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      Danielle Winter brushed the stray hair off her face with the back of her paint-splattered left hand. She tightened her right-handed grip on the roller and painted a blue streak across the plywood backdrop. If she wanted her brand-new dinner theater to open on time, she couldn’t waste a second fixing a ponytail. She shook her head. Wanted was too weak a verb. Obligated better fit her circumstance.

      In her adopted, one stoplight town, New Hope, Wisconsin, she sold her show business dream to a desperate community. With less than seventy-two hours until opening night, she couldn’t second-guess herself, or she’d lose the last hope for her future. In the empty auditorium, nothing silenced her internal ticking clock, not even the approaching footsteps on the wooden stage. Twisting her neck, she met the gaze of the new arrival but continued painting. “Jill, I’m almost done.”

      Jill Howell frowned, her brow knitting together. “Dani, come on. You need a lunch break, too. You can’t survive on paint fumes.”

      Underneath her heavy bangs and thick glasses, Jill’s blue eyes darkened to the color of a stormy sea. A knot of tension formed between Dani’s shoulder blades. If she dropped her chin to her chest and rolled her neck, she would momentarily ease the physical discomfort. But Jill would catch the fatigued gesture, and she’d ignore Dani’s protest to leave the building for a much-needed break. Everyone in town depended on Dani’s business idea sparking a financial resurgence. With her savings emptied into the business, she was fully invested, too. Delivering on her promise was her only option. “I swear I only need another five minutes to finish painting the backdrop. I’ll meet you at the diner.”

      “Okay.” Jill sighed. “I already sent the high school crew on break. Don’t be too long, or I’ll return and drag you to lunch.”

      The corner of Dani’s mouth lifted. She liked her friend’s slightly exasperated tone. Before arriving in New Hope, Wisconsin, she never experienced unprompted kindness. Of course, Jill wasn’t entirely selfless. No one was. Dani sucked in a sharp breath and glanced over her shoulder. “Sounds like a plan.” She forced a smile.

      With a nod, Jill turned toward the door.

      On the floor, Dani knelt and dipped her roller into the tray, painting the bottom two feet of backdrop. If she focused on one task at a time, she had control and could manage her never-ending to-do list. With a final stroke, she leaned back on her heels and scanned her handiwork. She tilted her head from one side to the other and dangled the still-wet paint roller in her hand. The chemical smell of fresh paint tickled her nose, and she scrunched her face. Something wasn’t quite right. She dropped the roller in the pan, stood, and dusted her hands on her old jeans.

      She needed an opinion from someone without a vested interest in her success. Neither her enthusiastic crew of teenagers from the township’s high school nor Jill would critique her work. If she called in everyone from lunch, she’d lose a rare moment of silence. She’d have to solve this problem on her own.

      Stuffing her hands in her pockets, she walked off the stage. At a table near the center of the room, she sank into a chair. Folding her arms over her chest, she leaned back and narrowed her gaze. The sky blue of the backdrop’s Atlantic Ocean didn’t match the turquoise of the shining sea across her hastily painted United States of America.

      Propping an arm on the table, she rested her chin in a palm and studied the scenery from another angle. Would anyone else notice? Filling her lungs to capacity, she inhaled the sharp scent of paint and rubbed a hand over her itchy eyes. If she skipped lunch, she had time for a trip to the hardware store to color match and repaint the backdrop before the final day of rehearsals. She hadn’t stopped working for months.

      With any luck, she’d open her business to rave reviews and be rewarded with a packed schedule of long days stretching into the distant future. She sighed and dropped an arm flat on the table, pillowing her head. From her perspective, she couldn’t see past the edge of the stage. Drawing in a deep breath through her nose, she slowly exhaled and shuttered her eyelids.

      A crash echoed through the room.

      She twisted toward the door and lost her balance, crashing to the ground. On the carpet, she untangled her limbs from the chair, her shallow breaths rattling her ribs. Had the intruder heard her? She peeked over the table and scanned the empty interior toward the double doors under the exit sign. At her sides, she tightened her hands into fists. In her ears, her heartbeat drowned out all other sounds. Had she imagined the noise? On the floor, she positioned herself like a victim. Grabbing the chair, she stood and righted the seat. Straightening to her full five-feet-two inches, she spotted the large shadow near the darkened entryway. “Hello?” Her voice was a high-pitched squeak. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she pulled back her shoulders, instilling herself with strength and bravado.

      The shadowy figure stepped closer.

      She gulped. In the faint rays of stage light, she spotted a man of the well-sculpted-jaw-and-broad-shoulders variety materialized.

      He neared.

      Closer inspection of his dark hair, gray eyes, and lanky figure triggered something hazy in her mind. In her twenty-eight years of living, she’d never seen him, but he looked oddly familiar. Exhaling a shaky breath, she remained tense and ready to flee. Long ago, she learned a good-looking man was equally capable of nefarious deeds as any other.

      The man stopped on the opposite side of the table.

      With five feet of separation, she relaxed her hands but remained alert. If threatened, she trusted her ability to bolt. He was slender but not overly muscular like a body builder or trained killer. His T-shirt hugged his body, clinging too tight for concealing a weapon. He wrinkled his brow, deep lines slashing across smooth skin and marring his chiseled features. He looks lost.

      She transferred her weight to her left and shuffled her right foot, unable to stop her stress-related tap dancing. Her ten-second nap ended way too soon. “May I help you?” Her voice cracked.

      “I’m not sure.” He swiveled his head, scanning the entire room. Scrubbing a hand over his face, he stuffed his hands in his jeans pockets and shrugged. “I must have wandered into the wrong building.”

