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            Chapter One

         

         A couple of bites of my caramel apple pie and a man will look puppy-eyed at you,” Molly McCoy, proprietor of Big Sky Pie, said. “A whole slice and he’s liable to get down on one knee and offer a ring.”
         

         “Hah,” Andrea Lovette, assistant manager of the Kalispell, Montana, pie shop, scoffed as she filled in the space for Specialty of the Month on the blackboard menu. “Oh, I’ll give you that the pie smells like a little piece of heaven, but if all it took to snag a husband was a delightful mix of cinnamon, caramel, and green apple stuffed into a flaky, buttery crust, every marriage-minded female this side of Flat Head Lake would be flocking to our doorstep in droves. And that is sadly not the case.”
         

         “I’m worried about the falling receipts, too, dear.” Only Molly—red hair spiked, bright blue eyes full of smiles, wiping her hands on her apron as she surveyed the café and nodding approval—didn’t look worried. Sunlight spilled into the room, glancing off the red tablecloths, beige walls, and accents of white and giving the space the warm ambience of a tearoom. “It’s a known fact that restaurants generally lose money the first year or two after opening. I discussed that with my accountant before I applied for a building permit to remodel this place. So stop fretting.”

         “But we started out with such a bang.” Andrea leaned back slightly on the stepladder and studied her handiwork, checking the lettering for spelling and readability. Satisfied, she descended the ladder, set it behind the front counter, and glanced around the empty café, each booth and table set and ready for customers. If only some would come in. She met Molly’s gaze. “That huge chamber of commerce event at the mall, our grand opening gala, catering a couple of weddings and anniversary parties…”

         Molly helped herself to tea. “Summer is always going to be a big season for us with all the tourists adding to the regular customers, but we have to expect business will dip once autumn arrives. Folks are busy gearing up for winter, or dieting before the holidays, or school’s starting.”

         Seeking a diversion, Andrea glanced out the front windows. No cars in the parking lot, no one walking toward the door. She sighed. “I guess being a single mom of two, I’m always thinking of the budget’s bottom line.”

         “You need something else to busy your mind. Like a man.”

         “Okay, there seems to be a theme to this conversation.” A theme about me, men, and marriage. Andrea strode to the coffee counter, refilled her mug, and added a layer of caffeine to the anxiety in her stomach. “You aren’t adding matchmaker to your résumé, are you?”
         

         “No dear.” Molly retied her apron around her middle, a middle that had shrunk considerably since her triple-bypass surgery four months ago. The heart-healthy diet was doing wonders for her figure, even if she grumbled constantly about “rabbit fodder.” But now there was a mother-knows-all expression in her twinkly blue eyes. “I just noticed that wistful look you had at Nick and Jane’s wedding this past summer. The same look that comes over you whenever Quint and Callee are in here together. You miss having a steady fella in your life.”

         Andrea breathed a little easier, tucking a strand of thick blond hair behind one ear, glad that there were no blind-date setups to cancel. On some level, she knew what Molly said was true, but she found herself denying it. “No. I don’t.”

         “You do.” Molly gave her a sad, indulgent smile. “Maybe it just takes one to know one, dear.”

         Andrea’s heart clutched. Molly had lost her husband suddenly last winter, and his loss was still keen. She crossed to Molly and hugged her around the shoulders. “Donnie Lovette was no Jimmy McCoy. He was not the love of my life. I was young and stupid and should never have eloped with him or agreed to spend our first years on the rodeo circuit. My sons paid for those bad decisions.” Were still paying.
         

         “Ah, but then you wouldn’t have had Logan and Lucas, and your life would be so much poorer for it.”

         Andrea couldn’t dispute that. Her sons were the only two things she and Donnie had gotten right. “But if I had it to do over, I’d only consider marrying someone who would make a great father, someone steady that the boys and I could count on.”

         “You’d marry someone you didn’t love?”

         She shrugged. “If he was a great father, sure. Why not? Love is overrated.”

         Molly’s eyebrows rose in disbelief. “You’ve seen proof to the contrary of that lately, right here in this very pie shop.”

         Andrea moaned to herself. “Yeah, well, I’m too busy for a serious relationship.”

         Molly laughed. “Love doesn’t work like that. It’s inconvenient. Messy. It comes along when you least expect it, or aren’t looking for it, or really can’t see how to fit it into your life.”

         That’s a scary notion. Was it true? Andrea wouldn’t know. What she thought was love when she married Donnie had more likely been raging teenage hormones. She’d never met a guy who’d made her feel whatever it was she saw in Callee’s and Jane’s eyes. She probably never would, given her weakness.
         

         When it came to the opposite sex, her radar zeroed in on bad boys as if it were hardwired into her genes. She couldn’t help herself. Line up a wall of eligible husband-types, toss in a confirmed bachelor, blindfold her, and she would chose the one-night-stand guy. Every. Single. Time. It was her fatal flaw, the thing she would change about herself, if she could. That thing she could never tell Molly.

