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Prologue 

Kelsey Morgan was pregnant.

She stared at the two blue lines of the test in her hand and looked at herself in the mirror. She gazed into her own green eyes, brushed a stray lock of brown hair off her full cheek, tucked it behind her ear, and inhaled deeply. Her mother would not be happy.

Kelsey tossed the stick into the trash with the three other used tests, all positive, and turned to leave the bathroom. The smell of the apple pie baking made her smile. She was in the middle of fixing Tim’s dinner, a tradition they’d adopted just after they’d started dating. She and Tim were seniors in college; they’d been dating for almost three years. At the end of every break, the weekend before their classes resumed, Kelsey always welcomed him back with his favorite meal, just as her mother always did for her father when he returned from his conferences.

She’d returned to her apartment two days early to prepare for this dinner. She walked into the kitchen, peaked at the pie to make sure it wasn’t overcooking, then started washing potatoes. Once they were all clean, she carried them to the counter so she could slice them before putting them into a pot of water. As she picked up the knife, she glanced at the pictures taped to the cabinet. They were all of Tim and her. She grinned as she thought about the early stages of their relationship.

They’d met in a literature class during the fall semester of their freshman year. He started sitting behind her after the second class and by the end of the second week he was walking her to her Intro to Theater class before rushing across campus for his Biology class. His witty humor reminded her of her brother and how much she missed him. Tim’s unruly blond hair and clean cut look were different from any of the boys she’d known growing up, who believed jeans, t-shirts, and ball-caps were the highest fashion. He always knew the right thing to say to make people feel good about themselves, especially Kelsey.

He complimented her often, on her clothes, her hairstyle, even on something as small as her earrings. He was so charming; all the girls loved him and flirted with him constantly. He may have flirted a little with them, but he flirted hardest with Kelsey. She’d playfully scold him for his shameless behavior, but was secretly thrilled that he paid attention to her instead of, in Kelsey’s opinion, the prettier girls. By the end of the spring semester, they’d begun dating.

It hadn’t taken long for them to discover their mutual love for the outdoors and found themselves outside as much as possible. Whether they were rollerblading, biking, or simply studying, they preferred to be doing it outside if the weather was cooperative. They also loved going to the football games and post-game parties on Saturdays. Tim was her biggest supporter when it came to her performances in the school’s plays, as well. Whether it was a small role or one of the leads, it didn’t matter; he was always in the front row on opening night with a dozen red roses to give her after the performance.

For their first anniversary, he’d surprised Kelsey by taking her to a sushi restaurant. She’d been begging him to try it, but he’d always found a reason to say “no,” and she knew it was because he hadn’t wanted to eat raw fish. Her mother had always said that the best way to keep a man happy was to let him have his way, so Kelsey had never pressed the issue. She’d been ecstatic when he’d pulled into the parking lot and told her he’d try it for her. He had ordered something cooked from the kitchen but had also tried one piece of the California roll. They’d made love for the first time that night.

As they’d settled into their relationship, Kelsey felt as if they got along the way her parents did, or the way her sister, Janelle, and her husband did. Things were never hard for them, they almost never argued. Kelsey knew for sure that, like her parents and her sister, she’d found her mate. Tim was “the one” for her.

Kelsey shook her head back to the present and began slicing potatoes. Tim probably wouldn’t be happy about the pregnancy. But they’d been planning their future together and had even talked about marriage. She was majoring in communications with a minor in theater. She really wanted to go into acting in movies and television, and her choice of studies had been a battle with her parents. Her mother had insisted that she wouldn’t pay for Kelsey’s education if she majored in something useless like theater, while her father, a lawyer who had taught his children the value of a well thought out argument at a young age, had let her plead her case and agreed to allow her to minor in it.

Tim was a hospitality and tourism major and thought they should manage a ski resort together and put both of their degrees to good use. He’d told her she could always get into local theater when they settled down, if she had time. Eventually, they’d start a family.

It appeared that would be happening sooner than expected.

She put the pot with the potatoes on the stove to boil and began to fix the fried chicken. Forty-five minutes later, the meal was ready and Kelsey’s stomach was in knots. Since she’d decided to wait until dessert to break the news of the pregnancy to Tim, she hoped for the best. When she greeted him at the door Tim pulled her against his hard, broad chest and gave her a passionately warming kiss.

“I’ve been looking forward to this meal all day.” He grinned and abruptly kissed her again. “You make the best apple pie. Did you remember the vanilla ice cream?”

“Of course,” she said with a laugh.

His hazel eyes danced with mirth as he tweaked her nose and released her. “You always take such good care of me.”

“I try.” She knew how much he loved her cooking, but hearing him say it always made her feel special. She followed his tall, slightly muscled form into the dining room. “If you want to grab a seat, we can eat.”

“Great, I’m starving.”

Tim sat down and she brought the food in and set it on the table. They’d been through the routine a hundred times and there was something comforting in the familiarity of it. As soon as Kelsey sat down, he started telling her about his month off.