      “Oh, of course.” She stopped tapping and lifted the corner of her mouth in an approximation of a friendly smile and relaxed her shoulders. With her lifetime experience of constantly meeting new people at auditions and on sets, she should be used to the basic conventions of polite introduction. Six months of interacting with the same faces, however, she’d grown rusty. “I’d be glad to guide you to the right building but…” She pursed her lips. Why was he so familiar? His eyes glinted like chrome and triggered some recognition past her memory’s reach. Did she know him? “Since you’re here, do you mind helping me?”

      He stood taller and puffed out his chest. “Do you need me to move something?”

      She scanned the muscles straining under the basic T-shirt. He probably purchased a multi-pack on a grocery run, yet the cotton hugged like a custom fit highlighting a trim figure. As she met his gaze, she spotted the fine lines around his eyes. He was definitely a few years older than her, but not by much.

      Her chin trembled. “No, no, heavy lifting.” She smoothed a stray tendril behind her ear, brushing her fingers against her warm cheeks. With her years of repeated exposure to attractive people on TV sitcom sets, she hadn’t been susceptible to another person’s good looks in years. Taking in a steadying breath, she crossed her arms. “Getting an honest opinion in New Hope can be a little difficult.”

      He ran a hand through his dark hair.

      His fingers nearly disappeared in thick locks overdue for a trim. The slightly unkempt hair suited him. With his even features, he’d look too perfect with a short haircut. She gave her head a shake. She wasn’t casting him for one of her productions. The stranger would answer her question. She’d steer him to his destination and would never see him again.

      “Really? You can’t get someone’s unwanted opinion in this town?” He arched an eyebrow.

      Pursing her lips, she cocked her head to one side. His incredulous tone raised her hackles. “Since I moved here, I’ve heard nothing but yes, ma’am. Not that I mind.” She uncrossed her arms and held up both hands, palms to the sky. “I’m not used to the consideration.”

      “Interesting. I’ve had the opposite experience. I’m told no before I finish asking the question.” He folded both arms over his chest.

      “Maybe somewhere between us is one person who has the benefit of constructive criticism with positive feedback.”

      “Perhaps.” He lifted the corner of his mouth. “What’s on your mind?”

      Too much. She swallowed the lump lodged in her throat. His half-smile invited her to drop her guard and speak freely. He sparked an instant connection, like running into an old friend. Was he someone she’d forgotten? If she told anyone her fears—even a helpful stranger—she empowered her insecurities. She refused to ever give anything—or anyone—agency over her life again. Everyone was counting on her plan, and she wouldn’t disappoint. “I’m wondering if you think the backdrop looks okay.” Spinning on her heel, she faced the backdrop. “I painted the Atlantic a different color from the Pacific.”

      “Rob couldn’t color match for you?”

      “You know Rob?” She twitched and turned toward the stranger. He knew the owner of the hardware store on a first-name basis. What if he wasn’t passing through town? Dragging her gaze over his face, she pursed her lips. She’d swear she never saw him, but doubt tickled her mind.

      He shrugged. “Of course I know Rob. Everyone does.” He narrowed his gaze and stared once more past her toward the stage. “The background looks like blue and blue. The left side is a little darker, but nothing significant. If you hadn’t prompted me, I wouldn’t have noticed a difference.”

      “Oh, good. Thanks.” She sagged her shoulders. “I can tweak the lighting. My staff wouldn’t have been so forthcoming.”

      With a nod, he lifted the corner of his mouth.

      A smile of commiseration? She shook her head. Why was she sharing anything with this mystery man? “They’re wonderful. My employees are a little green but very determined. Converting a movie theater into a real stage for live performances has tested everyone.” She clamped her mouth shut. Would he spread her comments through the local gossip mill? She shuddered. Some lessons—like be careful who to trust—never took, despite learning the hard way.

      Frowning, he drew back his chin. “Movie theater?”

      “Sure.” She rocked back on her heels, grinning broadly. “Welcome to the former Howell Cinemas, now home to my musical theater company.”

      Twisting his neck, he scanned the room from top to bottom. He wrinkled his brow, spinning clockwise then counterclockwise. “What’s going on here?”

      She nibbled the inside of her cheek. His choppy movements and scowl were disproportionate responses to the conversation. Their talk switched gears so rapidly from surprise to friendly banter to anxiety, she couldn’t keep track. Why should the stranger radiate such shock? He walked into her building. When she met his gaze, she recognized the low fire of disappointment burning in his gray-blue eyes. Pulling back her shoulders, she extended her arms. “Welcome to my dinner theater. We open this weekend.”

      “Dinner? Theater?” The lines in his forehead deepened. He stared ahead.

      “Yes, you know, put on a show and serve people an evening meal?” She lifted her arms shoulder-height and circled her wrists. The gesture was meant to be light-hearted and encompass her domain in a nonchalant manner, but the air pulsed with tension. She dropped clammy hands to her sides.

      He ran a hand through his hair again, dropped his shaking head to his chest, and sighed. “Does my sister know about this plan?”

      She tilted her head and tapped her chin with a finger. Who’s your sister? The retort tickled Dani’s tongue. How was she supposed to know the details of the stranger’s family life? Nothing about the impromptu introduction followed any conventional conversational standard. After calling in every remaining favor to build what little online buzz she could, she definitely hoped his sister and the entire tri-county area knew her plans. She sold tickets to a forty-percent capacity. While she wouldn’t classify the advanced sales as exceptional, she earned enough to keep the business open for the Fourth of July weekend. Of course, she no longer had any outstanding IOU’s with bloggers and social media influencers for spreading the word about the next show.

      She shook her shoulder-length hair behind her back. She could have a crisis of confidence later, without a distractingly arresting man questioning her plan. “I’m sure she does.” Dani tipped up her chin, but her false bravado couldn’t stop the icy feeling slipping down her spine. She invested her entire savings into the business. Her residual checks stopped a year ago, and she had no back-up plan. “Home for the Holidays will be a huge hit.” Her cheery voice cracked. She clasped her hands behind her back and pressed together her lips.