         “You know, this is just the kind of conversation that would be great on our reality show,” Molly said, sipping her tea with the innocence of the Pope.

         Andrea winced. This past summer, without bothering to first okay it with her staff, Molly had contracted with a Los Angeles production team for a pilot to be shot and shopped to the networks. Filming was supposed to commence by the end of this week. Even though the staff voted to go forward with the pilot, the closer the time came for shooting to start, the more misgivings Andrea had.

         And the giddier Molly became. “I can’t wait for the camera crew to show up.”

         Andrea could wait. She foresaw nothing but chaos and disaster in this undertaking. There was too much potential for things to go wrong. Close-the-shop wrong. “I have some serious reservations about the reality show. This is a small town. The bulk of our customers are people we know.”

         “Don’t you see? That’s the beauty of it. They’ll tell their friends and family to watch the show. It will up our viewers and our ratings.”

         Andrea wondered why Molly couldn’t see the pitfalls. The downside. “We’ll become instant celebrities. The public will feel as if they know us personally. We’ll have no buffer between them and us. Anything we say on the show is going to be out there, reviewed, dissected, analyzed. Everyone will be gossiping about us.”

         Molly’s grin widened. “Of course they will. And they’ll be coming in for pie.”

         “But have you seen how cutthroat shows like Project Runway and Survivor can be?”
         

         Molly shook her head, giving a dismissive wave of her hand. “Those shows are contests. We’re a family here. We’ll be more like…the Kardashians.”

         Every bad consequence Andrea had ever imagined bounced through her mind.

         “Besides, dear,” Molly said, “we need the exposure to get folks back in here on a more regular basis. That will help the bottom line you’re so anxious about. I’m counting on it to put us back in the black.”

         This shot down every objection that had occurred to Andrea. Molly was more concerned about the downturn in business than she was letting on. Andrea understood on a very basic level. Sometimes you had to do whatever it took to take care of your child, and to Molly, this pie shop was like a child. “All right, then. I promise I’ll do my best to ensure the pilot is as entertaining as …The Real Housewives of Kalispell.”
         

         Molly’s brows arched. “There is no such show. Oh, ha. I see. That’s funny.” They laughed. Then a familiar, determined gleam returned to Molly’s eye. “Now let’s work on getting you a husband. Hmm. Who would make a good candidate?”

         “Oh, no you don’t.” Andrea raised her palms to ward off the very notion.

         “Okay, I’ll have to think on it anyway.” Humming, Molly retreated to the kitchen.

         Five minutes later, the bell over the door sounded, and Andrea turned toward it in anticipation of customers, but it was only Suzilynn, their part-time counter help, arriving after school. The pert brunette, whose ponytail reached to her waist, had a friendly demeanor, did as she was told, but was not a self-starter. Her eyes popped wide behind wire-rimmed glasses. “OMG. It smells like my grandpa’s apple orchard in here, only a gazillion times sweeter.”

         “Molly’s newest recipe.”

         “Maybe we should prop open the door to lure in some customers. This place is deader than my cell phone.”

         “It’s early yet,” Andrea said, trying to reassure herself as much as to counter any bad vibes that statement conjured.

         “If Ms. McCoy would play rap music instead of country, I could get my friends to come in after school.”

         Andrea bit her tongue to keep from reminding the girl that Big Sky Pie was a pie shop, not a teenager hangout. “Or maybe you could suggest they bring in their families for dessert after dinner.”

         Suzilynn’s mouth puckered as if it were full of vinegar. “Their families?”

         Andrea gave up, feeling old for not relating to this teenager. Not that long ago, she’d been a teen, right? “Until someone comes in, you can keep busy refilling the sugar holders. I have to make a couple of phone calls.”

         “If someone does come in, should I get you?” Suzilynn pushed her glasses up her nose.

         “Not unless it’s a stampede. Just take orders and serve the desserts.” Andrea stifled her frustration. Suzilynn was capable of handling the café alone as long as there were no more than two tables of customers at the same time. Andrea seriously doubted that would be a problem today.

         As Andrea stepped into the kitchen, a sorrowful country tune issued from the CD player. The kitchen staff was gone, the last of the day’s pies were cooling on the racks, and Molly was wiping down the work area to ready it for tomorrow, singing along, making up words she didn’t know, her voice off-key. Sunlight shone in through the row of windows at the back wall and glinted off the stainless steel appliances. The cabinets were French Country, creamy and soothing, the large island workstation a solid slab of marble, its consistently cold surface the best for rolling pie dough.

         Andrea made her calls, then came back out to find Molly finishing up. Molly handed her two pies. “These need to go out front. And I’m heading home.”

         “See you tomorrow.” Andrea carried two pies to the display cases in the café. As she settled them onto a glass refrigerator shelf, she noted that in her absence a couple of men had arrived. Good. They sat in the middle of the three booths, conversing in low tones, viewing something on an iPad. The baby-faced one didn’t seem much older than Suzilynn, a lanky, pink-cheeked kid, all legs and arms he had yet to grow into. The other guy was shorter, but well built, and surprisingly tan for someone with natural red hair. They were halfway through the specialty dessert à la mode.
         

