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The next instalment in the wonderful Boots and Bouquets series from New York Times bestselling author Jaci Burton.


When a production company decides to shoot a movie at winery and wedding venue, Red Moss Vineyards, Mae Wallace is thrilled with the possibility of new business. She’s less thrilled when she finds leading actor Kane August crashing one of the weddings!


Kane is rarely surprised by anything-until he meets sharp and ever-so-slightly snarky Mae Wallace. But with his co-star held up on another set, he needs Mae to be his stand-in bride for the cameras. As he takes every opportunity to spend time with her and peel back her layers, he realises he’s letting her in, too.


When Kane takes her to his family’s ranch in Texas, Mae discovers a whole new side to him. Once burned, she has no intention of falling in love ever again, but Kane is determined to show her he’s the one man she can trust with her heart. If only Mae will allow herself to fall.









Thank you to my readers for falling in love with the Bellinis. I hope you have embraced them like family and return to them often.
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MAE WALLACE LOVED weddings, which was fortunate, since she was in the wedding business. She loved the flowers and the twinkling lights and the smiling faces of the wedding party, the way the groom teared up when the bride walked down the aisle, the way they clasped hands so tightly she just knew they were clutching each other at the altar out of sheer nervousness. It was adorable.


And receptions were the best. The food, the cake, the music and the dancing. And, oh, the men. This wedding in particular was blessed with a plethora of fine-looking men. Mae loved men. All men. All shapes and sizes and colors and all their vivid personalities. And by loved, she meant enjoyed, not love in the heart kind of way.


Because while men were fun and all, she didn’t want to keep any of them. She was more of the catch-and-release type of woman. Date them once, have sex with one every now and then when the urge struck, then let them go. Because she’d caught one once, had almost married him, in fact. Until she discovered he was a serial cheater. Heart broken, end of love story. At least she’d found out before the wedding.


She was grateful, really, because it had taught her a valuable lesson.


Men couldn’t be trusted. Sure, they were hot and great in the sack and fun to talk to and go out with. They were good for entertainment purposes. But marry them? Not on her life. After that colossal mistake she’d almost made with Isaac, she vowed to never fall in love again.


“Isn’t this one of our wildest weddings ever?”


Mae looked over at Honor Bellini Stone, her friend and coworker, and smiled. “Everyone seems to be having a very good time.”


Honor was the youngest of the three Bellini sisters. The sisters and their parents owned and operated both Red Moss Vineyards, where the weddings were conducted, and Bellini Weddings, which Mae was lucky to be part of.


Honor slipped her hand through Mae’s arm. “And to think, after this wedding, the film crew arrives.”


Mae wrinkled her nose. “Right. I hope they don’t trample over everything that’s beautiful about this place.”


“I think we’ve made it very clear that they need to step cautiously around the vineyards and our wedding business.”


“Let’s hope so.”


They walked outside the barn, where the reception was still going strong despite the late hour. Honor led Mae to the main house, where Honor’s parents lived.


“Are you sure we should disappear like this?” Mae asked.


Honor shrugged. “Erin and Brenna have got it. And my feet hurt. I need five minutes with my shoes off.”


Mae laughed and followed along. They stepped through the back door and Honor pulled out a pitcher of lemonade, pouring two glasses for them. They took seats on the back porch and Honor slipped her heels off, groaning at the same time.


Mae sipped the lemonade, enjoying its tart sweetness. “You know, you could wear flats.”


“I could, couldn’t I? Normally my feet are fine, but this wedding has had me running.”


“It’s a wild one, for sure. I’m pretty sure all the groomsmen are drunk.”


Honor smirked. “They were drunk before the ceremony. I’m surprised the bride hasn’t kicked the groom’s ass from here to Texas by now.”


“She’s saving face. I don’t envy that guy once the bride gets him alone later.”


“Same.” Honor wiggled her toes. “I guess it’s time to get back there.”


“Yes, before your sisters kick both our asses from here to Texas.”


Honor laughed. “You’re right about that.”


They went back to the wedding party, which was in no way winding down. At least they were getting their money’s worth, which Mae couldn’t blame them for. Erin had charged the couple a premium for extra guests and longer reception time and they hadn’t even balked. Mae was glad that they’d hired more than the usual amount of help, not only for wrangling the guests and serving but also for cleanup, because right now the barn looked more like the aftereffects of a major frat party than a wedding reception.


She wandered around, checking on the staff to be sure they didn’t need any assistance. She also kept her eye on the guests because a free-for-all with a lot of inebriated people could get out of hand in a hurry.