His parents lived near a ski resort and Tim had grown up on the slopes. He talked during the entire meal, describing the Blue Square and Black Diamond trails he’d skied, the new mogul courses that had been added, and the cross-country skiing he and his friends had done. Because it meant so much to him, she had tried skiing once, but hadn’t really enjoyed it. She’d never done it again and only had a vague idea of the lingo, mostly from listening to Tim talk about skiing so much. Channeling her mother, she patiently listened, nodded, and asked the right questions at the right times.

Finally, when dessert was served, he looked into her eyes and beamed brightly. Her heart skipped a beat and she almost felt giddy.

“So how was your break?” he asked.

She tried to smile around the lump in her throat and folded her hands on the table in front of her. “I’m pregnant.” Her eyes rounded slightly in surprise. She hadn’t meant to simply blurt it out like that.

He laughed out loud and shook his head. “Okay, okay,” he said, still smiling. “You’ve made your point. I did monopolize the conversation during dinner and I’m sorry.” He took her hand and kissed the knuckle. “You’ve got my attention. How was your vacation?”

Her already weak sense of happiness waned some more. “Tim, I’m pregnant.”

He laughed again, then actually looked at the expression on her face. “You’re serious?” he asked, still sounding amused. She nodded and his laughter stopped. His eyes narrowed slightly as he pursed his lips. “You can take care of that, can’t you?”

Her head tilted slightly. “I thought we could take care of it,” she said, “like a family.”

“Kelsey,” he said as he pushed his untouched pie away, “why would I need to go down to the clinic with you? I’ll pay for half, but I’ll give you the money up front.” He stood and walked to the narrow wall beside the kitchen door.

“What?” She could hardly believe what she was hearing. “Go to the clinic?”

“For the procedure.” He raised his eyebrows and nodded his head in a way that stated his meaning should be obvious.

Kelsey’s heart sank and she started to feel nauseous, and not from morning sickness.

“Procedure,” she breathed. “Tim, I can’t do that. You know how I feel about abortion.”

“Kelsey, we can’t have a baby now. We’re still in college,” he argued.

“We’ll have graduated by the time the baby’s born.” Her legs felt weak and she was glad to still be sitting. He took three steps toward the door.

“We’ve gotta find jobs and a place to live. We’ve gotta get settled. And what about going to Hollywood? You can’t take a baby to California,” he said, his eyes narrowing even more.

He’d blindsided her with that argument. While he supported her work on the stage, her dream of acting on the big screen was one that Tim almost always dismissed. Moving to Hollywood had never been an option for him. Until now, apparently.

“Then we’ll stay here and raise it,” she stated. “We’ll have four months between graduation and the due date, that’s plenty—”

“No,” he snapped. “Kelsey, we’re not ready for this. I’m not ready to be a father, not yet, not for a few more years.” He picked up his coat and opened the door. “I’ve gotta go.” He stepped out and a cool breeze slapped her in the face as the door closed behind him.

Numbly, she cleaned up the dinner dishes and put the food in the refrigerator. She replayed their conversation over and over again in her mind, trying to figure out where it had gone wrong. She’d expected him to be a little upset about the pregnancy; she had been. He had a point. They were still in school and had a lot to do before their baby was born. Although the abortion suggestion had been a shock, him walking out on her had been a bigger one.

When everything was put away, she crawled into her bed and stayed there for all of the next day.

Kelsey got to their Monday morning class early and saved him a seat next to her. Tim came in just as the lecture started and sat at the back of the room. He wouldn’t look at her and, when class ended, was gone before she could collect her books.

Tuesday was much the same. Tim arrived late and sat beside one of his friends. When the friend saw Kelsey looking at them, he elbowed Tim and pointed in her direction, but Tim ignored him. At the end of class, he disappeared before Kelsey stood up.

On Wednesday, after he’d made a point of ignoring her again, she was surprised to see Tim approaching her when class was over.

“Can I come over later?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said with a smile. “Do you want me to fix something?”

“No,” he firmly replied, and she knew things weren’t going to go well. “I’ll be there around four.” He was gone before she could speak.

When her last class let out at two fifty, she raced home and paced the living room for the next hour. Tim arrived right on time and came into her apartment like a stranger. He didn’t even take his coat off.

“Okay, so I’ve reconsidered,” he said and for a moment her heart floated with hope. “I’ll pay for the whole procedure.”

Just as quickly, hope sank.

“Tim, I’m not getting an abortion,” she said.

“Damn it, Kelsey,” he snapped. “Why do you have to be so stubborn?” He paced in front of her. “We’re not ready for this.”

“We’ll have time to get ready.”

“Are you trying to make me marry you?” His normally soft hazel eyes were dark, almost black.

Ice began to form in her veins. “It’s not like we haven’t talked about it,” she replied meekly. “We don’t have to get married before the baby—”

“We’re not having a baby, Kelsey!” his voice boomed.

She took a step back, speechless.

“We were safe. We used condoms every time. I even brought them with me so I’d know you didn’t—”

“Didn’t what?” Kelsey saw red. “So you’d know I didn’t tamper with them? Didn’t poke holes in them? They aren’t a hundred percent safe, Tim. Do you think I did this on purpose?”