         Suzilynn had served them without mishap, Andrea was glad to see. Maybe all the girl needed was some confidence-building encouragement. She made a note to herself to offer praise whenever she could. She motioned for Suzilynn to see if the men needed more coffee. Suzilynn blushed, glanced at Baby Face, and caught his eye. His flirty, puppy-dog grin brought to mind Molly’s words about the caramel apple pie.

         Andrea shook her head, smiling to herself, and then she realized the redhead had focused on her. He said something she couldn’t hear to his companion, and then both guys were glancing at her like they were auditioning the future mother of their children.

         Andrea’s spine stiffened. As if. Molly was wrong. She didn’t need or want a husband. A man couldn’t define her life or make it better. In fact, given her one and only foray into that not-so-happy state of matrimony, she’d rather avoid it forever. But was that fair to her two little boys? Mommy-guilt fell over her like a wet blanket. They had no man in their lives, no father figure, and there were just some roles a mom and grandma couldn’t fulfill. For their sakes, shouldn’t she try to find a guy who would make a wonderful stepfather? Didn’t she owe them that?
         

         Of course she did.

         The bell over the café door jangled, announcing more customers, and before she could even glance up to greet the new arrivals, her bad-boy antennae began to twitch. A moment later, he filled the doorway, tall, blond, tan, with mirrored aviators and an unconscious swagger. Her knees went weak. God help me. He wore Harley boots, torn jeans, a leather jacket, and an I-don’t-give-a shit-about-anything attitude. Exactly her type. Be still, my heart. But that disobedient organ boogied inside her chest like a drunken line dancer, her pulse thrumming to the beat of an erotic guitar.
         

         She braced herself and carried a menu to his table near the café’s bay windows. “Welcome to Big Sky Pie. May I get you something to drink?”

         “Depends,” he said in a drawl that rivaled Sam Elliott’s gravelly voice. He lifted his face, the lenses hiding his eyes. “What are you offering?”

         Tingles rocked through Andrea, and she almost responded, “My body,” but swallowed the words. “We have milk, coffee, espresso, tea, and water.”

         “Espresso.” He rattled off some concoction with five ingredients.

         Andrea laughed. “This isn’t Starbucks. Our espresso is the basic brew.”

         “Then basic it is.” His smile flashed teeth that were brighter than the porcelain sink in her apartment bathroom. Her gaze fell to his hands. No wedding ring. Not that that meant a thing. His kind never wore rings. She’d bet he was on a road trip, out for a good time with any and every female who crossed his path. No strings attached. Again, exactly her usual choice in lovers.

         She swallowed hard as thoughts of making love with this man began stirring sensuous images and heating her blood. She turned to get his drink, but he stopped her. “Andrea?”

         She blinked, startled that he knew her name. Were those mirrored aviators hiding the eyes of a guy she actually knew? Not possible. She would remember someone this hot. Then she caught her reflection in the mirrored glasses, her teal sweater…her name tag. “Yes?”

         “What is that delightful scent?”

         “It’s the special of the month, caramel apple pie.” She pointed toward the chalkboard menu, debating whether or not to shake some of his cockiness by telling him what Molly thought men would do after eating one bite of this pie. She smiled to herself but, in the end, decided against it. He’d probably take off running, and they needed his business. “It tastes even better than it smells.”

         “I’m sure it does.” He shared a crooked, sexy-as-hell grin. “But I meant your perfume.”

         Andrea rolled her eyes. Seriously? Did this line actually work for him? Hell—considering the sex appeal radiating off him—probably any line worked. “How could you smell anything but the yummy aromas coming from our kitchen?”

         “I have a very discerning nose.”

         “I see.” More likely she’d dumped on too much fragrance that morning in her haste to get the boys to school.

         “It’s Chanel, right?”

         This brought her up short. Maybe he wasn’t a lowbrow Neanderthal after all. Most of the guys she dated couldn’t decipher cologne from air freshener. The scent she wore was an old one, the bottle given to her mother and regifted to Andrea. Andrea seldom spent money on herself and never for luxury items like expensive perfume. The boys’ needs came first. Always. “What are you? A perfume salesman?”

         He chuckled and leaned back in the chair, looking her up and down. “No one’s ever called me that before.”

         A slew of things he probably had been called popped to mind and made her smile. His corresponding grin said he’d like to eat her up, and her body responded with a “Hell, yes!” Rattled, she escaped to the coffee bar for his espresso.

         Suzilynn pushed her glasses up her nose and whispered, “He’s hot…for an old guy.”

         Hot and a half, Andrea thought, but acted as if she hadn’t really noticed his eye-candy delightfulness. “You think?”

         “Yeah, I think. Who is he?”

         A slick, smart-ass, Donnie Lovette clone. She shrugged. “Dunno. Some Mirrored Aviators, just passing through.”
         