“Anything going on?” Erin asked as they ran into each other.


“Nothing but a lot of heavy drinkers. Everyone’s partying hard, but so far it’s under control.”


Erin wrinkled her nose. “I’ll be glad when this one’s over.”


“You and me both.”


They parted and Mae continued her sentry duties. She’d noticed a guy walking around. How could she not notice him? Extremely tall, well built, wearing a cowboy hat worn low on his face. As she wandered, she kept her eye on him, noting that he didn’t interact with anyone, instead just wandered alone, a beer in his hand.


They’d had wedding party crashers before, people thinking they could slide in unnoticed, grab some free food and drink and slide on out. Big events like this one were popular with the interlopers, but they’d all learned to recognize the ones who didn’t belong, because at weddings, you interacted with your friends and family members.


This guy? Mae would bet he didn’t know a single person here. She intended to find out about him right now.


IF THERE WAS one thing Kane August had learned to do from an early age, it was to blend in without being noticed. And being an actor, and a fairly recognizable one? That not-being-noticed thing sure came in handy.


He’d gotten here to Red Moss Vineyards early, wanting to get a feel for the layout without people fawning all over him. Since he’d be filming here for a couple of months, he wanted to see how the staff operated, how they interacted with regular people. And, fortunately, this being Oklahoma and all, him sliding in wearing a cowboy hat that shielded his face came in handy. He’d shown up late to the reception and been able to blend right in without anyone recognizing him.


His agent had already given him the lay of the land as far as who was who. Brenna and her father, Johnny, ran Red Moss Vineyards; Erin was all about the business end; and Honor Bellini was the main wedding coordinator, assisted by Mae Wallace, who wasn’t a member of the family. He’d asked around while grabbing a beer and both Erin and Mae had been pointed out to him, so he knew who to avoid and who to keep an eye on. So far, so good.


“Has anyone ever told you that you look an awful lot like Kane August?”


He cringed and turned around to see one of the bridesmaids, a pretty blonde who appeared to be extremely drunk.


He smiled and pulled out the Texas drawl he’d worked hard to lose when he’d started acting. “I get that a lot. I wish I was him. Then I’d have all his money.”


She snorted, weaving unsteadily on her heels. “Yeah, I wish you were him, too, honey. But you’re still hot as hell. Wanna dance?”


“Oh, thanks, but I’m here with my . . . wife.”


“Too bad.” She wandered off unsteadily and Kane relaxed.


“Are you friends with the bride or the groom?”


Damn. He’d gone this far without having to talk to anyone. He turned around and . . .


Crap. Mae Wallace. He offered up his most charming smile, hoping to keep his face partially hidden. “Groom. Steve and I went to college together.” At least he’d remembered to read the names of the bride and groom on his way inside.


She eyed him suspiciously. “Really. And what college is that, exactly?”


“Uh, University of Oklahoma.”


“Wrong. Steve and Evie met at Oklahoma State University.” She reached up to tip his hat back and that was when he knew she’d recognize him. She blinked, but then shook her head. “Nice try, but you’re done here, bud. You’ll have to crash a different wedding.”


“I was not—”


She gave him a critical gaze, and he had to admit that even frowning and irritated, she was beautiful, with brown curly hair, chocolate-brown eyes and the kind of curves that always set his pulse racing. And instead of squealing in excitement about who he was, she motioned for two burly-looking guys standing at the entrance to the barn.


Kane didn’t know whether to be pleased or pissed. But rather than worrying about his bruised ego, he was focused on being thrashed by the two bodybuilders headed his way. He raised his hands. “Tossing me isn’t necessary. I’m on my way out.”


“Oh, we’ll make sure you make it all the way out, won’t we, guys?”


“You bet we will,” one of the well-muscled guys said.


He turned and made a fast exit, getting into his rental at the far corner of the parking area and driving off.


So Mae had no idea who he was. That kind of thing rarely happened to him these days. Kind of refreshing, actually.


This shoot should be a lot of fun.









[image: image]




THEY’D BARELY RECOVERED from the circus that was the giant drunken wedding over the weekend, and now the big circus had come to town.


A movie production, of all things. Trucks had begun to arrive early Monday morning. Johnny Bellini, along with several of the vineyard crew, had made sure they parked all their trailers—and oh, dear God, there had been so many—in the designated areas they’d carved out for them.


Who knew that making a movie took so many people and so much stuff?


“It’s a nightmare out there.” Erin bounced her six-month-old son, JJ, in her arms while staring out the dining room window. “An actual nightmare.”


