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Chapter 1

 


 


Carole Barnes pulled up in front of her
boss’s Atlantic Beach mansion and her heart jumped in her chest
when she saw Sabrina Parker’s little red sports car parked out
front. How much had changed over the past six months. Sabrina’s
special effects company had taken off since her movie Alice and
the Big Apple. The movie, a modern retelling of Alice in
Wonderland, had been a blockbuster hit, winning praise from
critics and audiences alike. And Sabrina had hinted the new project
she had in mind would be a worthwhile follow-up.

Sabrina met her in the hallway with a hug.
“It’s so good to see you. I hope you’re ready to work.”

“Ready?” Carole could barely contain her
excitement. “I’ve been so bored here without you. Walt’s
great, but he works solo since his show ended. I so need a new
project.”

“Excellent.” Sabrina turned toward the
kitchen. “Come on. We’re still having breakfast. We have a lot to
do before Connor gets here.”

Carole froze. “Connor Wallace?” But Sabrina
had continued down the hall, not noticing Carole’s hesitation. She
had no choice but to hurry after the other woman, pushing the
swinging door open to find her other boss, Walt Bryson, enjoying
his coffee and the newspaper. “Why is Connor coming here?”

Walt looked up. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.” Carole’s down-home,
Southern-bred good manners kicked in, but then she turned to
Sabrina. “Why is Connor coming here? You’re not doing
another movie with him, are you?”

Sabrina gave her a puzzled look. “Why
wouldn’t I do another movie with him? He’s at least half the reason
the last movie did so well.” She paused. “How can you not
like Connor?”

“Not like him?” Carole rolled her eyes and
made a face. “I wouldn’t go that far, exactly. It’s just…he’s kind
of the Justin Bieber of Hollywood.”

“Justin Bieber is the Justin Bieber of
Hollywood.” Sabrina shook her head. “Connor is in a whole different
league. And we’re lucky to have gotten a chance to latch onto him
in his rise. He’ll be a household name one day.”

“Ugh.” Carole sat next to Walt in the comfy
breakfast nook. “Okay. If you say so.”

“I say so.” Sabrina took a seat across from
Carole and Walt. “And I know Hollywood.”

Carole looked away under the pretense of
pouring herself a cup of coffee. Sabrina might think she knew
Hollywood. She actually should know Hollywood better than
Carole did, she’d lived there so long. Maybe it was just me.
Maybe I don’t have what it takes to make it out there. I certainly
didn’t last long.

Whatever Sabrina knew, Carole just knew she
never wanted to go back. Hollywood meant humiliation and defeat to
her. Sabrina could handle that end of the business. Carole would be
perfectly content if she never left North Carolina again. And she
never intended to.

Fueled by that resolution, she looked up at
Sabrina. “So what’s this new project? And how does it involve
Connor Wallace? Is he going to be in another one of your
movies?” She gasped, a huge grin starting. “Did you write the
sequel?”

“Good lord, I was only gone a month.”
Sabrina laughed.

“Felt longer to me.” Walt took her hand
across the table and the two shared a momentary tender look that
both embarrassed and pleased Carole. She felt like a child sitting
at the table with parents sharing a loving caress.

Sabrina cleared her throat and turned her
attention back to Carole. “No, I haven’t written the sequel. Not
yet. I’m not certain I will.”

“Oh, but you have to! Everyone
wants you to.”

“Maybe.” Sabrina sighed. “And the movie was
good. Dylan kept it close to what I wanted.” She smiled at Walt.
“Thanks to you, probably. But even with Connor and Rebecca as my
stars, it couldn’t exactly be what I needed it to be.”

“Not without your Alice.” Carole nodded. She
knew the story of the sandwich girl Sabrina had found. It had
almost been a Cinderella story for a poor, young addict with an
abusive boyfriend. Until it wasn’t.

“That’s beside the point. It’s not what
happened to Julianne. It’s how I reacted to it. I’m still ashamed
of myself. And I have to make certain I don’t write the sequel to
Alice out of guilt. It has to come from love, just like the
original did.”