         “Really?” Suzilynn’s eyebrows rose above the frame of her glasses. “Then how come he’s taking photos of the café and everything?”

         Andrea glanced toward Harley Cowboy and received another heart jolt. “I didn’t see a camera.”

         “He was using his phone and texting.” Suzilynn’s eyes rounded, a sure sign her imagination was about to run wild. “I bet he’s some spy, checking out the competition.”

         “I doubt it.” She dismissed the teenager’s ridiculous suggestion and turned back to the espresso machine, reaching for his cup. But what if Suzilynn was on to something? Andrea shifted around quickly and caught him lowering his cell. A squiggle of unease wound through her. Could he be here scouting out this shop with plans to open something similar down the street in an attempt to run Molly out of business? On the surface, the idea seemed ludicrous, but given that receipts were dropping by the day, she couldn’t shake it off. They were barely covering expenses.

         “I’ll find out.” Suzilynn started toward Mirrored Aviators.

         “No.” Andrea caught her by the arm. “You can’t just ask him.”

         “Why not?” The teenager gaped at her.

         Andrea handed Suzilynn the espresso cup. “Take him this and get his pie order. And that’s all.”

         Suzilynn was back a minute later. “He wants the special à la mode, but he wants you to deliver it.”

         Of course he does. She plated a slice of the caramel apple pie, heated it, then topped it with a scoop of cinnamon ice cream. The aroma snaked into her like erotic incense. Too bad its magical powers didn’t include making a man tell the truth. She carried the dessert to his table.
         

         She meant to ask if he needed anything else, but heard herself saying, “I know what you’re doing.”

         “You do?” He seemed amused by the statement. “What gave me away?”

         She raked a smoldering gaze the length of him, hoping to make him squirm. Like he’d made her squirm. “The way you’re dressed, for one thing.”

         He glanced at his attire, then at her. “I don’t get the connection.”

         “Oh, you get it.”

         “I do?”

         The more amused he became, the more her anger spiked. “If you do anything to hurt Molly McCoy or this business, you’ll have me to answer to.”

         He made a rumbling noise that sounded like suppressed laughter and that sparked hot shivers through her.

         He said, “In that case, I won’t do that.”

         “Make sure you don’t.”

         He lifted his phone and snapped a photo of her. Andrea reared back, lost her balance, grabbed at air, and caught the tablecloth. As she pitched bottom-first to the floor, she watched the pie à la mode jump, then take flight, and drop into Mirrored Aviators’ lap, the dish landing at his boots with a clatter. He swore, leaped from his chair, and cried, “Cut! Did you get that, Berg?”

         “Of course I did.” The redheaded dude slipped from the booth. “Wait ’til you see the footage. It’s amazing.”

         Andrea, legs askew, skirt hiked up her thighs, realized she was giving these guys more than a little shot of her unmentionables. She scrambled to her feet, resisting the urge to rub her sore behind. “What the hell are you talking about?”

         As Mirrored Aviators swiped at the front of his pants with a damp tea towel provided by Suzilynn, Berg pointed to the shelf beneath the chalk blackboard. Andrea’s eyes widened. A camera. And another beside the cash register. Why had Suzilynn allowed that? She spun toward her counter girl to ask, but the teenager was cleaning up the mess and Baby Face was helping. Flirty glances and giggles passed between them. It was all the answer Andrea needed. He’d diverted Suzilynn so “Berg” could position the cameras.

         Andrea’s hands landed on her hips, murder filling her heart. She spun on Mirrored Aviators. “Who are you?”

         He grinned and extended his card. “Ice Erikksen. My partner, Bobby Bergman. Ice Berg Productions. We’re in charge of making the pilot for the reality show. And thanks to you, Andrea, we just got a sweet opening sequence.”

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Ice Erikksen leaned over the iPad, reviewing the video taken yesterday in the pie shop. He stalled the clip on the sexy blonde with the hard-on-inducing curves and legs that could welcome a man to Heaven. His body responded accordingly. He enlarged the image, the close-up shot of her hot ass, and grinned. “This place has definite appeal, Berg.”
         

         Bobby emerged from the bathroom wearing boxers and the pained expression of a man hung over. He glanced at the screen and sighed. “My wife would cut off my balls for the thoughts racing through your mind right now.”

         “That’s why she’s your ex,” Ice said a little more harshly than he might have if her loss to Bobby had been a bad thing. But it was the smartest move his buddy had made in a long while. A social-climbing, world-class bitch, she’d set her sights on Ice first, wanting him for all the wrong reasons. When she realized that wasn’t going to happen, she’d gone after Bobby, thinking he might be a means into Ice’s inner circle. She didn’t understand that Ice was an island, cut loose from all ties to his famous family, who had legally changed his name to keep him safe from fame-by-association seekers like her. Just thinking about her pissed him off. She was one more reason he was never getting married.

         Not that he needed another reason.