      “Excuse me? Home for the Holidays?” He lifted his chin, crossed his arms, and planted his feet shoulder-width apart. “You’re opening a dinner theater with a dubious name in New Hope, Wisconsin?”

      Arching his eyebrow into his hairline, he ruined his handsome face with wrinkles and an unwelcome opinion. Stiffening, she drew back her shoulders. “I am, and my business does not have a dubious name. The name is perfect. We’re only open on holidays with an original musical each time.”

      The mystery man drew back his chin. “You think people will abandon their extended families and travel here for a stage show? Your plan involves monopolizing precious days off work and starting new traditions? I wouldn’t call this place home.”

      He shot her a hard, unrelenting look. The run-down movie theater was more welcoming than any other residence she’d ever had. She opened her mouth, and her chin trembled. His question squeezed something tight inside her. The honest answer earned her nothing with a stranger. “I imagine we’ll become a destination for the whole family.”

      He narrowed his gaze.

      “Some of us don’t have anyone who’d miss our company.” She caught her bottom lip. Disclosing her lack of family wasn’t exactly polite small talk, but she couldn’t stifle the words. Since coming to town, no one pushed her for details on why she was opening a holidays-only business. The community supported her without diving into her personal business. A stranger asked a basic question, and she crumbled. The business was bigger than one person staying occupied during the days of the year set aside for spending time with loved ones, but the reason factored into her initial plan.

      “You’re starting a business so you won’t spend holidays alone?” He sniggered. “I don’t think others will agree with your plan.”

      Sucking in a sharp breath, she filled her five-foot two frame with every ounce of oxygen in the room. Her dinner theater meant control and stability. Six months ago, she received worse side-eye glares, disbelieving nods, and hurried whispers from her inner circle. She left Los Angeles to work around the clock in a deserted small town and hadn’t let anyone else’s opinion carry any weight.

      Why did his words sting? His pinched features shouldn’t impact her. The unspoken contempt hit her like a slap across her face. Faced with a fight-or-flight decision, she’d stand her ground. “What’s so difficult to understand? A woman is taking charge of her future? Or that a small town is getting another shot after its factories closed? I am supported by the community.”

      He raised his hands and stepped back. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I…”

      Her nostrils flared. Verbal altercation wasn’t a line item on her long, pre-opening checklist. He wandered onto her turf with less than three days until the curtains rose. She wouldn’t capitulate to his galling questions.

      “But you did, so I’ll ask you to indulge me. What is so offensive? My dream? This town? Me?” She crossed her arms and held her biceps to keep from poking him in the chest with an index finger, hammering home each point. She gulped and tightened her grip, fighting the fluttery sensation in her limbs. A physical confrontation would place her too near the handsome stranger.

      He shrugged and stuffed his hands into his jeans pockets. “Do you really think you’ll get an audience? New Hope isn’t even mapped for the Internet.”

      She straightened, stiffening every muscle in her spine. He honed in on the oversight that plagued her over the past few weeks. How could she share information with travel blogs and tourism boards without a central online landing page? She couldn’t show him her worry. With every word, she feared he wasn’t passing through town. After months of work, she didn’t want any complication tearing down her business and couldn’t afford him sharing his concerns with the community. “Within four months, New Hope will be on everyone’s radar.”

      He studied the floor. “Okay.”

      His muttered tone had the irritating edge of if you say so. “Look, guy.” She dropped her hands to her hips. “I don’t know who you think you are, but let me tell you about me. I grew up in show business. Stage productions are in my blood, and I know this dinner theater.” She waved her arms to encompass the whole room, her entire safety net at risk. “I will be a success.”

      “I’m just a guy who spent his childhood in this town, ran after a big, scary dream, and got knocked down to earth. I’d hate for someone else to ruin their life. Sorry to disturb you.” With a half bow, the man backed away.

      Following each step of his retreat, she seethed. Who waltzed into someone else’s property and picked a fight? Every pulse point on her body vibrated with adrenaline. His words ripped the scabs off the slowly healing wounds Mom and her best friend left on her heart. When she lost track of him in the shadows, she dropped her shoulders and her chin.

      The double doors shut. After a few seconds’ pause, the heavy lobby front door opened with a whoosh and slammed. The clang resounded throughout the building.

      She rolled her neck but couldn’t ignore the burn coiled low in her stomach. The stranger’s words were more a reflection of his insecurities and fears than of her business acumen. He didn’t know her. Perhaps he shared a sentiment from his past experiences. She rubbed a hand over her heart. His careless comments hit too close to avoid injury. Moving here required all the gumption and moxie she’d been told her whole life she had. She couldn’t let an anonymous person impact her.

      Rationalization didn’t shake his parting words. I’d hate to see someone else ruin her life. Who met someone and completely annihilated the stranger’s day? Why had he strolled inside in the first place? Why did she care who he was or if she’d see him again?
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      With every last ounce of self-control, Paul walked up the aisle of the theater and opened the door. Striding across the tiled lobby, he pushed through the glass door and raised a hand, shading his gaze against the bright glare of midday sun. Behind him, the door slammed shut. He jumped. The harsh metal-on-metal sound was as abrupt and unwelcome as entering his family’s former business and meeting her. I could have handled both situations better.

      If he shut his eyes, he replaced Main Street’s shuttered storefronts with open signs and familiar faces. He breathed deep and filled his lungs with the scent of home. A whiff of sweet grass lingered in the fresh air. Retreating into his memory, he wasn’t a stranger.

      He scanned the street. Returning home—no matter how short the visit—meant resuming his role as the Howell twin with too much promise and not enough drive. His late father’s vocal opinions echoed in his mind. Dad declared him a bad investment who couldn’t stop throwing away good money. In the end, Paul proved the old man right.