They were silent for a moment, then Walt
cleared his throat. “Why don’t you tell her about Connor’s
idea?”

“Oh, yes!” Sabrina brightened. “Perfect.
Yes, you see Connor really enjoyed the magic tricks we
developed for him. He’s actually performed a couple of times since
the movie came out.”

“Good for him.” Carole raised her eyebrows
dubiously.

“Yes, but you see, he’s been limited to
performing as the Mad Hatter. Connor wants to bust out of that
persona.” Walt took a sip of his coffee. “And that’s where you come
in.”

“Me?” Carole had thought her eyebrows were
already elevated, but she felt them rise even more in astonishment.
“You’re kidding me.”

“I am not.” Walt smiled. “You spent almost
ten years helping me perform magic. I honestly am not certain I
could have produced that show without you. And you’ve definitely
shown you have the chops to develop special effects.”

“I agree.” Sabrina leaned forward. “And
that’s why we want to put you in charge of this project.”

“I’m not totally sure what the project is.
Is Connor thinking of doing a television show?”

“No.” Sabrina grinned. “He’s thinking of
becoming a magician. He wants to do magic shows. He’s even been in
talks about getting a standing gig. And he wants us to document
it.”

“A documentary?” Carole shook her head
uncertainly. “I’m not sure—”

“There’s nothing to be unsure about. Walt’s
helping him with the show, I’m handling the stage effects, and
you’ll be in charge of producing a documentary.” Sabrina spread her
arms. “It’s perfect. A real family effort. I’m calling it
Becoming Magic.”

Carole bit her lip. A real family
effort. It sounded amazing. It would be amazing, and she wanted
to be involved except for one thing. “Where’s his gig?”

“That’s the best part.” Walt glanced at
Sabrina. “You want to tell her?”

“It’s at the Magic Castle!” The words burst
from Sabrina as if she couldn’t hold them back any longer. “Isn’t
that fantastic? They don’t allow filming for just anything, but
this documentary—they’re going to give us access. I think it’s
because of Connor. They really like him.”

“Well, who wouldn’t?” Carole sighed,
thinking. The Magic Castle was in L.A. She’d never intended to go
back to L.A. But this was, as Sabrina had pointed out, a family
effort. How could she refuse? And why would she want to? She’d be
with Sabrina and Walt. It wouldn’t be like the last time.

Walt put a hand on hers. “You’re hesitating.
What’s up?”

Sabrina made an impatient movement. “She’s
just trying to wrap her head around it. It’s a lot, right?”

“Right.” Carole nodded. “I hadn’t planned to
go back to California. I’ll have to leave my mom. And she’s—”

“She’s perfectly fine. Since she moved into
that retirement community, she’s never been happier. And it’s all
because of you that she’s able to do that.” Walt squeezed her hand.
“But if you have reservations—”

“We don’t have time for reservations. Or
misgivings or qualms or worries or doubts.” Sabrina waved every
consideration away. “Connor’s going to be here tomorrow. We need to
get busy.”

“Doing what?” Carole couldn’t imagine where
to even get started for a project like this.

“Well, you need to start planning the
documentary. You’re the producer. There’s plenty of footage from
the shooting of Alice to use for background. And we have
tricks to work on. Maybe once you’re familiar with the background
footage and the way Connor works, you can suggest some tweaks in
the tricks we design. So, really, your work is most important.”

Carole bit back a retort that she probably
already knew Connor better than Sabrina since she’d helped on the
set of the film from the get go. It wouldn’t be productive or
helpful and besides, she adored Sabrina and she’d do anything for
her. What she was really upset about wasn’t Sabrina at all.

She sighed and pushed herself out of her
seat. “I should get started, then.”

Sabrina’s face broke into a grin.
“Excellent! Let’s do it!” She stood and started down the hall
toward the library, talking over her shoulder as she went. “I’ll
get you set up down here.”

Carole started to follow, but Walt’s hand
was still on hers and she looked back. Catching his concerned
glance, she shrugged. “It’s fine. Really.”

“Right.” He nodded, pretending to be
reassured. “But you’ll let me know if that changes?”

