to protect her in case it was the worst — and his mother refusing to be held back. The expressions on his parents’ faces made more of an impression than the explosive flash.

His mother had checked him for major damage, waving her hand to dispel the smoke. His father had stamped out the smoldering remains of his rocket. He’d gone to school for two weeks with singed eyebrows to the merciless delight of his classmates.

Although that project went up in smoke, its lessons stuck with him.

Plan. Prepare. Check. Then recheck. Pay close attention to timing — if he’d waited another minute before bending over the mixture he wouldn’t have forfeited his eyebrows.

And don’t mess around with chemicals, which can be perfectly benign individually but explosive together.

Now, he’d broken that rule but good. All it took was a kiss. And the chemicals packed in the restless frame of one woman.

A stranger. Edgy, nervous, never still. Jumping from thought to thought. Talk about volatile chemicals. A filmmaker for God’s sake. A New Yorker about to return there. And the woman who’d jumped back from him as if there really had been an explosion.

All-around, he’d forgotten every element of that childhood lesson. Along with messing with volatile chemicals, he hadn’t planned, prepared, or checked, much less rechecked. And the timing — it couldn’t be worse.

“Laura, let’s go! This is it — no more rehearsal. We’re going to shoot this time. Let’s wrap this up. Jeff! Cameron! Let’s go, let’s go!”

Kay whirled in among crew and support staff like the rotators of a blender. She hadn’t looked at him once.

“Wow! That was something.”

Steve arrived, with the rest of them right behind. Steve and Max grinned. Annette and Suz looked at each other, then from him to where Kay had disappeared. Fran looked only at him, and she looked worried.

“That was, uh,” Steve paused, “quite a performance.” Rob saw the devilment in his friend’s face. He’d been the prime tormenter about the singed eyebrows, too.

“Yeah, it was. A performance,” he replied. “I think I’m getting the hang of this acting.”

“Acting? If that was acting—”

“Steve, come on, we’re in the way.” Annette tucked her hand into her husband’s arm. “They’re trying to finish.”

“All right, all right. See you later, Rob.”

Max and Suz looked interested, but they, too, retreated to the doorway. That left his sister.

“Rob? Are you okay?”

“Sure, Fran.” He turned away from her concerned eyes, and toward the actress Laura. The woman he needed to kiss for the camera. “Let’s get this finished.”

And he hoped to God his metaphorical eyebrows would grow back fast this time.
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“What the hell is going on here?”

Brice projected his voice down the hallway, drawing every eye to his outraged stance. Sure, this role he got into.

But under her irritation, Kay felt a trickle of relief.

The actor’s return provided a distraction. Though not enough to wipe out the memory of Rob Dalton’s eyes as she came down the stairs. Not enough to wipe out flames still popping through her bloodstream from the touch of his lips. And definitely not enough to wipe out the sensation of his mouth on hers.

“I’ll tell you what’s going on, Brice. We’re finishing this shoot. Without you. Despite your best efforts to torpedo this project, we’re just fine thanks to great help from a stand-in.”

“Stand-in? You can’t do that. I have a contract.”

“A contract you broke. Anyone who turns his back on his colleagues that way—”

“I’m SAG. All I have to do is turn you in to the union and you’ll never work in this town again no matter how much money your family has!”

His threat lacked bite since they were in Tobias, Wisconsin, not exactly a hotbed of film production. But she got the gist.

“You want to talk about not working again? I already checked—

“You can’t do this. There are rules—”

“I can’t do it? You can’t do it! There are a million things more important than rules. Like loyalty. Nobody likes a snitch, Brice, and that’s what you are at heart — a weasely, turncoat snitch. Besides, I contacted SAG and they told me how to keep this official. There was an email in your agent’s inbox before we started.”

Bless Rob Dalton for insisting she do all that. He’d also signed a statement waiving any pay or credit. She half-turned to smile at him. He was staring at her, his face blank, his eyes narrow.