“Didn’t you? You’ve been talking about marriage for a year now.”

“We’ve been talking about it, Tim. It wasn’t a one-sided conversation. You were an active part of it.” Her heart raced with anger and hurt as betrayal started to flex its fingers.

“I was always saying ‘if,’ Kelsey. You were always saying ‘when.’ There’s a big difference.”

She stopped breathing. Was he right? She’d never noticed before.

“I don’t even know this baby’s mine. Maybe you should find its real daddy and trap him.”

Her legs gave out and she plopped onto the couch. “Tim, you are the baby’s father,” she said quietly, tears pooling in her eyes. “I’ve never been with anyone else. You know that.”

“Don’t give me that shit, Kelsey,” he snapped. “You don’t think I believe it, do you?” Her eyes rounded with pain. “I’ve seen the way other men look at you.” He paused in his pacing to glare at her. “They flirt with you everywhere we go. And you . . .” he sneered at her and resumed his pacing, “you priss around, pretending not to notice as you bat your eyelashes at them.”

She’d never acted like that and he knew it. Yes, she’d noticed other men looking at her, but she’d never encouraged them or flirted with them in return. “Tim, you’re imagining th—”

“I am not!” he roared as he walked toward her, hatred written on his face. “You’re a fucking slut.”

Tears trickled down Kelsey’s cheeks and her body weakened under his misguided accusations.

“All of my friends notice it. Hell, you even flirt with them.”

“Tim,” she sobbed, “no. I’m not like that.”

“Save it,” he snapped and backed away. “You’re nothing but a whore, Kelsey. You should do real well in Hollywood. I’m sure you’ll get a lot of good-paying jobs that way.”

She bit her lip, stunned into silence.

“You know, there is one thing I regret.”

“What’s that?” she asked quietly, feeling defeated and small as she studied the coffee table.

“I wish I’d known sooner,” he growled. “Then I could’ve pimped you out and we both could’ve gotten something out of it.”

Wide-eyed, she looked up at him, tears streaming, mouth open. How could he be so cruel? Tim narrowed his eyes one last time before turning and walking out the door and Kelsey crumpled on the couch.
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Kelsey didn’t move from the couch for two days, not until her sister, Janelle, showed up at her apartment.

“Kelsey, why haven’t you been answering your phone?” Janelle asked after she opened the door with her key. When she saw Kelsey curled in a ball on the couch, she rushed to her side, her blue eyes filled with concern. “What happened?”

“Tim and I had a fight,” Kelsey sobbed.

“Just a fight?” Janelle questioned.

“He’s just a little upset with me.” A tear slid down Kelsey’s cheek. “He’ll calm down and it’ll be okay.”

“Sweetie, what was the fight about?”

Kelsey went through half a box of tissues as she told her sister everything. Janelle hugged Kelsey tightly, stroking her long hair as she listened, taking a few tissues for herself.

“What do you want to do?” Janelle asked softly after a few minutes of silence had passed.

“He’ll be back,” Kelsey murmured. She knew in her heart that he loved her, he’d simply been taken by surprise.

“Kels,” Janelle whispered as she released her sister. She put her hands on Kelsey’s upper arms and looked into her eyes. “We both know that’s not true.”

“Yes, it is. He has to come back. We’re having a baby,” Kelsey argued assuredly.

Janelle shook her wavy blonde head, the ends dusted her shoulders. “He’s not.”

Kelsey stared at her older sister’s rosy, tear-streaked cheeks, into her pained blue eyes, and knew she was telling the truth. Her shoulders drooped with the realization. “Maybe if I give him what he wants, if I get the abortion, maybe he’ll change his mind.” She couldn’t believe the words were coming out of her mouth. But she couldn’t raise a baby alone, and she knew the pain in her heart would go away if only she could get Tim back.

“I’m not sure that’d help,” Janelle disagreed quietly then slowly exhaled. “Are you really sure you want him back?”

Kelsey nodded. “I love him, Janelle. He’s the one for me, I know it.”

“Kelsey—”

“No, listen. I know he has his faults.” Kelsey pulled away from her sister. “All men do. Our brother, your husband, even Dad, they all do. But, Mom always says to accept your man’s faults and work with them. As long as he’s happy, that’s all that matters.”

Janelle rolled her eyes.

“I want to have a future with him. I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure that happens,” Kelsey stated emphatically.

“He called you a whore.” Janelle’s calm voice was betrayed by the anger Kelsey saw on her face. “He said he wished he’d pimped you out. Do you really want a future with someone who’d say that to you?”

Kelsey’s answering nod slowly changed to a shake of her head.

“I didn’t think so. You deserve better.” Janelle wrapped her arms around her sister. “You need some therapy. You can’t have liquid, so retail or frozen?”

Kelsey chuckled into her sister’s shoulder. “I haven’t had a shower in two days.”

“Frozen it is,” Janelle said and stood. “Do you have some in the freezer?”

Kelsey nodded. “Just not the vanilla, okay?” That had been for Tim.