“I know we’re going to regret this,” Brenna said, reaching over to play with JJ, who giggled in response.


“It’ll all be fine,” Maureen Bellini said.


Honor sighed. “Will it, Mom?”


“Yes, it will. We were very clear in the contract about where the crew can and cannot be, including stiff penalties for any damages to the property. They’ve assured me they’ll use utmost care while prepping and filming. Johnny and I went over earlier this morning to meet the director, the crew and the actors. We brought wine, and everyone was very nice and accommodating.”


“Hmph” was all Brenna had to say in response.


“I’ll be interested to see what changes they make to the wedding area,” Mae said.


Four sets of eyes turned to her. She grimaced. Okay, wrong thing to say.


“Anyway,” Maureen said. “Back to today’s agenda.”


Since this was the first week of the film crew being on board, they hadn’t booked any weddings. Wine harvest had already been done, so the crew wouldn’t be in the way other than people who wanted to book an appointment to tour the wedding venue.


“Honor and Mae will handle tours, mentioning that filming will be taking place,” Erin said, handing off a suddenly fussy JJ to Maureen, who smiled and made baby sounds to him. “Brenna, you and Dad will fiercely guard the vineyards.”


“As if I’d do anything else,” Brenna said.


Louise brought out breakfast. JJ grabbed for a potato, so Maureen gave it to him to munch on. Mae was amazed how the whole eating-solid-foods thing was going. Young mister JJ was a champion at it. An expert with sliced bananas, too.


“I also think it would be a great idea if Mae acts as our official liaison to the production company,” Erin said.


Mae blinked. “What?”


“Oh, excellent idea,” Brenna said.


“Agreed,” Maureen said.


“Uh . . . what exactly do I need to do?” she asked.


Brenna shrugged. “You know. Just . . . be our point person with the production staff. Oh, and the actors. That way if they have questions . . .”


“Or if they step out of line,” Honor added, “you’ll be the one to tell them to knock it off.”


Maureen nodded. “Agreed. I’ll let them know to come to you with anything they might need.”


“But . . .” She fumbled for some way out of this. “What about the Everson/Hones wedding? It’s another large one. Plus, there’s Brenna and Finn’s upcoming wedding. I was going to handle—”


Honor waved her hand back and forth. “Don’t even worry about it, Mae. I’ve got it all covered. And besides, the whole liaison thing isn’t a full-time gig.”


“It would be a huge help if you could handle it,” Maureen said. “We need someone to get close to production, make sure they don’t mess up our beautiful grounds.”


“Or violate the contract,” Erin said. “We know they’ll try to cut corners.”


“And there are so many people here already, Mae,” Brenna said. “You’re so good at managing. If anyone can do this, you can.”


Well, crap. She knew this family. They weren’t pushing this off on her, and they weren’t blowing smoke. They trusted her to protect the vineyards and wedding venues. “Sure. Of course.”


“Great.” Honor smiled. “Though I will miss you at Bellini Weddings.”


“Don’t think you can get rid of me that easily. I can juggle all of my responsibilities plus this. Expect me at meetings. And weddings.”


“We wouldn’t have it any other way,” Maureen said.


“Exactly,” Erin said. “After all, we’ll need regular reports about what the movie people are doing.”


They put a plan together, and then Maureen contacted the director, Alexis Black, who set up a time today for Mae to meet with the team. After the Bellini meeting, Mae went into her office to go over her notes and plot her strategy. Also, to breathe, because she was nervous as hell.


She enjoyed the job she had, which allowed her to be more of a background player. She liked helping the wedding party with their special days, and also doing whatever she could to assist the Bellinis in whatever way they needed her. But this? This made her a key player, would put her front and center in a project that would give the Bellinis a serious amount of recognition.


She could not screw this up. She would walk over to the set, look around, start meeting people and get a feel for how it was going, and then she’d meet with Alexis Black and they’d gain an understanding.


She was so ready. Except she needed to step into the restroom and check her face and hair and outfit first. Hair, good. Face, outstanding. Outfit? Hmmm. It was a warm September day, and since it was Monday and meeting day, she hadn’t planned to see any clients, so she’d worn capris and a short-sleeved top. It was hardly the outfit she needed to be wearing to meet a Hollywood director.


She knocked on Honor’s office door.


“Come on in, Mae.”


She stepped into the office, waiting for Honor to look up from her laptop, but she didn’t, so she was obviously busy. Mae wanted to take up as little of her time as necessary since this was such a trivial thing. “I need to borrow a skirt and top for my meeting with Alexis Black.”