      Dipping his head, he tucked his chin against his chest to avoid detection. His family’s movie theater sat in the center of town. Since the silent film era, their cinema was the heart of New Hope. At the end of the block, he relaxed, dropping his high alert. He had no cause for concern. He wasn’t likely to be spotted. The shops on either side of the street were vacant.

      Jill informed him of the town’s goings-on during their weekly calls. He shouldn’t be surprised witnessing the dire situation firsthand. New Hope was an hour north of Milwaukee, but their manufacturing core never fit the typical image of a bedroom community, and commuters settled elsewhere. Unlike other towns dotted throughout the state, New Hope didn’t have a lake or river to lure vacationers. Their town didn’t quite fit with people besides long-time locals. One woman vowed to achieve the impossible and his neighbors believed her?

      The faint sound of a bell jingled.

      He raised his chin and scanned the street.

      A few blocks ahead, at the corner of Main and Washington, a man entered the Come Again Diner.

      With a sigh, Paul dropped his shoulders. At least he could still get a good meal at the beloved local establishment. Maybe Jill wandered there for lunch and can explain what is going on. He bent his head to study the broken pavement for cracks. Rubbing a hand against his ribs, he breathed through the tightness in his chest. The small town never offered him a chance. He shouldn’t have begrudged the mystery woman hers. Striding across the intersection, he checked for traffic in the deserted streets and came up empty. He half-expected tumbleweeds to roll past.

      Pushing through the diner’s front door, he stepped over the threshold, and the bell chimed. He swept his gaze through the restaurant from the counter on one side to the booths along the windows on the other. A few heads turned and glanced in his direction. He recognized none of the faces. An excited chirp caught his attention. He again scanned the room and settled on the woman standing near the back booth.

      Nearly six feet tall, the slim brunette with gray-blue eyes was striking, especially standing straight and beaming with a broad smile. She waved and fiddled with her glasses.

      With a nod, he approached, ignoring the curious looks he passed. He closed the distance and wrapped her in his embrace, pressing his cheek against hers. He missed her. “Hey, Jill.”

      She stepped out of his hug. “Hey, yourself.” Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, she hunched forward, rounding her back.

      He swallowed the sigh building in his throat. The town changed, but not his twin. For most of their lives, his sister slumped and slouched in her never-ending quest to avoid attention. As fraternal twins, they shared a remarkable number of physical similarities, including height, dark brown hair, and gray-blue eyes. In the light, her eyes looked blue and his gray. By choice, Jill faded into the background. He’d utilized those exact attributes to stand out in a crowd.

      Her smile lit her whole face brighter than the old marquee outside the theater. He slid across the smooth bench seat and interlaced his fingers on the Formica tabletop. With a deep breath, he counted to ten but couldn’t calm the throbbing in his temples.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.” She dropped her menu.

      “Are you?” He set his jaw, gritting his molars.

      A ponytailed, blonde server filled two water glasses and handed him a menu.

      Jill pushed up her glasses on her nose and squinted. “Do you want to order?”

      Her careful perusal yielded the wrong result. She couldn’t assign his current mood to hanger. “I’m not hungry.” His stomach grumbled. Jill shot him the I’m-your-twin-you-can’t-lie-to-me smirk.

      “Can Ted make him a BLT with a fried egg?” Jill rolled her eyes and turned toward the teenage server.

      Crossing his arms over his tight chest, he arched a brow. Once again, someone made a decision on his behalf without consulting him. What else did he expect? He’d returned home.

      “I’ll ask.” The young server jotted the order on a pad and retreated.

      Paul guessed the server to be no more than fifteen, old enough to memorize the menu Shirley refused to change. His sandwich order was the only exception. He followed the teen’s progress through the swinging doors to the kitchen, her blonde ponytail bouncing the entire way. He was hungry, but he had other concerns. Folding his arms over his chest, he leaned against the back of the booth and studied his sister. How could she look so happy? “I stopped by the theater.”

      “I told you we sold.”

      The color drained from Jill’s face. “You didn’t mention any specifics.” He forced the words from his tight throat. Dropping his arms, he flattened his palms on the table and focused on the veins on the back of his hands. He hadn’t spent more than a night in New Hope in twelve years, but he always considered the town his home. When had everything changed? Had he stayed away too long? Returning was supposed to be a temporary respite from his chaotic life. He wasn’t sure of his welcome. Without his safety net, where would he go? He cleared his throat. “I figured some big movie chain bought the property. I walked into a shell of our family business. The seats are gone, the screen vanished, concessions disappeared, and some woman owns the building.”

      “A big chain?” She widened her gaze and snorted. “Because New Hope is fielding a ton of interest from major corporations?”

      The sarcastic edge in her tone reflected his bitterness and not his sweet twin. He flinched and shifted on the bench seat, hating the role reversal.

      “Or maybe I didn’t realize you wanted details. You’ll have to forgive me. I got the impression you’d rather not know what was going on here.” She pressed her lips into a flat line and averted her gaze.

      Her rebuke was tense. Hugging his sister always neutralized her annoyance. With a table between them, he inched his hand across the surface.

      Batting away his touch, she grabbed a water.

      “Fine.” He pulled back his hand and ran it through his hair. “I deserve the jab. But a dinner theater?”

      Cradling her glass, she rested her elbows on the table and held his gaze. “Dani has a marvelous idea. She’s got big plans to bring in a lot of business. If anyone can carry off a miracle, she can.”

      “I’ll say.” He reached for his water and sipped, washing the dull metallic taste from his mouth.

      “Wait, you met her?” Squinting, Jill pushed the thick glasses to the bridge of her nose and leaned close.

      Scrubbing a face over his hand, he broke away from her unblinking gaze. “I did.”

      “And?”