“Pshaw,” Janelle scoffed as she rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows chocolate is better for a broken heart.”

As Janelle went to the kitchen, Kelsey noticed a photo album on the bookcase across the room. She walked over, retrieved it, and returned to sit on the floor between the couch and coffee table. She automatically turned to the middle, where the pictures of her and Tim began. Most of them had been taken at bars with their friends. Tim’s smile was wide and his eyes were dancing with joy. As she looked at the pictures, Kelsey’s eyes stung with new tears.

“What’s that?” Janelle asked, holding out a small bowl of chocolate ice cream to her sister as she sat on the couch. Kelsey glanced over her shoulder and lifted the book as she took the bowl. Janelle scrunched her nose. “Maybe you shouldn’t be looking at those.”

Kelsey put a spoonful of ice cream in her mouth as she shrugged her shoulder. She flipped a page and studied the pictures. “Can’t hurt,” she mumbled around the spoon. She turned to the next page.

“Were you happy?” Janelle questioned, still looking over Kelsey’s shoulder.

“Yes, why?” Kelsey replied and ate another spoonful.

“Because you don’t look it.” Janelle stood and left the room, quickly returning with a photo in her hand. “Look.” She laid the picture on the open book. Kelsey looked away from the smiling faces at the sushi bar. “Kels, look at it.”

Kelsey sighed deeply and did as she was told. Her gaze bounced back and forth, between the photo taken at the sushi restaurant, when it was just the two of them, and the three photos on the page, that had been taken at bars or with Tim’s friends. Kelsey was getting frustrated when she finally noticed it. It was in their expressions.

“Oh my,” she murmured.

Tim was miserable. In the picture taken at the sushi restaurant, yes, he was smiling, but compared to the other pictures, it was obvious he wasn’t happy. Her grins were exactly the opposite. She’d been truly happy at the sushi restaurant, not so much at the bars. She studied the bar pictures.

“I hate that beer.” Kelsey pointed to the bottle sitting in front of her in each picture. “Tim never asked what I wanted. He always bought what he was drinking.” She flipped the page. “I hate that bar too.” She pointed to four of the six pictures on the pages. On the next page, she saw a picture in which she looked particularly unhappy. “I wanted to go to a concert that night,” she muttered under her breath. She turned to another page, glanced at the pictures, then quickly slammed the book shut. “Damn it!”

Janelle knelt beside the coffee table.

“I’m such an idiot! Tim never wanted me to be happy. He never cared,” Kelsey said as she stood and began to pace, the bowl of ice cream still in her hand. She ate another spoonful as she collected her thoughts. “I never cared that I was unhappy. I did what I had to do to keep us together.” She wondered, had she been like that the whole relationship? No, it was only after she’d decided that she loved him and wanted to marry him that she’d become so accommodating. “Keep him happy,” Kelsey mocked her mother in a shrill voice. “Never mind that I was miserable. Never mind that I hated going to the damn bars almost every night. Never mind that we never saw the movies I wanted to see, only those shoot-’em-up action adventures that he loved. God, Janelle, I’m so stupid!”

“No,” Janelle said as she stood and came to Kelsey’s side. “No, you thought you were doing the right thing.”

“Did I?” Kelsey scoffed. She wasn’t sure who to be most angry with, herself or Tim. She’d had an older brother. He’d had friends. She’d never have allowed any of them to walk all over her the way she’d let Tim. And he’d done it too. If he’d ever really loved her, he wouldn’t have taken advantage of her. “Damn it!” she muttered again as she threw the spoon across the room.

Janelle took the half-full bowl of ice cream from her.

Kelsey closed her eyes on angry tears. “What am I going to do? I’m pregnant with the baby of a man who never loved me.”

“It’s your child, too, Kelsey. Don’t forget that.”

That wouldn’t be possible. She gave her sister a watery smile. “I won’t.” Kelsey slumped against the wall. “Mom’s gonna kill me.”

“I won’t let her do that,” Janelle promised as she wrapped her arms around her sister and her chin brushed against Kelsey’s cheek. Janelle wrinkled her pert nose. “You do stink, you know that?”

In spite of herself, Kelsey laughed. “I don’t know what to do, J.” She broke the hug and looped her arm through her sister’s. They walked down the short hallway to the bathroom and Kelsey stepped inside.

“Get a shower first,” Janelle answered, but before Kelsey could close the door, Janelle reached out to cup her cheek. “Think about it, but know that whatever you decide, we’ll get through this together.”
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Almost six years later . . .

Kelsey Morgan hated tabloids in general. Most of the time she ignored them. But the cover of the one she was currently thumbing through was graced by her current co-star, and the temptation had been too great. The epitome of tall, tanned, and handsome, Patrick Lyons stood several inches taller than Kelsey. His dark brown hair was perfectly styled with a part down the left side and his eyes resembled melted chocolate. His jaw was softly squared and his nose slightly narrow with a rounded tip. He was handsome and everything about him said that he knew it. And, loath as she was to admit it, he’d enchanted her the moment she’d met him at their screen test five months ago. Since filming on the set in Tennessee had begun, she’d struggled daily to keep him at arm’s length and had been looking for something in the article to justify her behavior. Having found nothing, she closed the magazine and glared at the smiling face of Patrick Lyons.