Now Honor looked up. “Of course. Go on up and help yourself.”


She was already halfway out the door. “Great, thanks.”


Even though Honor had moved out and now lived with her husband, Owen, she, like both her sisters, always kept extra clothes at the house. Since they all spent a lot of hours there and sometimes had to adjust from casual office attire to meet prospective clients, changes of clothing came in handy.


Mae stared into Honor’s closet, trying to figure out what the best outfit would be. She flipped through hangers over and over until she made herself dizzy. The problem was, she didn’t know what the hell she was supposed to wear to impress Hollywood types.


“Go for the red skirt and the white blouse.”


She turned around to see Brenna leaning against the doorway. “Red and white, huh?”


“Red screams attention, and the white silk top gives you that ‘I’m damn serious, but also check how hot I am’ look.”


Mae laughed. “All from two pieces of clothing, huh?”


Brenna shrugged. “Hey, it’s all about the ensemble. Oh, and here.” She took off one of her bracelets, a turquoise beauty. “This’ll look amazing against your skin.”


“Thanks.”


After Brenna left, Mae closed the door, changed clothes and slid the bracelet on, then checked herself out in Honor’s full-length mirror. She always kept black heels in her car, so those would go well with this ensemble.


Okay, she did look professional. And hot.


Now all she had to do was impress the director so she’d think Mae was completely in charge of this thing.


And Mae could totally do that.


“WHY ARE YOU here? I don’t want to see you yet.”


Kane smirked at the aggravated look on Alexis Black’s face. She was more of a big sister to him than a director. They’d known each other for more than fifteen years. She was the star of the first movie he’d ever been cast in, when he had been only seventeen years old. He’d been terrified and unsure of himself and Alexis had befriended him, taught him everything he needed to know about the business, both the insides and outsides of it, and had gotten him roles he otherwise might not have gotten. Then, when he’d gotten his big break in that big-budget action movie directed by Oscar Valentine, Kane had brought Alexis as his plus-one to the premiere. Oscar and Alexis had fallen madly in love in one of the greatest Hollywood romances of all time, though Alexis still refused to marry him, calling the institution antiquated and unnecessary.


He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “How’s Oscar?”


“In Switzerland filming. And here I am in Oklahoma.” She patted his cheek. “Everly is still working on her film. She’s going to be late.”


Kane hated delays, but he’d been late to show up before, so he had to respect Everly being needed on one of her other films. “Of course she is. So what’s the plan?”


Alexis shrugged. “No clue. We may need to get a stand-in to get early shots. Are you ready to film?”


“Like always.”


“That’s what I love about you, Kane. You’re always prepared.”


There was a knock on the trailer door. It opened, and Brian, Alexis’s assistant, popped his head in.


“There’s a Mae Wallace here to see you, Alexis. She said she has an appointment.”


“Oh, right. Show her in, Brian.”


“She’s with the Bellini Weddings folks,” Kane said.


Alexis arched a brow. “You’ve been doing your research.”


“I like to get the geography down on a location shoot. And maybe check out the people I’ll be working with.”


She wagged a finger at him. “You will not be working with them. I will be liaisioning with them.”


“Uh-huh. Sure.”


“Hi. Hello. Are you Ms. Black?”


Kane turned around and smiled at Mae Wallace, who looked just as beautiful today as she had when he’d first seen her. Her wild curls had been somewhat tamed by pulling the upper strands back with pins, but Kane could imagine how lush and soft her hair was. Not that he’d ever get a chance to run his hands through it, which was a damn shame. He smiled at her.


She frowned at him. “Didn’t I throw you out of the wedding the other night?”


“You did.” He walked over to her and held out his hand. “Kane August.”


She barely shook his hand. “Mae Wallace. What, exactly, are you doing here, Kane August?”


Alexis snorted out a laugh. “Kane is the star of our movie, Ms. Wallace.”


She didn’t look the least bit starstruck. “Oh. Sorry. Didn’t recognize you. But you still shouldn’t have been on the property, or at a wedding uninvited.”


Alexis leaned back in her chair, her smirk evident. “Guess she laid those rules down fairly clearly, didn’t she?”


“Yeah, well, I’m not much for rules.”


“You should probably get used to them. We take pride in both the vineyard and our service to our wedding clients. We wouldn’t want their privacy disrupted as they celebrate their big day.”


Alexis stood and walked over to Mae, shaking her hand. “It won’t happen again, will it, Kane?”