“Sure.” She smiled reassuringly. “Of
course.” She turned away, blinking back tears as she did. If Walt
knew what had happened in Hollywood, he’d be so disappointed in
her. She couldn’t stand the thought of him knowing how wrong things
had gone for her on her last trip to Hollywood.

 


****

 


Sabrina had only brought back a few boxes of
the footage from the movie, but it was overwhelming, nonetheless.
Carole sat behind a large table with the projector, painstakingly
going through every scene, every bit of footage available.
God, she thought. Hollywood really needs to be more
conservation-minded. How much film was just wasted because
somebody left the cameras running—or ran them on purpose between
the scenes. I could do a documentary with just what we have here.
Forget the whole Becoming Magic thing.

The thought distracted her for a moment, and
suddenly she jerked back to attention. The camera had focused on
Connor and his costar Rebecca. They were standing backstage, arms
around each other, kissing. Carole watched with interest. She knew
about their relationship, of course. Everyone had. Formed on the
set, birthed out of the necessity of seeing only a few people
during the long months of shooting, it had been hot and heavy—right
up until it wasn’t. They’d broken up several months after the film
released.

Just another working romance. Carole
shrugged. Those never work out.

This one certainly hadn’t, though the
stories about why were varied and neither star had spoken out about
the breakup. Some said she was at fault, others laid the blame on
him. Watching the passionate kiss on film now, Carole had an idea
that it might have just been one of those explosive situations that
was never meant to last. A Hollywood romance, better on film than
in real life. She smiled a little grimly and reached for the fast
forward button. “Well, at least he knows what he’s doing in one
respect.”

“Glad you think so.”

Carole whirled, her heart pounding in her
chest. Connor Wallace stood just inside the door, his hands in the
pockets of his Armani suit, his eyes on the screen. Carole realized
she’d stopped breathing and quickly sucked in air. “Dear God. Don’t
do that. You scared me.”

He glanced at her, his lips curving in
amusement, green eyes sparkling. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to take your
breath away. I do have that effect on most women, though. It’s
totally unintentional.” He indicated the screen. “Looks like the
cameraman was having a little fun at least, huh?”

“Maybe he wasn’t the only one.” She hit the
button to stop the footage, noting as she did that on-screen Connor
had one hand behind his co-star’s head, fingers entangled in her
thick hair as he encouraged her to move closer, the other hand on
her waist just where the tight t-shirt she wore pulled up from her
jeans. For half a second she imagined the warm palm on the bare
skin and her heart skipped a beat. She turned quickly away from the
screen. “But FYI, I wasn’t talking about the kissing.”

His eyebrows shot up and his small smile
widened into a grin. “No?”

“No. I was talking about knowing how to end
a relationship professionally. You and Rebecca handled your breakup
very well.”

Did his smile falter a little? She almost
thought it did, but then he inclined his head a little formally, as
if in gratitude. “Thank you. Neither of us wanted to be the reason
the sequel wasn’t made. We both enjoyed that project very
much.”

“Good to know.” She began to neaten the
library table where she’d been making notes. “Um, aren’t you early?
I thought you wouldn’t be here until tomorrow.”

He sat in one of the comfortable chairs
nearby, slouching just enough so he looked comfortable but not so
much that he looked lazy. He gave the impression that yes, he was
resting for now, but he could be up and moving again at a moment’s
notice. She’d noticed this kind of energized sitting ability in him
before. It intrigued her. He’d obviously worked on it, but it
seemed so natural. Instinctive.

“Yes, I’m early. I called from the airport,
and Sabrina said it wasn’t a problem. She suggested you could use
some help going through the footage. Seems like you have it well in
hand, though.”

Was he laughing at her? She stole a glance
at him, but he appeared serious. She sighed, putting aside her
irritations with this project. He wasn’t a bad guy. She’d worked
with him before on the movie, and he was a frequent visitor to the
mansion on the beach that Walt called both home and work. Connor
Wallace was one of the better guys she’d encountered in
Hollywood.

Definitely better than some.