      Tracing the water rings left by his glass, he considered the best response. On the surface, he should be intrigued by the new venture. He left town for show business and returned home to discover a musical theater company in his family’s former cinema. His timing was perfect. Or so his sister and the rest of the world would believe. He boarded the red-eye flight and relinquished his dream. During the ride-share trip from the airport to Dad’s house, he doubled down. By the time he started the old pickup, arrived at the theater, and discovered Dani, he accepted the end of his dream only for his goals to slap him across the face. Someone else was taking a chance and doing so with full-fledged support. Raising his chin, he met Jill’s gaze. If he voiced his inner dialogue, he’d cause unnecessary worry. He made his choice. Instead, he feigned ignorance. “And what?”

      With a sigh, she rested her chin in a palm.

      His twin was the unchallenged champion of the staring contest. Did he really want to spend all day here? His left eye twitched. He rubbed his lashes. “OK, fine, I’ll cave. I don’t like her.”

      “What?” Jill scrunched her nose. “What’s not to like? She’s smart and capable. She’s nice, she’s funny, and she’s breathed new life into this town.”

      He studied the old coffee stains on the table. Their hometown needed more than CPR to be saved. The community required nothing less than a full transplant. He sipped the water and swallowed his retort. His sister wasn’t a blind optimist, and he wouldn’t underestimate her knowledge of how far the town tumbled from the manufacturing days of their early childhood. Jill was a dogged worker and a loyal soul. She never quit believing in him, even when she should have. She wouldn’t stop fighting for New Hope either.

      The facts and figures didn’t add to a positive total. How could one attractive woman with a stubborn streak achieve a miracle? He groaned. Even his subconscious betrayed him, reminding him the petite blonde showstopper matched his exact type. She was also a powerhouse with a lashing tongue. After suffering verbal battery, he’d have no problem with distance.

      “Whether you like her plan or not, we need Dani.”

      Her words teetered on an edge of warning like the piercing beep of the theater’s smoke alarm when someone forgot the popcorn in the long-since-vanished kettle. More often than not, he’d been the one at fault, too busy dreaming about escape to stay in the present. “Why? Why stay?” Reaching across the table, he grabbed her clammy hands. “Nothing is left. He’s gone. The theater’s sold.”

      She dropped her chin to her chest. Her shoulders rose and fell. “Where would I go?”

      “Anywhere.”

      “No. This town is home. I’m not leaving.” She squeezed his hands. “Besides, you’re back. Maybe fate dragged you here.”

      With a wince, he released her hands. Sure, the siren call of his childhood lured him here and not after missing the big chance he’d been working toward for his entire career. Using most of his savings as a last-ditch effort in the process, he was disillusioned and broke enough for the unthinkable act of returning home. He preferred her narrative.

      “Speaking of, I have a great idea.”

      She realigned her features into her usual cheek-to-cheek smile. She had a resting nice face, a phenomenon that inspired contagious grinning in close proximity. His mood generally lightened around Jill. If he was the moody twin, he met his foil in his even-tempered sister. The undisputed favorite. “What is it?” He teased each syllable, cautious with the question.

      She fluffed her bangs and pushed her glasses into place. “Let’s talk to Dani about getting you a job.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. If he worked for her, he forced his creativity into her parameters. Restrictions never aligned with his rule-breaking nature. For Jill’s information, he’d already offered help. A flash of Dani’s bright red cheeks as she raked her gaze over his biceps popped into his mind’s eye clear as a film reel. For a few minutes, he enjoyed her company. Would offering his skills as a manual laborer reestablish the initial impression? He couldn’t offer Jill a full confession. “What would I do?”

      “Write some musicals. You could easily draft a few scripts. I’ve seen you do more with less.”

      A hundred retorts swirled in his mind. He frowned. Top of the list, he wasn’t a sell-out. Without a creative vision, he couldn’t produce original work for someone else on demand, especially at his family’s former business. Shifting on the bench seat, he leaned forward and opened his mouth.

      She arched an eyebrow.

      Dani’s too easy to talk to. He shut his mouth. If he confessed about the connection sparked between him and the new owner, he wouldn’t have a reason to avoid her. Initially, he found her conversation refreshing. In his younger years, he didn’t relate to many people in New Hope. Along his journey from New York to Los Angeles, he never fit with the other transplants he met. For the first time in years, he relaxed. Unfortunately, the moment was short-lived. Once he understood the reality of the situation, he spoke without thinking and was treated in kind. He didn’t want her unflinching honesty directed at his work.

      The silence, along with his sister’s smile, stretched.

      He cleared his throat. Nothing good could come of spending time around Dani. “Why would I?”

      “What else will you do here?”

      “Not that.” With his hands outstretched, he pushed against the air. “I’m not working for her.” The pronoun soured his mouth, and he swallowed. “I’ll find something else. I’m here for a little while. Not forever.”

      “I guess we’ll see.” She shrugged. “For my sake, please talk to her.”

      The server returned and dropped off their orders.

      Her appearance saved him from delivering a snappy comeback. Pithy replies weren’t popular here. He reached for a napkin from the holder and stared at the sandwich, his mouth watering. The scent of crisp, pan-fried bacon tickled his nose. His favorite meal couldn’t solve his problems. He hadn’t come home in pursuit of a career as a rip-off playwright. He might not have specifics about what he could do or for how long. Working for that woman, with her iridescent blue eyes and dazzling teeth, was definitely not what he needed. He’d returned for a break from complications. Everything about her, from her pushy personality to her sharp perception, screamed one giant problem.
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      Dani rubbed the grit from her eyes and stared into her mug. Only a few coffee grounds remained in the bottom. Frowning, she raised the rim to her nose and sniffed a trace amount of nutty brew. For survival over the next forty-eight hours, she needed more than fumes. She set the mug on the stage and drummed fingers against her thighs. To start her day—and refill her cup—she had business to settle.