“Sure.” He wouldn’t promise anything, and he enjoyed the high color of irritation on Mae’s cheeks.


“I won’t take up much of your time,” Mae said to Alexis. “I just wanted to meet you and let you know I’ll be your primary contact during this shoot.”


“Excellent. We’ll trade numbers and I’ll give you the production schedule. And if you wouldn’t mind, could you give Kane a tour of your grounds? It’ll help him get a feel for the atmosphere of the shoot.”


From the grimace on Mae’s face, that was the last thing she wanted to do, but she nodded and forced a smile. “Of course. I’d be happy to.”


“Great. I’ve got things to do, so I’ll email you the production schedule.”


They exchanged phone numbers and email addresses.


“I’m looking forward to working with you, Ms. Black,” Mae said.


“Same. And call me Alexis.”


“Only if you call me Mae.”


“Consider it done, Mae. Text or email if you have questions. And you’re welcome to sit in on meetings or any of the shoots.”


“I appreciate that.” She turned to Kane. “Are you ready for the tour?”


“Ready when you are.”


“Now works for me.” He motioned toward the door, so Mae turned.


“Behave yourself,” Alexis said, giving him a knowing grin.


“You know I will.” He gave her a wink.


Behave himself? Not likely.
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WE HAVE SEVERAL acres of vineyards,” Mae said, grateful for the overcast skies today as they walked among the grapes. “We just completed harvest so the vines are dormant at the moment.”


She walked side by side with Kane, trying not to notice how tall he was, or how his dark hair rustled in the breeze. He’d casually tossed on a cowboy hat as if it were the most natural thing for him to do. He walked with that predatory manliness that made her insides quiver with sexual awareness. His dark sunglasses gave her no sign of his expression, and she was glad she’d tossed on her shades despite the overcast skies, because she was definitely feeling things she would not like showcased on her face.


“The vineyard is still beautiful, though,” he said. “They need their rest. The vines work hard during the growing season.”


She titled her head to the side, openly ogling him now. “Well, wow. That was deep. And pretty knowledgeable.”


He laughed. “My grandpa has a small vineyard on the ranch. I spent my summers there.”


“The ranch. You grew up on a ranch?”


“No. I grew up in the city. My grandparents have a ranch.”


“Where?”


“Texas. North of Dallas.”


“No shit?”


“No shit.”


“Does your grandpa still have said vineyard?”


“He does. I figured if I get a break while I’m here, I’ll drive down and visit him. I’ve done back-to-back movies so it’s been about a year since I’ve been to the ranch. My gran died a couple of years ago and I’d love to see him.”


“I’m sorry about your grandma.”


“Thanks. She was pretty awesome. Made amazing pie. I miss her.”


He sounded so sincere. She would not think about him having a family. Or grandparents that he might actually care about. She preferred to dislike him on the spot like she had the night he’d crashed the wedding.


“Anyway, Johnny and Brenna are now in the process of preparing the grapes for crushing and fermentation, while also processing other vintages for production.”


“Sounds fun. I know the character I play is the best man in a wedding, and I know we got approval to do a chase through the wine cellar, along with my big fight with the groom.”


She stopped, turned and faced him. “Really.”


“Yeah.”


She pulled out her phone and made a note to ask Brenna about that, because she couldn’t imagine strangers being allowed in the cellars, let alone staging a fight there. “Anyway, on to the wedding venue.”


She walked him through the vineyards and stopped at the arbor that looked out over the grapes. Seeing acres of vineyard never ceased to inspire her. “We perform ceremonies out here. It makes for spectacular pictures. We also do ceremonies in the barn during inclement weather.”


He nodded. “We’ll be shooting some scenes out here, including a big romantic declaration-of-love scene for the end.”


“Huh.” She would not ask, didn’t want to know, didn’t even care. He was just making a movie, so it would all be fake anyway.


Just like real love. Not that there was anything real about love. Or relationships. Or marriage.


She was much happier without any of those in her life.


“Anyway, if you follow along this path, it’ll take you to the barn, where we typically hold receptions. Of course, you’ve already been there.”


“Yeah. Sorry about that. I like to show up early to location shoots to get a feel for the places I’m going to be filming. I tried to stay out of the way and under the radar. No one even paid any attention to me and I didn’t eat the food.”


She couldn’t hold back her laugh this time. “It’s fine. Just don’t wander in areas you’re not supposed to be.”


“Which are?”


As they walked up the steps of the barn, she pointed across the way toward the main house. “That’s the Bellinis’ private residence. You would definitely not be welcome there.”