In Kelsey’s opinion, Patrick Lyons had one of the worst reputations where his leading ladies were concerned. In recent years, he’d become a tabloid favorite, gracing covers with his most recent lady love, a face that changed every other month. In the last three years, he’d been in eight movies and, according to the stories Kelsey had read and heard, had slept with every leading lady. So now Kelsey felt as though all eyes were on her, expecting her to take her place on the next tabloid cover.

She thought not.

Kelsey had spent the past five years struggling to make a good, clean, honest name for herself in Hollywood. She’d done everything in her power to hold on to the small-town virtues she’d grown up with and valued. Even when she was desperate for work, she turned down an offer from an adult film producer. Instead, she’d turned her attentions to signing on with a good agent, one who found her work—small roles in ads, music videos, television shows, and movies, all leading up to the role she was playing now.

She’d also spent the last five years trying to stay out of the sight of gossips. The last thing she needed was to draw too much attention to herself. Kelsey loved her career, but she also loved her life at home with her family and didn’t want anything to jeopardize their private time together. The idea of having a photographer dogging her heels everywhere she went, even for a short time, turned her stomach.

Kelsey sighed as she glanced at her watch and picked up a book. She’d been alone in her trailer for twenty minutes and didn’t expect the respite to last much longer. Since filming had begun, she’d spent most of her free time alone, studying her script or reading, hoping to minimize the effect Patrick Lyons had on her. She’d avoided visiting her co-stars’ trailers. As a result, they’d begun seeking her out in hers.

A loud knock on the door made her chuckle wryly. Right on time, she thought and shook her head. Kelsey, who was lounging on the sofa, tucked the tabloid behind the pillows at her back as Veronica Madison stuck her bright, blonde head in and placed a foot on the bottom step.

“Hey, Kelsey, mind if we come in?” Veronica asked with a brilliant smile.

Her blue eyes sparkled in a soft, heart-shaped face, but her body was thin, as though she could use a good home-cooked meal. Or three. She was bursting with a self-confidence that Kelsey hadn’t yet developed. Having parents with careers in the motion picture industry meant that Veronica had practically grown up on movie sets, and at twenty-five, two years younger than Kelsey, she’d been acting for eight years already.

“No, come on in.” Kelsey laughed as Veronica entered, bouncing up the steps. She was followed closely by their two male co-stars. Patrick Lyons flashed one of his gorgeous grins at her as he sat on the couch near Kelsey’s feet. She pulled her feet closer to her body and breathed deeply to soothe her rapidly beating heart as she turned her attention to the others.

“Hey, Red, reading again?” Grayson Reynolds plopped his broad, strapping frame into the chair across the room. His unruly black hair looked as if he’d just rolled out of bed, his scruffy jaw was wider at the ear and narrowed to his chin, and his thin lips twitched to smirk as he watched her with dancing green eyes.

Kelsey looked away and tried not to laugh. Of her three visitors, Grayson was the one she felt most comfortable with. They’d worked together once before and bonded, developing a sibling-type relationship. “Red” was his nickname for her and she still wasn’t sure whether it was because her hair had been dyed that color for the role or because of her Virginia-born, country-raised roots. Probably a combination of both, which was ironic given that Grayson’s childhood in Georgia hadn’t been much different from hers.

“What’s it this time?” Grayson questioned, sounding bored and impatient. Kelsey held up a much-worn copy of Pride and Prejudice.

“Ooo, I love that one.” Veronica cooed. She was sitting on her knees on the dining table bench, leaning over Kelsey’s shoulder. She glanced at Grayson and Kelsey followed the line of her vision.

Grayson looked mildly amused. “We’re going dancing tonight.”

Kelsey shrugged. “Have fun.”

“You’re coming too.”

“I beg your pardon?” Kelsey scoffed. “What makes you think I’d want to go dancing?”

“What makes you think I’d care?” Grayson returned and Kelsey narrowed her eyes. “You’ve had your nose in a book for the last few weeks, and I think it’s about time you stop being such a snob and do something with the rest of us.”

Surprised by his attack, Kelsey began to argue but exhaled slowly and closed her mouth. She knew he was right.

“Be nice,” Patrick muttered to Grayson and Kelsey turned to face him, wide-eyed and taken aback by his defense of her.

In the four weeks of their working together, he hadn’t made a pass at her. He’d been the perfect gentleman on set and was cordial and good natured, giving her the space she’d wanted off set. Despite her expectations, he’d never shown a bit of interest in her, but his presence still set her on edge. She was constantly on her guard around him, waiting for him to make a move. Was this it?

She focused on Patrick’s handsome visage and was momentarily lost in his deep brown eyes. Had they always been that dark?

“What Grayson meant to say was, ‘Would you like to go dancing with us tonight?’” he clarified.

“No, I didn’t,” Grayson snorted as Kelsey, without thinking, slowly nodded her head.