         What really bugged him, though, was how she’d discovered his true identity. He guarded that secret like the Colonel did his original chicken recipe. Bobby swore he hadn’t been the leak, and Ice wanted to believe him…because if he found out that was a lie, this partnership was toast.

         “What do you think?” Ice asked, leaning back in the suite chair, stockinged-feet crossed at the ankles. He took a long drag of his favorite morning heart charge, a venti Caffè  Mocha, grateful that Starbucks was everywhere—even in the uncivilized wilds of Montana.

         Bobby rubbed the stubble on his chin, his bloodshot gaze shifting to Ice. “I think this is the least prepared we’ve ever been. No loglines, no script. Not even a rough outline.”

         “Yeah, well, having someone offer to sponsor the pilot negated any need for those things. And it gave me time to wrap up the final cut on Bikini Barristas of Malibu.”
         

         Bobby’s grin was X-rated. “I really thought that was cash in the bank. Can’t believe how fast studios have passed on it.”

         “Not all of them. ID TV is still considering.”

         “The Investigative Discovery channel?” Bobby plopped into the chair, his jeans and shirt rumpled as if he’d slept in them. He smirked. “Yeah, I suppose it’s appropriate. There’s a lot to investigate and discover.”

         Ice took another slug of coffee, welcoming the kick of caffeine. “Seriously, if sex doesn’t sell, what do you think of the potential for this pilot now that you’ve seen Big Sky Pie?”

         Bobby stood and zipped his fly, then dug in his duffle for a fresh T-shirt emblazoned with the Ice Berg Productions logo. “It’s a great title for a reality show.”

         “That’s true.” Ice nodded. “And…redneck is the new black.”

         “Shit yes.” Bobby sat back down and pulled on socks. “From Monster Hunters to Honey Boo Boo, and Duck Dynasty, why not a Montana pie shop?”

         “What angle do you think we should take in the story?”

         Bobby grew thoughtful. “I’m not sure. My main concern is that everyone we’ve met so far seems too…nice. ‘Nice’ don’t sell.”

         “Ah, come on. Everyone is always on their best behavior when we first show up. That’s why we didn’t walk in and announce ourselves yesterday. I wanted to capture something genuine and unguarded.”

         “And boy, did we.” Bobby tied the laces of his sneakers.

         Ice glanced at the iPad screen again, at Andrea’s enticing curves. “Their true colors will come out once we dig down to the bottom of the pot and give it a few good stirs. During the interviews today, see if you can figure out what the moral code is or should be, and who is following it, and who is breaking it.”

         “And who will make the most appealing villain.”

         The sexy blonde sprawled on the floor with her skirt hiked to her hips flashed through his mind. She hadn’t apologized for dumping pie and ice cream on his jeans. Just given him a sassy glare. She might make a great villain. And a hell of a lot more.

         The thought shocked him.

         Ice pulled his gaze from her delightful image on his iPad, reminding himself of Rule 1 in the reality series game: No fraternizing with the cast. That included making friends with benefits. Nope. That was a mistake he wouldn’t repeat. As tempting as Andrea Lovette was, he’d rather pay for sex than deal with the complications of a relationship, even a temporary one.
         

         Rule 2: See Rule 1.
         

         People, he’d learned, were all the same. Rich or poor. Famous or unknown. They all wanted fame and money. Fame usually more than money. As if being a celebrity would make their lives better. He could tell them otherwise, but he knew they wouldn’t believe him. It is what it is. A huge steaming pile of bullshit.
         

         “You’re doing it again, Erikksen.”

         “What?” Ice tossed a puzzled glance at Bobby.

         “Sneering like a cynic.”

         “I’m just a realist.”

         He thought he caught a look of pity in his partner’s eyes, but Bobby clapped him on the shoulder and grinned. “Nope.” Bobby chortled. “You just need to get laid.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Andrea leaned on the frame of the office door, taking a break from her bookkeeping, and listening to the kitchen staff chattering about their two favorite subjects. Guys and pies. Her own mind had been on one guy in particular since yesterday. Ice Erikksen. She made a face. The thought of the humiliation he’d handed her still rankled. A decent guy would have been up front about who he was. Just one more reason to dislike him.

         And yet recalling that hot gaze that could melt the very thing he’d been named, she knew she didn’t dislike him. A warm thrum stirred inside her. Without thinking, she blurted out, “Who names their son ‘Ice’ anyway?”

         “There is no accounting for some mothers’ tastes,” Molly said, looking up from the Granny Smith apples she was slicing over a huge ceramic bowl. The bowl contained a mixture of sugar, nutmeg, salt, and cinnamon.

         “He’s from Los Angeles, the land of kids named after fruits and nuts.” BiBi Hendersen, assistant pastry chef, glanced over her shoulder. A small, big-eyed brunette with a pixie haircut, she stood at the sink, peeling and coring green apples. A new tattoo glowed red at her wrist. A single word. Defiance. “I know. I grew up there.”
         