“Noted. And where do you stay?”


“I live off-site.”


His smile was like lightning in a bottle, making his blue eyes sparkle. “Too bad.”


She resisted shivering at his husky tone. Quite the actor, this one. He probably knew how to push all his leading ladies’ buttons.


Her button, on the other hand, would not be pushed unless she wanted it to be. And the last person she wanted touching any of her buttons was some good-looking, sexy-as-hell hotshot actor.


She might be their liaison, but she intended to keep her distance from Kane August.


“I’m getting hungry,” he said. “Could you recommend some good places for lunch?”


“Oh, sure. But they’re all in the city. Are you sure you want to risk being recognized?”


“You know, I’m pretty good about going places incognito. But I really could use someone to show me around.”


She knew that GPS could show him around easy enough. But being new in town—and alone—also sucked. And she was hungry, so it was a self-serving gesture. “Sure. Let’s go get some lunch. Anything in particular you want to eat?”


He shrugged. “Surprise me. I’m not a picky eater.”


Their property was well outside Oklahoma City, and she intended to keep Kane from too many eyes that could recognize him, so she drove them to a place that had amazing barbecue. Of course, most of Oklahoma had amazing barbecue joints, but this was one of her favorites. She’d been coming to Ray’s in Norman for as long as she could remember, and it was the best.


It wasn’t fancy inside, and she was sure that Kane was used to high-class eateries, so she expected him to look down his nose at the place.


They walked in and he took a deep breath. “I can already smell those ribs. How did you know I love barbecue?”


Again, he surprised her. “I didn’t. I just know that I love barbecue.”


“Then let’s eat.”


She ordered a pulled pork sandwich along with okra and fries. Kane ordered a basket of ribs with the same sides. He tried to pay for her meal but she refused, insisting she pay for her own.


“Independent, huh?” he asked as they waited for their number to be called. “You did drive. The least I could do is pay.”


“It’s not a date, and I prefer we keep things between us—separated.”


He shrugged. “Sure.”


She was glad his ego hadn’t gotten ruffled over something as simple as paying for a meal. Once their food was ready they grabbed a table and Kane dug in, slathering his ribs in sauce, uncaring that his face and hands got messy, which was exactly how you were supposed to eat ribs. She enjoyed watching him while she ate her sandwich.


“That was excellent,” he said after he finished his ribs and wiped his mouth and hands with a wet wipe and a napkin. “I haven’t had good barbecue since the last time I was at the ranch.”


She wiped her hands and took a sip of her iced tea. “Your grandpa makes barbecue?”


“He and my aunt. They’ll lay ribs out on the smoker and the smell will drive you crazy all day long.”


She nodded. “The only way to make ribs fall-off-the-bone tender.”


“Exactly.” He popped the last bite of okra into his mouth, then took several swallows of tea. “Thanks for bringing me here. It’s exactly what I wanted.”


“I’m glad you liked it. Our area is filled with great food. You just have to search it out.”


“I guess you’ll have to show me around.”


She absolutely did not intend to be his culinary guide. She had too many other things to do. “I’m sure you have catering on location.”


“Yeah, we do. But I like to get away from filming, get out and investigate my surroundings. Otherwise I feel closed in and that messes with my creative mojo.”


She gave him a smirk. “Ooh, your mojo.”


“Hey, it’s a real thing.”


She shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”


“Sure you would. You do creative things all the time, don’t you? With your weddings?”


She thought about it for a moment, then smiled. “You’re right. Though Erin, Brenna and Honor are the creative ones. I just assist.”


“I don’t know about that. I watched you at the wedding the other night. The way you ran to help the bride when she had that issue with her dress, and then you stepped in with the bridesmaid who was having an argument with the maid of honor. You handled everything so smoothly. That was you, not any of the Bellini sisters.”


He’d noticed all of that while he’d been wandering around the reception? “You have a keen eye for observation.”


“It’s my job to notice things. That’s how an actor learns characterization.”


“Really.”


“Yeah. Movement, facial expression, dealing with conflict. Actors have to absorb all of that so we can use it down the line somewhere. Or at least that’s how I do it.”


“I don’t watch a lot of movies. I’m more into books.”


“This movie is based on a book.”


She wrinkled her nose. “The book is always better.”


He laughed. “I hear that a lot. And don’t disagree. You can’t possibly get every detail from a book into a movie. But I think this one’s pretty good. It’s romantic and funny, too.”


“I guess I’ll have to pick it up and read it, then compare. It will be interesting to watch it being filmed and compare it to the end product.”