Kelsey’s sluggish thoughts drifted to the bodyguards who followed them everywhere while they were on location. Even with five years under her belt, she’d never had to deal with bodyguards before. If going out meant having a bodyguard or two in tow, she’d rather stay in her hotel room. “Going out can be such a hassle,” Kelsey murmured.

Grayson rolled his eyes. “No, it’s not. You get used to it, newbie.”

Kelsey smirked, imagining the places Grayson had dragged his entourage as she smoothed a corner of her book. Her smile faded when saw Patrick’s hopeful look and her heart skipped a beat. “Why’s it so important that I go?” she challenged Grayson as she reluctantly pulled her eyes away from Patrick.

“It’s important because, despite your reclusive tendencies, I like spending time with you,” Grayson said with a rare air of seriousness. “And I think Veronica and Patrick would, too, if you’d give them a chance.” They both nodded their agreement.

Kelsey closed her eyes in defeat. She’d spent the last four weeks keeping as much space as she could between herself and Patrick; she hadn’t considered Veronica and Grayson at all. Patrick was just the kind of man she could fall for, and she couldn’t risk that. She couldn’t risk the gossip, and she certainly wouldn’t risk her heart. But Grayson had a point . . . again. She was shutting him and Veronica out, and that wasn’t fair to either of them.

Kelsey clenched her jaw as she looked up at Grayson. “Okay. Where’ll we go?”
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Patrick followed his female co-stars into the bar, ignoring the gasps from the patrons the best he could. Veronica led the way, wearing a skirt that hit her just above mid-thigh and a loose, see-through white blouse over a black tank top. With four bodyguards flanking them, the male patrons could only gawk as Veronica walked through the bar. In contrast, Kelsey wore a pair of jeans and a form-hugging, burgundy t-shirt with a large floral print on the front—stylish but low-key.

Patrick preferred Kelsey’s more subdued look—but that no longer shocked him.

The moment he’d laid eyes on Kelsey Morgan, he’d known she was different. Most actresses he’d worked with fawned over him at the audition then spent every free moment they had with him when filming started. It was no wonder he’d slept with most of them; they’d made themselves so readily available. But not Kelsey, she’d wanted nothing to do with him. And that fascinated him.

Patrick had grown up in Hollywood. His father was a talent agent for several of the biggest names in Hollywood. His grandfather had been a producer for several hit television shows. His mother and sister worked behind the scenes. His family was a forceful presence and he had always gotten everything he wanted. At age seventeen, he’d won the role that had launched his career. At age twenty-one, he’d won his first Oscar. By age twenty-five, directors had been scrambling to work with him and actresses had been scrambling to be with him.

Now he was almost thirty and getting tired of all of the phonies who surrounded him on a daily basis. Kelsey Morgan’s attitude hit him like a breath of fresh air. Where other actresses allowed themselves to get caught up in the character and carried away by the emotion of the scene, Kelsey could execute a scene perfectly, showing the depth of feeling needed, then step back into reality when the director yelled “Cut!” He’d never be able to cross that invisible line between fiction and reality with her. And he didn’t mind that one bit.

It wasn’t that he didn’t find her attractive, quite the opposite. In his opinion, she grew more beautiful every day. It was that he respected her for her lack of interest in him.

His thoughts drifted back to the moment as Veronica continued to lead them past booths with thick red cushions and flat wooden backs. They chose a table just beyond the booths, against the deep-red wall covered with portraits of country music and rock ’n roll stars. As Grayson sauntered to the bar to get the first round of drinks, Patrick watched him stop to talk to several women on the way. As he took the seat next to Kelsey, he quickly scanned the crowd.

When he glanced at her, he saw that she was focused on the salt shaker she was spinning on the table. He cleared his throat to get her attention and was pleased when she finally met his stare. “So, are you going to dance with me?”

She shrugged and turned away. “Not likely.”

While he had expected the answer, Patrick still felt the sting of her words as keenly as if she’d slapped him. He looked away at the various small groups around the room. One group in particular stood out—a group of four women who looked young, probably college aged. The women were staring intently at him, but he was there to spend time with Kelsey. He’d practically begged Grayson to convince her to come, so he made up his mind that he wouldn’t ask any of them to dance.

However, it might be rude to turn them down if they approached him.

Grayson returned to the table with drinks for everyone and smirked at Kelsey. “Do you know this line dance?”

Kelsey listened for a moment, a pleased look of recognition spreading across her face. “Yes, but I haven’t done it in a long time.”

Without another word, he took her hand and pulled her to her feet. “You’ll remember.”

Grayson led Kelsey to the dance floor and after a few beats, they found their rhythm. It didn’t take long for a crowd to form around them. The grin on her face was broader than any Patrick had seen and before he realized, he was almost laughing.

After the song ended, Grayson wrapped Kelsey in a big hug. Patrick suddenly wished he was in Grayson’s place. He’d watched their relationship over the past four weeks and while it reminded him of the one he shared with his sister, he realized that Kelsey didn’t even show him half that warmth. The longer they were together, the more he wanted to receive her smiles and laughter himself and not witness them from the sidelines, as he was stuck doing now.