      Turning her head toward the woman at her side, Dani dragged in a deep breath. “I’m only meeting him because you’re the kindest person I know. If he’s your twin brother, he must share some of your sweetness.” Somewhere.

      “Thank you.” Jill pushed her glasses into place and dropped her gaze. With her chin against her chest, she focused on the ground.

      Dani spotted the upward tilt at the corners of Jill’s mouth and exhaled, releasing the vice-like grip squeezing Dani’s ribcage. If she could do right by Jill, she would. When Dani had discovered the online real estate listing for the old movie theater, she never imagined employing the seller. After the sale closed, Dani expected to embark on her project alone.

      Instead, Jill stayed. Once the papers were signed and the lawyers departed, Jill welcomed Dani with a fruit basket and listened.

      In the months since, Jill encouraged every idea and worked tirelessly at Dani’s side. During the renovation, Dani often found Jill ripping up stained carpet and swinging a sledgehammer alongside the crew. Whenever Dani’s determination flagged, she was renewed by Jill’s dedication.

      “I’m sorry he barged in unannounced yesterday.” Jill shook her head.

      Her shoulder-length hair swung shut like a curtain, covering most of her face. Dani uncrossed her legs and swung them over the edge of the stage, circling her ankles. She hated Jill’s position in the middle of an unnecessary situation, especially with so much remaining on the to-do list. In the remaining two days, they had to sell more tickets, scrub the theater, train the staff, and finish rehearsals. Dani couldn’t waste another precious second on tall, moody, and handsome Paul. His quick dismissal still burned her the next day. Why should she let his unwanted opinion upset her? She didn’t know him. He didn’t matter. She’d devoted too much energy yesterday replaying his curt words and earned a sleepless night in the process. He didn’t deserve any consideration.

      “I wish I could change your first impression.”

      Me, too. Exhaling a heavy sigh, Dani dropped her chin and rolled her neck. She didn’t have time for distractions. Involving a man in her life, in any capacity, was trouble she didn’t need. A sideways glance at Jill’s tight smile, however, disavowed Dani of her determination to avoid Paul.

      If Jill wanted her brother close, she should have him. Dani wouldn’t stand in the way. She owed her friend more than one favor. With any luck, the cantankerous Paul would leave town of his own accord sooner rather than later. “You’d better call him and tell him to get over here before I change my mind.”

      “He’s outside. I’ll go get him.” Jill leaped from the stage and scurried away.

      As long as he plays nice…

      Dani curled her upper lip. Meeting with Jill’s worse half was inevitable, but she could control her behavior. If he wanted to provoke her, he’d leave disappointed. Unclenching her jaw, she relaxed her face and reset her expression.

      Heavy footsteps thudded against the carpet.

      A subtle shift in the air made her squirm like someone stared through her. She lifted her gaze and spotted the pair.

      They navigated around the maze of round tables leading to the stage. Jill moved her mouth. Paul didn’t respond. He clasped his hands behind his back and bent his head toward his sister.

      Perhaps the benefit of a night’s sleep cooled some of his ire. She refused to take a chance. Today, she wasn’t playing defense. Hopping off the stage, she landed easily on the ground. She dusted her hands on her jeans and strolled toward the pair, her throat tightening.

      She met them at the first row of round tables. Standing side by side, she studied the siblings up close. The twins shared the same gray-blue eye color. Their expressions changed Dani’s interpretation of the shade from one to the other. She always equated Jill’s smiling eyes as sparkling like a tropical sea. Yesterday, Dani stiffened at the metallic gleam in Paul’s gaze.

      A whiff of clean soap and hot-from-the-dryer cotton wafted past her nostrils. She scrunched her nose and studied him. Dressed in another basic T-shirt hugging his broad chest, Paul fit the universal casting call directive for hometown hunk. Growing up in LA, she developed immunity to movie star good looks from repeated exposure. In a city full of aspiring stars, however, he’d warrant a double take. Lifting a hand toward him, Dani forced her mouth into a welcoming smile.

      He stared at her hand before extending his.

      Her rough calluses from round-the-clock manual labor scratched his smooth skin. “I’m Danielle Winter. We didn’t get a chance to properly meet yesterday.” She instilled her voice with a jovial tone honed during acting classes.

      Tilting his chin, he met her gaze and tightened his clasp.

      His unflinching stare pinned her in place like a steel-barred prison cell. She trembled.

      “I know who you are.” He dropped her hand.

      Dani stilled, her breath catching. Great, he’d searched her name on the Internet and formed an opinion based on her years of a celebrity-adjacent life. She crossed her arms, tucking clammy hands against her ribs. Her story was the sad footnote in her former best friend’s impending memoir. She wanted recognition for her merits. With her resume so readily accessible on the Web, would she ever have a chance at avoiding snap judgments?

      “I told him all about the dinner theater, Dani.” Stepping around her brother, Jill crossed to Dani’s side.

      “Oh, good.” Anyone could search online and learn more. If they learned my stage name. Dani exhaled a heavy sigh and smoothed damp palms on her jeans. She’d forgotten the slim protection her real identity provided from the ghosts of her past.

      “I think he could be a big help,” Jill said.

      Frozen in place, Dani glanced between Jill’s beaming smile and Paul’s stoic expression.

      He narrowed his gaze and clenched his jaw.

      The muscle twitched in his cheek, like he had more to say and only just stopped himself. “Really?” She dragged the word. Tilting her head to the side, Dani tapped a finger against her chin. “We’ve hired enough stage crew.”

      “No, not manual labor. For the shows.” Jill pitched her voice. “Paul is a writer. He’s been in Hollywood for the past few years.”

      Sucking in a sharp breath, Dani frowned. Had she somehow come across him in her previous life? Despite the tourists and countless starstruck new arrivals, tinsel town was an interconnected web. “Interesting. What’s on your resume?”