“Oh, so you’ll actually go see this one, huh?”


She wouldn’t commit. “I’ll reserve judgment until I see how it goes.”


They got up and left the restaurant, climbing into her car to head back.


“When do you start shooting?” she asked as they pulled down the long drive.


“Hopefully soon. We’re waiting on Everly to show up.”


She parked the car at the front of the security gate. “Who’s Everly?”


“You really don’t go to movies, do you?”


“Not a lot, no.”


“Everly Sloane. She’s the female lead in the movie.”


“Oh. When’s she due?”


“Tomorrow. So we should start costume and makeup prep, then be in rehearsals within a few days.”


“Wow. Great.”


His phone buzzed, so he pulled it out of his pocket, read the text message and frowned.


“Something wrong?” she asked.


“Yeah. Can you follow me into Alexis’s office?”


“Sure.”


She walked beside him, trying not to notice the way he walked, the way he looked or the incredible way he smelled.


Get it together, Mae. This guy is going to be around for a while and he is not going to be a plaything for you. You play and drop, and guys don’t tend to linger in your orbit.


Excellent advice. She’d be sure to follow it.


They headed into Alexis’s office. She was pacing the length of the trailer, her cell in one hand, her other hand raking through the spikes of her silver hair.


“Might I remind you that Everly has a contract, Davis.” She listened, tension evident in the way her shoulders tightened. “She’s due on set tomorrow and her timeline for the other movie isn’t my problem.”


Figuring that she hadn’t been invited to hear this, Mae tried to make herself as small as possible, hovering near the door. Meanwhile, Kane made himself comfortable on the sofa at the other end of the trailer.


“How long is it going to take for her to complete the movie?” Alexis asked, her pacing intensifying as she listened. Then she stopped dead. “Are you serious? Davis, you’d better have them step it up or we’ll be looking for another lead for this movie.” She clicked off and tossed her phone on her desk. “Dammit.”


“So,” Kane said. “Everly’s delayed, huh?”


“Understatement. Her agent said three to four weeks until they wrap on her current film.”


“Damn. So what are you gonna do?”


“I don’t know. I need to have a conversation with the lawyers and see if we have an out clause with Everly’s contract.”


“And if we do, how are we going to book someone last minute? We’re already set up here. Hell, I know almost all my lines.”


“That’s a shocker.”


He frowned. “Hey. I’m always prepared.”


She laughed. “Yeah, you are. And, hey, don’t worry. We’ll get something worked out. In fact, just hang around for a bit while I call Virginia.”


“Virginia’s the lawyer,” Kane said as he looked over at Mae.


Mae felt like she was in the middle of something she wasn’t supposed to hear. “I should probably go.”


“No, Mae, you can stay,” Alexis said, motioning to the sofa where Kane sprawled. “Make yourself comfortable. There are drinks in the mini fridge. Help yourself. This shouldn’t take long.”


Since she’d been given the invite, she made her way over to the sofa. Kane scooted over and she took a seat. Alexis was talking, so she kept her voice low.


“This seems very serious.”


“It can be. Delays cost the production money. A few days, no problem. Several weeks? Big problem.”


And delays would mean this whole production would be hanging out at the vineyard and wedding area longer, too, which could not happen. Mae pulled out her phone and made a note to discuss this with her people later. They needed to be kept informed, and this seemed like a major development.


“Okay,” Alexis said as she turned to face them. “Everly has delays built into her contract, so we’re screwed. We’ll have to come up with a workaround until she’s free. We can start shooting your scenes that Everly isn’t in, but we still need to do a run-through of the entire movie and set up principal photography, which means we’ll need someone to step into Everly’s shoes, so to speak.”


“Yeah. That’s a problem.” Kane looked over at Mae, staring thoughtfully at her. “Then again, maybe not.”


He kept looking at her until she finally had to ask, “What?”


He stood. “Get up,” he said.


She did. Kane looked over at Alexis. “You see it, don’t you? The same height and build. Even the same hair. Eye color and facial shape is different, but as far as what the camera needs?”


Now it was Alexis studying her. She walked over. “Do you mind if I touch your hair?”


Mae had no idea what was going on. “Sure.”


Alexis swept her hand over Mae’s hair, pulled it up, then walked around and stared at her from the back before coming around between her and Kane. “You’re absolutely right. She’s perfect.”


Mae had no idea what was going on, but whatever it was, she knew she wasn’t going to like it. “Perfect for what?”