         “Nick and I won’t be naming our child after a food item.” Jane Wilson Taziano, head pastry chef and an artist with piecrusts, rolled a mound of dough to the perfect round, a task made harder every day by her advancing pregnancy. Pink flooded her face and spread into her strawberry blond roots as if she’d said something politically incorrect. “We’re only considering normal family names.”

         Since Jane’s mother’s name was Rebel, Andrea couldn’t help wondering just what Jane considered a normal family name. But she hadn’t asked the question about Ice’s name to criticize anyone. She hadn’t meant to voice that question at all. It had just spilled out.

         What was wrong with her that she was expending so much energy thinking about a man that she had no intention of getting to know beyond the filming of the pilot? He was the walking-one-night-stand kind of trouble she didn’t want or need, but couldn’t usually resist. Dread for today’s meeting swam in her stomach.

         “What time is Ice Berg Productions due to arrive this morning?” She tried to sound casual, but heard the tremor in her voice.

         “Yeah,” BiBi said, “I want my hair and makeup camera-ready. Or wait, are they bringing makeup and hair people for the filming? Does anyone know?”

         Jane blushed. “I might have a doctor’s appointment today. I need to check my schedule.”

         Andrea tensed. The film crew weren’t even here yet and they were causing stress. She went to the pastry chef’s side. Jane was shy. Having her pie-making skills praised was one thing, but a camera following her every move? A sure recipe for disaster. “It’s going to be okay, Jane. Just be yourself and you won’t have anything to worry about.”

         Jane peered up at her, a smudge of flour on her nose, looking anything but convinced. “What if I say something stupid? I don’t want to embarrass Nick, or my folks.”

         “That’s what editing is for,” Molly said, setting aside the paring knife and reaching for a large wooden spoon. “I’ll tell Mr. Erikksen and Mr. Bergman that we don’t want anything in the pilot that reflects badly on one or the other of us. I’m sure they’ll cooperate.”

         A choking sound issued from BiBi. Andrea’s brows arched. Either their boss was getting high on the fumes of sugar and cinnamon as she stirred the finely sliced apples into the mixture, or she had just out-and-out lied—something as alien to Molly McCoy as dancing the tango in a country-western bar.

         “Stupid is good for ratings,” BiBi said, gathering the apple peelings into a garbage receptacle and then scrubbing the freshly skinned Granny Smiths. “Trust me, the more drama they can squeeze out of us, the better the chances are that some network bigwigs will option the show. Then we’ll be lining our pockets with the kind of dough that I can spend on a new car.”

         Molly scowled at the assistant pastry chef as though she’d like to find a roll of duct tape and seal her mouth shut. Andrea had had that same reaction herself, but this time, BiBi wasn’t in the wrong. The conversation frayed her last nerve. She headed to the café for some coffee.

         It was Monday, the usual “closed” day for the pie shop, and there were no customers. The pies being readied in the kitchen today were for a special order. The last of this month’s special orders.

         Worry crept through her as she filled a mug with coffee and added cream for the sake of her stomach. Her mind reeled. Would this Hollywood solution blow up in their faces like the crazy stunt that it was? Or would the pilot get sold and put the shop back in the black? And if it did, would the show change everyone’s lives in ways that none of them expected? The latter was her biggest fear.

         But Molly seemed intent on denying the chaos that reality shows thrived on, despite being a self-professed fan of the genre. She had to know that if this pilot was to sell to a network, it would need to include a lot of juicy gossip, snarky sound bites, and embarrassing moments—like the embarrassing moment she’d had yesterday spilling pie on Ice and landing on her behind.

         She came into the kitchen as Molly was saying, “I plan for our reality show to be real, and to reflect the harmony in my pie shop, and to show that our delightful desserts bring the Montana community together in a family-friendly atmosphere.”

         “No offense, Ms. McCoy,” BiBi said, “but this isn’t an ad for Big Sky Pie.”

         “No, dear, but it can be.”

         BiBi glanced away, then back at Molly, her lips pursed in disbelief. “Well, then, I hope for your sake it doesn’t turn out that they expect some nitty-gritty, redneck-female, back-stabbing bitchiness.”

         Molly’s mouth snapped shut. Andrea knew she’d put all her eggs in this pilot basket, and the set of her shoulders said she didn’t want to hear anything that hinted at what a huge mistake that might be. It spoke volumes, Andrea realized, about how worried she actually was over the falling receipts. Molly began filling the readied pans with the apple mixture she’d made, and Jane started rolling out the top crusts.

         “I’ll take that next batch of apples if they’re ready, BiBi,” Molly said. “You can help me make dumplings.”

         The chatter died off to a normal pie production discussion, measuring ingredients, rolling pin clicks, and soft music floating over the room from the CD player. Andrea returned to the closet-sized office. She sank onto the desk chair, sipping coffee, considering what she could do to help the shop’s bottom line. An idea occurred to her. She closed QuickBooks and pulled up the special events folder on the computer. The few items stood out in bold lettering against a sea of empty calendar squares. Disheartening. But she found the best way to fight discouragement was with action. She read her notes on potential customers who’d consulted her in the past month, and her training in the real estate office kicked in. She had been the master of follow-up phone calls. She began jotting down numbers.