      “Nothing you’ve seen.” Paul flicked a wrist.

      Was he waving off a proud sister’s hyperbolic words or displaying false modesty? Dani swallowed a sigh. She didn’t have time for either. “But you’re a writer? Like screenplays?”

      “Mostly stage plays. After college in New York, I moved to Los Angeles. I tried off-Broadway first, but a friend had some connections in Hollywood.” He glanced away and shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      That didn’t deliver. No wonder he’d vacated the theater so quickly yesterday. Returning home and finding everything changed must be terrible. She shuddered. For a woman raised without a stable home, she understood the isolating terror of not having control over her life. Mom climbed the social strata and dragged Dani along. She found the security she craved from another family. After losing that bond, she chased after her big, scary dream. Settling in the Midwest wasn’t terrifying because the life-changing move was her choice. “I’m sure Jill explained we are putting on a new original tribute musical for every major holiday, four performances each on ten weekends of the year.”

      He arched an eyebrow, and a dimple peeked in the side of his jaw.

      Catching her bottom lip with her teeth, she ignored the fluttery sensation in her stomach. She would rather not share secrets. He should be a stranger. If she hadn’t shared so much in the first fifteen minutes of their meeting, she’d be better positioned to continue an aloof association. “I’ve been adapting lyrics to popular songs. I scripted the first three shows but don’t have anything beyond the summer. I could use the help. The fall and winter will be here soon. The break between those holidays shrinks to only a handful of weeks.”

      Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he rocked back on his heels. “No, thanks.”

      “No, thanks? That’s it?” Dani raised both eyebrows, her forehead wrinkling into her hairline. Reaching up, she smoothed a hand over the tight skin. As far as she knew, New Hope didn’t have any doctors certified in administering facial injections. He wasn’t worth the stress lines.

      He shrugged. “I didn’t come home to get wrapped up in a failed project. My reputation can’t take another hit.”

      With a gasp, Jill scrunched her face and covered her mouth with both hands.

      So much for best behavior. Ignoring the burn in her gut, Dani drew back her shoulders. She refused to double over in pain from his low blow. Giving him a second chance and dropping her guard, she arrived at the same insolent outcome. “Suit yourself.” Raising an arm, she extended a hand and studied her chipped manicure finger by finger. After a thirty second delay, she lowered the arm to her side, met his gaze, and shrugged. “If you’re too scared to take a chance, you’ll probably never book a job or build a decent career.”

      He pressed together his lips, forming a flat line and flaring his nostrils.

      “I trust you remember the exit? I have a lot of work and no time to waste.” She spun on her heel and stalked across the carpeted room to the steps at the side of the stage. Climbing the stairs two at a time, she didn’t stop moving until the heavy curtains swung behind her.

      Bracing her hands on either side of her waist, she bent and dragged in a long breath, returning her shallow pants to normal breathing. Why did he set her nerves on fire within ten seconds of a greeting? Why did she care about the opinion of a cynic? She came to New Hope to build something real. No one, not even a too perceptive stranger, had the authority to ruin her big plans unless she granted the permission. Not in this lifetime.

      Paul shuffled into the kitchen, glanced at the ancient microwave clock on the counter of his childhood home, and slumped. Five in the morning. Finally. After he abandoned his old twin bed at two a.m., he spent hours at the dining room table, staring at a blank legal pad.

      Rubbing the crust from the corner of his bleary eyes, he leaned forward and glanced through the doorway to the empty page flashing like a warning light on the table. In the past, he discovered his best ideas after eleven and found success from all-night-all-he-could-write sessions. Nothing about his homecoming fit his typical behavior. Instead of losing himself to a bout of creativity, he’d spent hours replaying his bad behavior. Why had he provoked her? What response did he expect?

      Her jibe about building a sustainable, long-term career pulled the scab off his barely healing emotional wounds. She didn’t know him or his situation at all but hit the bullseye. He rubbed a hand over the dull ache in his gut. He needed a break. Retreating to his room, he pulled on a pair of jeans and faded sweatshirt. In his hometown, folks were early to bed and to rise. Despite growing up here, he’d never fit either attribute. Today, he could take advantage of the latter for a hot meal.

      Strolling to the kitchen, he fished the keys to Dad’s rusted truck from the chipped, crystal bowl on the corner of the counter. He toed into a worn pair of boots in the hall and walked through the unlocked front door, carefully avoiding heel drops in the silence. He shut the door and paused on the porch. Breathing deep, he filled his lungs. Damp hung in the air from a nighttime rain shower. The morning dawned crisp and clean. He sniggered. He couldn’t remember his last fresh start.

      Under the thin shoe soles, he crunched the gravel from the unpaved drive in front of the three-bedroom ranch house and navigated around Jill’s sedan parked next to Dad’s vehicle. Why had she kept it? One person didn’t need two cars. He rounded the front of the truck, slid behind the wheel, and turned over the engine. Maybe he should be grateful Jill hadn’t sold the house or the truck when she’d sold their livelihood. Without the property, he’d have been well and truly stuck on the coast.

      Unless she expected my return. He shook his head, dislodging the dangerous thoughts. Unloading the movie theater was a stroke of luck on par with discovering a pot of gold. Their failing family business in a faded town wasn’t worthy of the grand term of livelihood. He had no reason to blame Jill for selling what she could, but hadn’t he beaten up himself enough? Couldn’t she share some of the burden of their diminished prospects?

      The three-decades-old pickup rumbled along the two-lane road a few miles from town. If he had any neighbors left, he’d be worried about waking them. He parallel parked in front of the Come Again Diner across the street from the hardware store. Climbing from the cab, he studied the unofficial entrance to downtown. The two businesses were part of only a handful still operational. He strolled around the corner of the diner and stared down Main Street. At the end of the block, past the old movie theater, the library/city hall sat on a small hill, overlooking town. His earliest memories centered on the few blocks of downtown including Fourth of July parades, Christmas carol sing-alongs, and Halloween costume contests. Each holiday filled their town with smiles and laughter. The empty streets were a punch to the gut.