“I…actually, if you can provide some
background for some of the footage, that would be helpful. There’s
so much, it’s sort of overwhelming. And I wasn’t actually on-set
for most of the movie, so having your perspective would be
valuable.”

His serious expression lightened a little.
“I’ll be happy to help.”

He rose and came to sit at the library table
next to her, the projector between them. “This, for instance, was
an attempt—apparently futile—to get a moment of privacy. We were
both exhausted. We were in front of the cameras, stuck in the
micro-world of the movie, barely able to escape. And that’s where
our relationship helped us out. Sex—”

“Oh God, stop!” She glared at him, a little
surprised at herself for letting him get so far. “You know that’s
not what I meant.”

His eyes sparkled wickedly in the dim light.
“Sorry, just trying to do my job.”

“Let’s skip ahead.” She hated the way her
cheeks burned, but what was worse was the odd feeling in the pit of
her stomach. Sort of tickly and not totally unpleasant, it made her
too aware of his arm on the table next to her, barely inches away
from feeling the warmth of his well-toned body. She pushed the
sensation away. “And by the way—gross.”

He chuckled. “Sorry. Although, in
retrospect, I’m still slightly proud of how many times we actually
did manage to find some privacy on that set. And I suspect
if we hadn’t, we might not have finished the movie on time.”

She shook her head and directed his
attention back to the screen where the camera had focused on Connor
rolling a half dollar between his fingers. “This is more like it.”
She jotted down a note so she’d be able to find the spot more
easily later. “When was this?”

“Pretty early on, actually. We were already
on-set, just running some test reels. I was trying to impress
Rebecca, I think.” He smiled reminiscently. “Walt had shown me how
to do this, and I’d been working on it. For hours. Walt gave me
some sort of training coin to practice with and I got really good
with it after a few days. This was the first time I’d tried with a
real coin.”

Carole watched the effortless way the coin
floated over his almost motionless hand. She knew it could take
years to develop the muscles necessary to accomplish this effect.
But for Connor, it had taken mere days. Maybe weeks. She remembered
the way Walt had raved about his young protégé. And that was during
a pretty dark time in his life, while he was struggling to keep
Sabrina’s movie on track and true to her vision when she abandoned
it. “I guess that’s what true love does.”

She hadn’t realized she’d spoken out loud
until Connor said, “I beg your pardon?”

“Oh.” She caught his gaze and her cheeks,
which had just cooled to a normal temperature, heated up again. She
was glad for the semi-darkness of the library. “Sorry. I was
thinking about something else.”

“Well, if it was a reference to me and
Rebecca, I wouldn’t call that true love.”

“No. No, it wasn’t. I actually—” She
hesitated, loyalty to Sabrina holding her back. “I was just
thinking about how hard Walt worked to make sure this movie was
made right.”

“You mean because Sabrina flaked on him.” He
leaned back in his chair, playing with his tie. At her startled
silence, he glanced up at her. “It’s okay. She says she flaked. She
knows what Walt went through to get her movie made. Of course,
that’s between them.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.” Carole frowned.
“I was just thinking about how he bragged about you while the movie
was being made. And yeah, it was tough on him for a while. But
Sabrina went through her own stuff, too.”

“I’m sure she did.” He tapped the table.
“Should we keep going or are you done for today?”

“Of course I’m not done. But you don’t have
to stay if you have better things to do.”

“Better things than watch myself in action
on film?” He snorted. “What kind of movie star would I be if that
were the case?”

“An honest one.” She made some more notes
and started the projector again.

“Why don’t you like me?” He broke the
silence.

“What makes you think I don’t like you?” She
watched as the director spoke to the two actors on-screen.
On-screen Connor laughed and made a blowing up motion with his
hands. She knew the movie well enough to figure he was probably
talking about one of the bigger effects. She made a note on the
legal pad just as he reached over and touched her hand. Her arm
jerked in surprised reaction and the pen made a sharp, broad mark
almost to the margin. “Damn.”

“There, that’s what I mean. You don’t like
me. Either that or I make you really nervous.” He hadn’t removed
his hand from her arm. “Do I frighten you?”