She might have liked time to consider that expression but Brice broke his superior stance and hurried toward her.

“You need me. Nobody can stand in for me. I’m the only one on this shoot who’s a real pro. Not some rich girl wannabe who only got a job because her daddy’s buddies with somebody.”

There it was, the all too familiar slam. If she had an opportunity, she must have bought it one way or another. It followed her no matter how hard she worked.

Although the idea that her father helped her get a job almost made it laughable. Almost.

“We’ll do just fine without you, Brice.”

“I was in a feature film!”

Hands on hips, she stood her ground. “You had two words. It’s time.”

“I can’t help it some damned editor left the best part on the cutting room floor.”

He was still projecting, and the volume was giving her a headache.

“Look, Brice, when you get back to New York talk to your agent.” Who’d muttered a few choice things about Brice when Kay called him. “Right now, we have to finish and get these folks out of here.”

“I get it.” He raised his hands in mock surrender. “Like I said, I’m a pro. And I’ll take your word that you’ll make good on what I should have gotten. So I’ll get in costume and we can finish this piece of—”

“No.”

That ego of his was like blinders. A niggle of something familiar scratched at her consciousness, but she had too much else to handle at the moment to let it in.

“You walked away, and I won’t have you back, Brice,” she said without heat. “We’re going to finish with Rob. So go. Leave.”

She saw the light of understanding hit his eyes, immediately followed by anger.

“You can’t do that to me. I’ll make you pay. And all your money won’t—”

Rob stepped between them. Nothing flashy, nothing flagrant, but suddenly he was there between Brice and her. She hadn’t even been aware of him moving from the base of the stairs where he’d seemed rooted since The Kiss.

She pushed at Rob’s arm, to make him turn, so she could edge in front of him. He didn’t budge.

“I was thinking the same thing about you,” he said to Brice.

“Wha—?”

“That you would pay.”

She stepped around Rob. She might have grabbed the conversational reins at that point. But she had to admit to curiosity about his approach.

“Yeah?” Brice pushed his face forward. Kay would have been tempted to slug him. Rob apparently wasn’t as easily tempted. He simply held his ground. “Who’s going to make me pay?”

“Whoever you signed a contract with,” Rob said. “Not only should you not be paid, you should be sued for failure to perform and—”

“I performed. I performed plenty.”

“Failure to perform in the legal sense. Failure to fulfill your contract.”

The prompt reply seemed to flummox Brice. “You some kind of lawyer?”

“No. However—”

“I figured. And let me tell you, buddy, there’da been no trouble with me finishing if it hadn’ta taken so damned long.” Brice’s native accent reasserted itself. “That’s from amateur directing. Only a stupid rich bitch amateur woulda dragged us out to God knows where, woulda put together a crappy crew and woulda used a no-name broad for the supporting role. I’m—”

“Supporting!” Laura squawked from the background. “The bride’s the lead!”

“—the only thing goin’ for this damned mess—”

“Yet you withdrew support when you felt this would impede the project irrevocably.” Rob shook his head in sorrow, and to Kay’s mind it was the best piece of acting she’d seen all day. “That’s another problem. In fact, Bliss House should look into suing you for alienation of income, since your failure to perform could prevent the receipt of monies expected by the organization. The town of Tobias could have a claim against you on that basis, too.”

“Hey, you said you weren’t a lawyer.”

“I’m not, but I have dealt with similar cases from the financial end, and I am on the Bliss House steering committee, so…”

“And I’m Tobias’s town manager.” One of Rob’s friends, the man in chinos and a blue oxford cloth shirt, stepped forward, the one Miss Trudi had said married dark-haired Annette earlier this summer. “As well as on the committee.”

“The Bliss House committee will certainly consider the damage you’ve done to its prospects,” said the woman with the sun-streaked hair. Suz, according to Miss Trudi. The big guy in jeans, looked around like he dared anyone to disagree with her. That was Max Trevetti. “And Rob has a point there about damage to Tobias, don’t you agree, Steve?”
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