         The noise level in the workroom suddenly amped up three octaves, like a crowd cheering at a football arena, sending a jolt through Andrea. She dropped her pen. It took another second to realize that Ice Berg Productions had arrived. She rose to shut the door, but Molly gestured for her to join them. With reluctance, she did.

         Bobby Bergman looked as though he’d been rode hard and put away wet. His red hair hid beneath a Rams baseball cap, but even the shadow of its brim couldn’t block the streaky redness in his eyes or the gray pallor of his tanned skin. Ice, however, sauntered in as cool as a winter breath. His magnetic gaze swept the room and landed on her. Andrea felt a flash jab through her, something like a fork of lightning—hot, electric, terrifying—rendering her weak-kneed and too aware of his gaze on her cleavage.

         If she could blink herself home, she’d be back at her closet choosing something button-to-the-chin chaste to wear. Like a turtle-necked muumuu. Is there such a thing? She rubbed her hand down the second-skin jeans she’d loved at first try-on, wishing she’d chosen something in a dark, gloomy color to complement them instead of her sunny yellow sweater. The one with the too-low neckline that hugged the body she’d worked so hard to get back and maintain after having her second son.
         

         She swallowed and mentally bitch-slapped herself. She wouldn’t give a hoot that she was wearing this if some other guy, any guy but Ice Erikksen, was the one taking her measure. She could have opted for something Amish just to keep him from glancing her way, but why should she change who she was for the sake of some guy who couldn’t keep his sexy gaze to himself?

         As Baby Face came through the back door, a ginormous camera on his shoulder, Ice said, “Flynn, I want some film of the staff putting these pies together.”

         “Sure.” Flynn adjusted some of the wires that snaked down into a fanny pack around his waist. Someone else came in with a klieg light, and the room lit up as if the sun had burned away the roof. Everyone flinched like criminals about to be interrogated.

         Andrea thought about going for her sunglasses.

         As Flynn filmed, Ice assessed the women in the kitchen the same way old man Hooper did whenever he came in for a slice of rum raisin pie, first counting the raisins, then deciding if there was enough whipping cream, then making sure he wasn’t cheated a millimeter shy of a full slice. Andrea squirmed under Ice’s watchful eye. She sidled up to him, speaking softly. “What are you doing?”

         He grinned down at her, the smile slow and not quite reaching his eyes. “Taking mental notes for my script.”

         Script? Hah. She knew it. These reality shows were scripted. And everyone wanted folks to believe they were slices of real life. “What is the script about?”
         

         “Don’t know. Haven’t written it yet.”

         “Really. I thought that you had to pitch a story or two to a network before they’d pay for funding a pilot.”

         He raised an eyebrow, assessing her with a sensuous, raking glance. “What do you know about networks ordering pilots?”

         “Nothing really.” Nothing she hadn’t researched on the Internet.

         She glanced away, deflecting his allure with effort. Something about this guy spoke to her on a primal level as no man had done in years. And that rattled her.

         “Every pilot is different,” Ice said.

         What did that mean? She’d done her homework, Googled and watched a series of YouTube videos on writing and selling a pilot to a studio. The writing process could be a couple of weeks long, but then you had to present a variety of different possible story lines to the studios and then wait for a response. That could take weeks more. Most times you were rejected. But if Ice’s proposal hadn’t been accepted, his production company wouldn’t be here. “Which studio or network ordered the pilot?”

         They stepped back out of Flynn’s way as he maneuvered around the table to get a better shot of Jane plying her talents on the crust of one of the apple pies, every tweak of her little fingers producing as identical a crimp as the one before. Molly had moved to the sink with the big bowl. BiBi busied herself wiping down the surface of the marble counter that Molly had used and placing ready-to-bake pies into the ovens.

         “Obviously some network is interested or you wouldn’t be here. So which one is it?”

         “I can’t say right now.”

         His elusiveness twisted the nervous knot in Andrea’s stomach. He sounded just like Donnie used to—half-truths and outright lies buried in avoidance. Was there even a studio attached to this project yet? Of course there was. There had to be, unless he was funding this pilot himself. And why would he do that? “Mr. Erikksen—”

         “Ice.” He looked as though nothing formal should stand between them, as though absolutely nothing should be between them, not even clothes.

         Andrea felt fires starting up all through her body, tiny flames that threatened to turn her resolve to avoid this man into a pile of ashes. “What do you think the chances are that this show will be picked up?”

         “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

         “What does that mean?”

         “It means I can’t answer that question when I don’t have any film yet or any sound bites or anything else to base a response on.”

         “Oh.”

         “We’ll be doing interviews in a few minutes. I want to speak to everyone first, though.” He turned to Flynn. “That’s enough for now.”

         Jane finished the last of the piecrusts, and BiBi stuck the pie in the oven, then set the timer. The used utensils and appliances were brought to the sink. The island was scrubbed.