She ignored his implication. “I guess you’re
right. I don’t like you.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. I’m very
likeable.” He tilted his head, studying her. “It also doesn’t make
sense for you to be subject to white coat phenomenon.”

“White coat phenomenon?” She frowned. “Isn’t
that for doctors?”

He shrugged. “I think it can apply to anyone
whose profession makes you nervous. Some people get it around
policemen, for instance. Or teachers. Is it actors for you?”

She faced him. “We have actors here all the
time. Last week Robert Downey, Jr. was here. I wasn’t nervous at
all.”

“Yeah, but he’s old. Like twice your age. I
think he has a daughter your age. Whereas I—” and he smiled as he
removed his hand from her arm “—am an attractive man just your age.
Oh my God, are you scared of men?”

“I’m not scared of anything.” She
reached over and flipped the projector off. “Except not getting my
job done. Which might happen if you don’t stop messing around. And
yeah, I don’t like people who keep me from doing my job. So sue
me.”

He laughed. “I don’t think we need to go
there yet. But good to know you’re open to it.”

“Jeez!” She gathered her notes and then
slapped them back on the table, turning to him. “Look. We’re
obviously going to be working together since there’s no talking my
bosses out of this, so let’s lay down a few ground rules.”

He sat back in his chair. “Go ahead.”

“I know you’re a big movie star and you’re
probably used to getting your way with women without even having to
work for it, but let me just tell you here and now, there’s nowhere
to get with me. I’m not looking to get laid, and your
charming ways are not going to work with me. Okay?”

A light frown creased his handsome forehead.
His eyes were very serious and he nodded. “Noted.”

In a probably vain attempt to keep from
looking too vulnerable, she forced herself to take a deep breath.
“I would also like to say that I don’t like dirty jokes. They make
me uncomfortable and are mostly just rude, not funny.”

The frown on his forehead had deepened. But
he just nodded. “Got it.”

“And finally, I don’t like to be
touched. I’m not going to let you touch me to further my career,
and I don’t care if you fire me. So don’t go for the brush-the-boob
casual move or the light hand on my back or pinching my butt or
whatever. None of it. I don’t enjoy it and if I don’t enjoy it, you
have no right to enjoy it.”

He sat for a moment after she finished
speaking, his expression very sober. Then he stood. For a moment,
she thought he would just walk out of the room and she wondered
what would happen if he went to Sabrina or Walt with what she’d
just said. Her heartbeat pounded in her chest, thundering against
her ribcage. But she raised her chin in defiance. If she was going
to be working in Hollywood again, she was damn well going to do it
her way.

He didn’t leave the room, however. After a
moment, he asked politely, “Was there anything else?”

She’d expected indignation. His polite
acceptance took her by surprise. “Umm, no.”

“Then we can get to work.” He held out a
hand and she took it, bemused. He shook her hand and dropped it.
“One condition of my own, however. I’d appreciate not being lumped
into the same category as an abuser when I don’t think I’ve earned
it.” He gave her a sharp look.

Maybe he is different from the
others. She nodded wordlessly.

“Good.” He smiled. “I hope we can be
friends.”

Her lips curved a little. “I’d like that.
It’ll make working together easier.”

“Very true.” He glanced at his watch. “Isn’t
it dinner time? Let’s go find Sabrina and Walt and get a burger. My
treat.”

He held the door for her, not shrinking away
as she passed him, but staying out of her way nonetheless. And she
had a bizarre safe sort of feeling that she very much liked. This
project might not be so bad after all.

 


****


Chapter 2

 


 


Connor followed the girl into the kitchen,
silent and thoughtful. In spite of himself, he respected her ground
rules and the way she’d set them. No doubts about where they stood
and that was a good thing. A great thing, really.

So why was he having a hard time focusing on
what she was saying instead of the slender waist accentuated by a
wide belt threaded through the loops of her worn jeans? And the
plaid work shirt tucked into the jeans was much more attractive on
her than it had a right to be. He shook his head. Respecting
boundaries might be tougher than he’d anticipated.