      With a shake of his head, he retraced his steps to the diner and pushed through the front door.

      The overhead bell jingled.

      Stepping over the threshold, he inhaled the scent of melting butter and sizzling bacon. He licked his lips and scanned the restaurant. Only a half dozen customers filled the booths. No one met his gaze. He might not be sure of his welcome, but he could still depend on home-style cooking. Turning toward the counter, he spotted a familiar profile.

      A man seated near the door swiveled on his stool, a broad grin spreading across his features.

      Paul dipped his head.

      Rob slid off the bar stool, crossed the tile, and pulled Paul into a one-arm embrace. “Paulie, hey, man. Never dreamt I’d see you again.”

      The cheerful words slapped Paul’s cheek. He held his breath and battled the sharp pain. Not every inconsequential greeting was an insult. Breaking free, he claimed a free stool and leaned against the counter. “Hey, Rob, how are you?”

      “Me?” Rob poked a finger into the center of his chest and sat. Reaching for his mug with both hands, he drank deep and drained the coffee.

      Under the fluorescent lighting, Rob’s pale skin contrasted with the dark under-eye circles. If Paul didn’t know any better, he’d assume Rob sported two black eyes from a barroom brawl. Through their years of teenage angst, Rob remained a bright spot and a friend to all. Was everyone in town worn out and exhausted, except for the beautiful newcomer?

      “I’m managing.” Rob scrubbed a hand over his face and bald head.

      The server approached, topped off Rob’s coffee, and poured a fresh mug for Paul.

      Paul drank deep and returned the steaming cup to the counter. The heat scorched his tongue, scalding his taste buds. Swallowing, he tasted a delayed bitter flavor and a few errant grounds stuck in his molars. He forgot the particularly earthy richness of the diner’s strong brew. “You still running the hardware store?”

      Rob nodded.

      For a hundred years, following parents’ footsteps into the family business was a proud New Hope tradition. Such exclusivity had—inevitably—cut off newcomers from belonging in the tight-knit community. Until recently.

      Rob rested his chin in a hand and tilted his head. “What are you doing back, man?”

      Paul shifted on the barstool. The question efficiently summed up his precarious situation. Without a family legacy, why was he here? When he’d snuck into town for his father’s funeral a year earlier, he avoided the theater and slipped out of the state before anyone realized he returned. Over the years, he ignored wedding invitations and class reunions. Desperation wasn’t an envy-inducing state. He was better off keeping his situation under wraps, or he became toxic. He set his mug in the saucer on the counter. “I needed a break.”

      “You picked a good time. The new theater’s grand opening tomorrow is the biggest event to happen in a decade. Maybe longer.”

      “Yeah, the theater.” Paul’s words were flat. Gritting his teeth, he loosened the coffee grounds stuck in his teeth and studied his mug.

      “You don’t like it?”

      Paul shrugged.

      Twisting his head, Rob pulled his chin into his neck. “I’m surprised. With you breaking into movies and stuff, shouldn’t you be excited?”

      “Why are you so…” Paul exhaled a heavy sigh. Calling the town tired wasn’t fair. Maybe he was projecting himself onto the community. Chasing after a dream, he hadn’t cared about his Dad’s loud objections. If Paul listened years ago, he wouldn’t be broken now. He returned home empty. He couldn’t help at the theater because he didn’t have anything left. Before he even started, he was finished.

      “So what?” Rob nudged him in the ribs with an elbow. “Hey, buddy, why am I so…? What?”

      “Exuberant. Everyone in town acts like the woman spins gold from thread.”

      Rob chuckled.

      Paul sipped his coffee. The bitter brew didn’t wash away the foul taste in his mouth or his petulant tone. Hunching his shoulders, he transformed into an old grump hovering over his mug. In their blissfully ignorant youth, Rob and Paul mocked those men and vowed never to fill their roles. If Homecoming King Paul had a crystal ball, he wouldn’t have been so flippant.

      “Look, man, I get your point of view.” Rob leaned an inch closer. “Coming home and learning your family’s business has been completely transformed can’t be easy. I can’t imagine if my hardware store vanished.” He shook his head. “To be honest, we’re desperate. Most folks would welcome a highway going through downtown, if we’d see some benefit.”

      Over phone calls from a thousand miles, Paul listened to news of shuttered businesses from Jill. Each sad update about the rough situation in New Hope reverberated against his heart. He loved his hometown. The community was family. Rob was right. Dani had enthusiasm and drive. Her infectious spirit didn’t falter, even when he fought his sister’s job opportunity. But was Dani too late?

      “Give her a chance.” Rob rubbed a hand over his head and rested his elbows on the counter. “Maybe you should help. They could probably use you, with the big plans and all.”

      If I had anything to give, I wouldn’t be here. He stared into the mug, his chest tightening. When he looked in the mirror, he saw a man without purpose. What did his sister and friend see that he missed? Someone talented? “Yeah. Maybe I will.”

      “I hope so. I hope she succeeds. We all do.” Rob leaned closer and tilted away from the server, bustling by to refill mugs. “I’ve got enough to keep going for a year, and then I might…” Twisting his neck from side to side, he met Paul’s gaze and motioned his hand in a slice across his throat.

      “You would close? Your family settled this town.” Paul scrubbed a hand over his face. The New Hope Hardware Store traced its roots to the pioneer days, starting as a general store for travelers on the railway. Through the decades, the business evolved into a one-stop shop, carrying everything from nails to school supplies. How much longer could the town operate without Rob’s store? The community would be in irrecoverable trouble. We’d vanish.
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