Grayson and Kelsey strolled toward the table, laughing and talking together. When she sat down, she took a sip of her beer and made a sour face. “That looked like fun,” Veronica said. Kelsey nodded, her countenance still bright, then glanced at Patrick.

He studied her face, his grin almost as wide as hers. “My turn?” he asked and her pleasant expression faded. He held her gaze until she swallowed and looked at the glass in front of her.

“No. I think I’d like to sit for a while,” she muttered through her heavy breathing.

He ground his teeth and groaned inwardly. He could have any woman in the room. Why was the only woman he wanted rejecting him? Their eyes met and he got lost in their green depths. A bubble of hope that she would change her mind formed and was just as quickly popped when she looked away.

“Are you Patrick Lyons?” asked a blonde with short hair. The group of four young women he’d noticed earlier was now standing beside their table.

He smiled automatically. “I am.”

They all squealed and out of the corner of his eye, Patrick saw Kelsey put a finger to her ear. He tried not to laugh.

“Would you dance with us?” asked the only brunette in the group.

They weren’t his first choice of dance partners, but at least they were interested. Kelsey was looking around the room, ignoring him, and Patrick made up his mind. He nodded once and sauntered to the dance floor with a girl on each arm.

Grayson drained his beer and slanted a look at Kelsey. “Guess you missed your chance,” he said with a wink.

Kelsey rolled her eyes and let the comment go. She was determined to enjoy herself and wasn’t about to discuss Patrick, especially with Grayson. She knew Grayson believed that she should be the next to warm Patrick’s bed and was looking for a reason to tease her about it. It hadn’t been hard to come up with an excuse not to dance with Patrick. Most of her balked at the idea of being in his arms, even for a brief dance. But there was a very tiny part of her that wondered what it might be like, and if Grayson had known that, he’d have pounced on it in a heartbeat. She took another sip of her drink as she glared at the women gyrating around Patrick in the middle of the floor. “I’ll be back,” Grayson announced.

Kelsey watched as he strutted to a group of three women on the other side of the dance floor. They had a similar, but slightly more subdued, reaction to his presence than Patrick’s groupies had to their idol. From across the room, Grayson flashed Kelsey and Veronica a broad, boyish grin as he led the women onto the floor, one on each arm and one behind him.

Veronica shook her head and looked at Kelsey over her shoulder. “Boys and their toys,” she murmured. Kelsey giggled. Veronica sipped her drink then faced Kelsey, her eyes a mixture of curiosity and mischief.

“What?” Kelsey swirled the bitter amber liquid in her glass. She hated beer. Would Grayson be offended if she didn’t drink it?

“Didn’t Patrick ask you to dance?” Veronica asked.

“Yeah. So?” Kelsey answered.

“Aren’t you going to?”

“Doubt it,” Kelsey replied flatly. Veronica tilted her head and Kelsey pointed to the dance floor. “He looks pretty busy to me.” At that moment, the perky brunette kissed Patrick on the cheek as one of her friends snapped a picture. He appeared to be enjoying himself and a twinge of jealousy squeezed Kelsey’s chest, which was ridiculous considering that she wanted nothing to do with the man.

“I’m sure they’ll have to go home soon so they won’t miss curfew,” Veronica said cattily. Kelsey laughed as Veronica tipped her drink up and finished it. “Do you think I should get another?”

“That’s up to you,” Kelsey shrugged. “So, who’re you going to dance with?”

Veronica sighed. “I don’t know yet. No one’s really caught my eye.” She spun her glass between her fingers. “Maybe we should partner up, since we’ve been abandoned by the guys.” Her eyes dilated with excitement. “Or we can dance with our guards.”

“Can we do that?”

Veronica laughed. “Why not? They’re here to protect us, and what better way than by making sure we don’t dance with some psychopath loser?”

Kelsey nodded, acknowledging Veronica’s point. The bodyguards sat at a table between her and the dance floor. One was focused on Patrick, one on Grayson and the other two were scanning the room.

A man approached their table and stopped a few inches away from Veronica. He cleared his throat then smiled. Veronica batted her eyelashes and Kelsey pursed her lips to stifle a giggle.

“Would you like to dance?” His thick Southern accent made Kelsey a little homesick. “You look so familiar,” he continued, not taking his eyes off of Veronica, who only nodded her encouragement. “I saw you in a movie last year. You must be here with them.” He thumbed over his shoulder toward Patrick and Grayson, who were still dancing with their adoring fans.

“Yes and yes,” Veronica said. “And I’d love to.” The man took her hand and led her to the dance floor.

Kelsey inhaled and exhaled slowly. She hadn’t set foot in a bar in more than six years, not since she and Tim had been dating. In the aftermath of their breakup Kelsey had taken some time to study her photo albums and her heart. She’d come to realize that she’d never really liked going to bars to begin with. The revelation had made her sick.