It didn’t help that he already admired her
knowledge of magic and showmanship. To be honest, though he adored
Sabrina and Walt and appreciated all they’d done to help him during
the movie, when he’d considered how best to go about becoming a
stage magician, Carole had been a main attraction. He’d
noticed the way she was the one Walt called on during the movie.
And she’d never once failed no matter how complicated the
request.

And I had no plans whatsoever of noticing
her in any other way, but she’s screwed that up now. He groaned
inwardly. He’d just have to fight off the attraction. It shouldn’t
be difficult to distract himself from her, at least not once they
were all in Hollywood.

What happened to her out there? The
thought took his imagination on a grim turn. The producer’s couch
was not a myth, after all. Even Connor had experienced sexual
come-ons and enticements from powerful people. Drugs, sex,
parties—all were offered freely to the attractive young talents who
got off the buses every day in Hollywood. Promises of great success
were seldom fulfilled. He could only imagine what it was like for a
woman. For some reason the idea that such things had intruded on
this beautiful, talented young woman’s life filled him with
fury.

“Are you okay?”

He blinked, focusing on Sabrina. She held
out a glass of red wine. “You look like you could use this.”

He accepted it, taking a quick sip and
clearing his throat. “I’m fine. Sorry, what were you saying?”

“Nothing that should have made you look like
that.” She frowned. “You looked angry. Did you and Carole have a
disagreement?”

“Disagreement?” He shook his head, glancing
over to where Carole and Walt were talking about where to order
dinner. “No, nothing like that. We had a very productive discussion
actually. I think we’ll get along just fine.”

“Well, that’s good. Between you and me,
she’s much too talented to be stuck out here, especially now Walt’s
show is wrapped up. That’s why I wanted her to head up production
of your documentary. I tried to get her to transfer out to run my
office in Hollywood last year. I gave her contacts and everything
thinking maybe she could get a project of her own going, but within
six months she was begging to come home.” Sabrina sighed. “Of
course I let her. We missed her here, too, but—” She shrugged. “I
guess I just hoped she’d find a way to make it work.”

“She didn’t tell you anything about what
made her want to come home?” Connor tried to keep his voice
even.

Sabrina gave him a startled glance. “No. As
far as I know she just got homesick. She said she didn’t like
Hollywood. Why? Do you know something?” Her voice sharpened.

“Of course I don’t know anything. I wasn’t
even in Hollywood then. I was on location for another movie,
remember?” He took another sip of his wine, his gaze wandering over
to Carole. “I wish I had been in Hollywood at the time,
though.”

“Well, don’t get any ideas, hon. If there’s
one thing I do know about Carole it’s that she’s a consummate
professional. She’s not going to be lured into any working
romance.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He adopted a
lighter tone, directing his question to Carole. “I am starving,
though. What have you decided you can offer a hungry magician?”

“We’re thinking either takeout Chinese or
takeout burgers or takeout pizza.” Carole shuffled through the
stack of menus. “What’s your pleasure?”

He made a face. “Why not go out? I’m dying
for seafood.”

“Great idea.” Walt stood. “I’d like nothing
better than to get out of here for a few hours. Why don’t we try
Beaufort?”

“Oh, I have missed Clawson’s.” Sabrina
smiled.

“Clawson’s it is, then.” Walt took her arm.
“You can drive me in your little red roller-skate if Carole and
Connor can get themselves over the bridge.”

“Sure.” Connor seized the opportunity. “I
have my rental—”

“I can drive—” Carole started, then laughed.
“Never mind, whatever you rented is probably more fun than my
Volkswagen.”

“Well, it’s a convertible.” He held up his
key. “Shall we?”

 


****

 


Carole tried to relax in the convertible.
When he asked if she wanted the top down, she told him yes, hoping
it would negate the need for much conversation. And it had over the
bridge to Morehead City. But now they were stuck in traffic at the
drawbridge going into Beaufort and she couldn’t seem to come up
with a suitable topic of conversation.

Maybe I shouldn’t have panicked like
that. I know Connor’s a good guy. I’ve worked with him before,
after all. Carole hoped her outburst from earlier wasn’t going
to make things awkward between them. But his flirting had made her
uncomfortable. Especially after…after Hollywood.