“You could stand in for Everly,” Alexis said. “We could shoot you from behind for the scenes Kane needs to be in with her. And for the long shots. And then we’ll fill in with Everly once she shows up.”


“Fill in with . . . You want me in your film?”


“You won’t need to do anything,” Kane said. “Though it’d help if you’d learn the scene dialogue for flow, but not absolutely necessary.”


This was going way beyond the scope of what she thought she was going to have to do. “Uh, thanks, but I don’t think so.”


Alexis nodded and held up one finger while she grabbed her phone. She scrolled and pressed a button, waiting a few seconds. “Hi, Maureen, it’s Alexis Black. I’m fine, thanks. We have a small issue here. Our main actress is still finishing up a movie, which could delay production.” She looked over at Kane and Mae. “I know, that’s definitely a problem for both of us, but I have a solution. Mae is the same height and build and coloring as Everly and we were wondering if we could use her as a stand-in, allowing us to shoot a few scenes. I know it wasn’t what we originally—”


Alexis grinned. “Pay her appropriately? Well, of course. We’ll make sure she has the right credentials and get her on the payroll immediately.” She paused and nodded. “I agree, we don’t want any delays, either. Thanks, Maureen. Talk to you soon.”


She clicked off. “Okay, so Maureen has approved us using you for the movie. We’ll get you a SAG card and put you on the production’s payroll.”


Mae was at a loss for words. No one had asked her how she felt about it. Of course she wanted to help the Bellinis, and if it got this movie crew off the property sooner, she was all for it. But still, it would have been nice to be asked, to have a discussion with the Bellinis first.


“You do realize I’m not an actress,” Mae said. “That I have zero training in this.”


“You don’t really need training to just stand on a mark and maybe do some hand or body gestures,” Alexis explained.


“Still. This isn’t my job. My job is to act as liaison between the Bellinis and the production. Not to help you out of a jam because one of your lead actors is delayed. I’m sorry, but no.”


“Your boss has already agreed to let us use you.”


“I know. And I can appreciate her willingness to be cooperative. But this is me saying no. I’m just not comfortable with this at all.”


“But—”


Kane raised his hand. “Alexis. Hang on. Mae. I promise you that we won’t put you outside your comfort zone. I’ll be with you in every scene, and I’ll help you in any way I can. You won’t be in front of the camera since they’ll be filming you from the back. You’ll mostly just be standing there on a mark where Everly will be so they can film me, and then when Everly arrives they’ll film her in the same scene.”


She sighed. “You promise this isn’t going to be a big deal?”


“I promise. And you’ll get paid for your time.”


She had to admit his smile was reassuring, making her slightly less terrified. Plus, she didn’t want to let the Bellinis down.


“Fine. I’ll do it.”


Kane’s smirk only irritated her further.


This was going to be a nightmare. And the sooner it was over, the sooner everything could go back to normal.









[image: image]


I DON’T KNOW, Mae. It sounds like all kinds of fun to me.”


Mae shot Honor a look. “Sure, it sounds like fun to you because you’re not the one doing it.”


They all sat around the dining room table, the place where Bellini meetings were held. Louise, the Bellinis’ cook and de facto member of the family, had made the most amazing cheese-and-fruit Danish for breakfast, which assuaged some of Mae’s anguish at having been put in this position.


“If you really hate the idea,” Maureen said, “I’ll call Alexis and tell her you’re unable to do it.”


“Yeah,” Erin said. “We can tell them you’re needed elsewhere on wedding business.”


“You absolutely shouldn’t be forced to do something you don’t want to do,” Brenna said.


“I was only joking about the fun part,” Honor said, looking apologetic. “Mostly.”


She looked across the table at all of them, realizing how whiny and pathetic she must sound. It was her job to help out the Bellinis in their business. She felt that it was her business now as well, though it wasn’t like she was an owner or anything. She was merely an employee. But she was a damn good one.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to complain. I’ll be fine. And doing this puts me front and center in the production so I can keep an eye on things.”


Maureen eyed her closely. “Are you sure?”


“Absolutely. Though the five a.m. calls will be interesting considering I live in the city.”


“That’s easy,” Erin said. “You can temporarily move into one of our rooms here at the house.”


“Absolutely.” Maureen gave a short nod. “It’s been so quiet here since Honor moved into Owen’s house. With all three of the girls gone, it’s like the house is too big. We’d love to have you stay with us for a while, Mae.”


That would alleviate one of her concerns. “Thank you. I’d love that.”


“Great. Move some things in tonight,” Maureen said. “I’ll alert Johnny not to walk around in his underwear.”
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