         Ice said, “Ladies, can we let those dirty dishes sit for a few minutes? I’d like to give you an idea of what we’ll be doing today.”

         Everyone took a stool at the marble work island. One smile and he had their rapt attention, including Andrea’s. Though she didn’t much like it.

         He said, “What we’re needing from each of you is just something about yourself, why you’re working here, what your goals are. What you think of the pie shop, the work, and your coworkers.”

         “The usual reality show stuff,” Bobby said on a grin.

         BiBi beamed at the redheaded man as if he were a screen god, not some hungover, bleary-eyed producer. “Oh, goodie. I love reality shows. Have you seen RDOHM?”
         

         At their blank expressions, Jane said, “The Real Daughters of Hollywood Moguls?”
         

         “Oh, yeah, Ice has a serious connection with that show.” Bobby laughed, obviously dull-witted this morning. The comment earned him a nasty look from Ice and a determined-to-figure-out-the-connection glance from BiBi.

         Andrea thought BiBi was going to swoon and fall off the stool, but somehow she managed only to give a squeal of delight. “That’s my all-time favorite show. I DVR it, then watch it and watch it and rewatch it. My favorite regular is Ariel Whittendale. Her daddy owns iMagnus Studios. You’ve heard of him, right?”

         Although BiBi was addressing Bobby, Andrea saw something dark passed through Ice’s eyes at the question. He blinked, hiding it, and said with a cutting disinterest, “Yeah, we’ve heard of him.”

         But Andrea didn’t care for the devious gleam that came into Bobby’s eyes. She’d bet he was making some sort of mental note about BiBi, like she was auditioning for a role in a horror movie.

         “So we’re going to need to meet with each of you privately,” Bobby said. “Who wants to be first?”

         “I do.” Molly raised her hand. “It’s been a long day for this old bird, and I’d like to get it over and done with and go home for a nap.”

         “Sure.” He moved her to a stool that didn’t have the gleaming chrome appliances behind her, explaining that the glare would ruin the take.

         Flynn repositioned a kleig light to shine almost directly on Molly. It was like some space monster sucking the color from the human skin. She took on a ghostly hue. “What about my hair and makeup?”

         “We’ve hired Trula’s Trendy Tresses.”

         BiBi’s expression fell. “I thought you’d be bringing your own team from Hollywood.”

         Ice shook his head. “Wouldn’t make much sense in a show set in Montana if you all ended up looking like you belonged in L.A.”

         “Don’t worry, dear.” Molly tugged off her apron, hand fluffing her hair. “Trula’s been doing my hair since we were both in high school together.”

         BiBi muttered something that Andrea thought sounded like, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

         But it wasn’t Trula who showed up. It was her daughter, Zoe, a rainbow-haired, facially pierced, dragon-tattooed, untidy nineteen-year-old. “Mama wanted this job more than anything, but these fellas picked me.”

         Andrea evil-eyed the men. Apparently their budget for this production was tight, but this was definitely a case of getting what you pay for. Zoe was still in beauty school. She wasn’t a fully accredited hairdresser, just the shampooer at Trula’s.

         Zoe plunked a bag that looked like a cat carrier, hair and goo included, onto the marble work island. Molly gasped, her face going as white as the flour smudge on Jane’s nose. “Get that filthy thing out of here.”

         For a second, Andrea thought she meant Zoe, but Molly meant the bag. Molly grabbed it by the handle, inadvertently swinging the “filthy thing” toward the counter that held a rack of cooled pies. Andrea leaped for the pies. Zoe scooted past her and around the island with Molly hot on her tail, admonishing her every step of the way, bumping her in the back with the bag. “You’ll have the Health Department shutting me down, Zoe. Your mama raised you better than to set a germ-laden bag onto a kitchen counter.”

         “I’m sorry, Ms. McCoy.”

         As they headed for her again, Andrea hoisted two pies out of harm’s way and spun toward the café. From the corner of her eye, she saw that Flynn had his camera on. No time to worry about that. Just save the pies. But something rammed her in the spine. Zoe’s bag. Andrea pitched forward and felt her balance slipping, like the day before. She let out a squeal. Ice lunged to save her. Or at least the pies. Her grip on the pans cut loose. One caramel apple pie went airborne. Ice saw it coming and tried to scramble back, but the pie struck him just below the belt. He groaned, buckling over and landing on the floor.
         

         Somehow, Andrea righted herself without stepping on Ice or losing her grip on the other pie. She exchanged the pan with BiBi for a damp towel and then knelt beside Ice. “I’m sooo sorry. Are you okay?”

         “You don’t need to keep dumping pie on me,” he said in a husky voice that only she could hear. The smoldering look in his eyes tightened her throat and loosened a need deep inside her. “If you want to get me out of my pants, sweetheart, all you need to do is ask.”

      



OEBPS/images/9781455574377_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/images/Forever_Yours_Red_Logo.png
FOREVER
YOURS





OEBPS/images/delightful_online.jpg