She measured her life that way now. There
were the happy days working on Walt’s show and Sabrina’s movie, and
then there was Hollywood, and after that there was now. She felt
like a different person from the light-hearted, confident girl
who’d allowed herself to be talked into going to Hollywood, which
at that time had seemed like a magical place full of promise. But
after what happened, she found it more difficult to trust, almost
impossible to see the rosy side of things.

Lost in thought, she almost didn’t notice
they were moving, and then Connor pulled the car into a parking
spot across the street from Clawson’s next to the creek. He glanced
at her. “I think we beat Walt and Rebecca here. Want to sit here or
walk?” He gestured at the boardwalk that ran the length of Front
Street and provided excellent views of the little islands that
dotted the creek.

“Walk, definitely.” She answered so quickly
he smiled. But he did not comment as he got out and opened the door
for her. They walked in silence to a good vantage point to look
over at Carrot Island. There, they paused, leaning on the railing
together. Carole wondered if she’d made things too difficult for
easy conversation. After all, when two young people can’t flirt,
it’s harder to find common ground. Finally, she said, “So… The
movie—”

“Good idea.”

She frowned at his quick answer. “What?”

He turned, grinning. “Good idea. We can’t
talk about much except work if we’re going to keep this completely
professional.”

“I didn’t say—” She hesitated because she
sort of had. “Well, I didn’t mean that we can’t be friendly.”

“What you said made total sense. It’s a good
idea to draw some boundaries when you’re about to embark on a
journey together.” He inclined his head. “Though I hope you know
I’m not that kind of guy.”

“No. No, of course not. I know you
wouldn’t—it’s just, maybe it’s better to be safe, you know?” Her
cheeks burned and she dropped her gaze.

He was silent for several seconds, long
enough for her to steal a look at him. Then he nodded. “I don’t
know what happened, but it’s obvious that something did. I can
imagine what, knowing my town the way I do. If it is what I
imagine, I can only apologize and swear to you that it won’t happen
to you again if I can stop it.”

She smiled, letting out a sharp breath.
“Thank you, but I’ve come to the conclusion that in the end, I have
only myself to rely on.” She turned back to Carrot Island, watching
the shoreline and wishing the horses would make an appearance. They
sometimes did, grazing on the shore grasses or even wading in the
water on hot days. She loved the wild ponies. She always had,
especially when she was a little girl and her father would take her
out on his sailboat. Those days still shone in her memory—the days
before her father got sick.

And now here she stood looking for wild
ponies with a man who, strangely, had been completely unperturbed
by her ground rules. Had even thanked her for them. She’d really
expected him to be insulted by them, threatened. Why did I
expect that? But she knew why. Since her first experience with
Hollywood, her faith in most men had declined sharply. Even Walt.
She’d fought to keep it hidden, and had more or less succeeded, but
every now and then she’d want to pull away even when she knew there
was no need. It wasn’t hard to hide. She lived in a world dominated
by women since her father died. Her mother and sister were her
family.

Maybe she’d never really trusted men,
anyway.

Voices behind them made her turn. “Looks
like Sabrina and Walt made it.”

“Looks like.” He made a gesture for her to
precede him and she did, grateful for the interruption in her own
thoughts.

Clawson’s Restaurant was one of the oldest
of Beaufort’s restaurants, though it hadn’t always been a
restaurant. In the 1870s it was a grocery and bakery. Later on, the
business was sold and several retailers had occupied the building,
including a hat shop and clothing stores. Clawson’s Restaurant had
actually opened its doors in the same spot as the old grocery store
in 1977. Pictures on the walls paid homage to the old businesses,
along with an antique cash register on a mahogany bar in the pub
just inside the entrance.

Carole had always loved the pub. As a child
she’d played with the cash register and perched on the benches
around the walls while waiting for their table to be prepared.
Since it was the off-season, they didn’t have to wait long tonight,
but she lingered for a moment after the others were led away,
looking at the pictures and calming her nerves.
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