She remembered the last time she’d been in a bar. It had been the final night of exams before winter break of her senior year. She’d wanted to go to a nice restaurant to celebrate before meeting Tim’s friends at the bar. Instead, she and Tim had gone directly to the bar for dinner and his friends had joined them there. Kelsey had sipped on one beer all night while Tim had enjoyed several drinks. They’d danced together a few times, but she’d spent most of the evening watching him play pool and arcade games with his buddies.

When the bar had finally closed at two o’clock in the morning, Kelsey and Tim had returned to her apartment. She’d been tired, he’d been horny. As much as she’d wanted to sleep, she’d given in to his wants first. That was the night she’d conceived.

At the memory, a sharp pang of loss squeezed her heart.

Kelsey tried to shake off the awful memories. She was happy now, but things had turned out so differently from her expectations. She’d been played then and accepted the consequences long ago. But that didn’t take away the hurt.

A warm touch on her hand brought her back to the present. Patrick was leaning across the table, staring deeply into her eyes. He touched her cheek and she realized a few tears had fallen. Kelsey leaned away as she wiped her cheek, embarrassed by how pathetic she must look.

“Sorry,” she muttered.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She shook her head then gave him a weak, self-deprecating smile. “I hate bars.”

His brow creased and the concern in his eyes grew by a fraction. “Then why’d you agree to come?” he questioned, a hint of sharpness in his voice.

Kelsey looked away and pulled her hand from his. She spied his dance partners in the middle of the dance floor, matching scowls on their faces. She blanked her humored expression before looking him in the eyes again and held up her index finger.

“One, y’all asked me to come.” Her middle finger went up. “Two, Grayson was right,” she added with a roll of her eyes. It wasn’t something she liked admitting. “I’ve been a bit of a recluse and it’s not polite.” She held up her third finger. “And three, I didn’t realize how much I hated bars until just this moment.”

Patrick’s lips twitched as he shook his head. “We could remedy that. Come dance with me.”

Kelsey glanced at the women behind him. Two of them had their arms crossed, toes tapping impatiently. “You’ve got your hands full already.” When she looked at him again, her treacherous heart began to beat a little faster.

His mouth was a thin line as he shrugged. The perky brunette approached the table and touched his arm. Irritation flashed across his face before he turned to the newcomer.

“Aren’t you coming back?” She motioned to the dance floor.

Patrick looked at Kelsey and waggled his eyebrows invitingly. She shook her head and his eyes narrowed.

The brunette assessed Kelsey for a moment then looped her arm through Patrick’s, eyeing Kelsey as she claimed her prize. Kelsey held back a laugh as she returned the look with one that said that she could have him. Kelsey was done dealing with charming players who would only break her heart. She wasn’t strong enough for that.

Patrick cleared his throat. “I’ll be there in a minute,” he said smoothly as he disentangled himself. The brunette nodded at him, shot Kelsey a dirty look, and walked back to her friends. “You’re sure you won’t? I hate seeing you sitting here all alone.” He took Kelsey’s hand and gave it a slight tug.

“I told you . . . I’ll be fine.” She pulled her hand away again. “Your harem awaits.” She motioned toward the girls with a game-show-type flourish.

“Why must you be so stubborn?” Patrick snapped, placing both hands on the table and leaning over them.

“Why must you be so persistent?” Kelsey answered. “Why can’t you get that I don’t want to dance with you through your thick skull?”

He inched closer. “Afraid you’ll enjoy it too much?”

“Not at all,” Kelsey said coolly, sounding calmer than she felt. “There’s nothing we could do together outside of work that I’d enjoy.”

The look in his eyes turned mischievous. “I wouldn’t be too sure about that. You barely know me.”

“I know enough about you.” She narrowed her eyes at him, daring him to argue.

He clenched his jaw then spun on his heel and rejoined the girls, throwing each arm around a skinny shoulder. Once he was on the dance floor again, Kelsey exhaled slowly and felt a little lightheaded. She shook it away, debated taking a long sip of her beer, then turned her attention to the dancers and other patrons at the bar.

Everyone’s focus seemed to be on one of her three co-stars, and it was easy to tell which one by the expression on the faces. Those watching Grayson seemed amused. The men watching Veronica looked as enamored as the man who had asked her to dance had been. The women seemed to care less; after all, with Grayson and Patrick there, they couldn’t be bothered with the type of men they saw every day.

The ones watching Patrick, however, had the strongest reactions.

Some of the men watched, openly in awe, while others observed him out of the corner of their eyes, mimicking his moves on the dance floor or the way he carried himself. The women were all desperate for his attention. Whether on the floor beside him or standing on the sidelines, they tossed their hair, batted their eyelashes, or wiggled their fingers at Patrick Lyons.

Patrick’s partners created a barrier around him. The girls took turns touching his arms and shoulders and occasionally got their faces within inches of his. He met Kelsey’s glare with a smile and a wink, then turned his back on her to fully devote himself to the brats. Kelsey rolled her eyes, annoyed with herself by how much it bothered her.

Grayson was in the middle of the dance floor, talking to almost everyone within earshot. It appeared he’d lost interest in the women he’d started dancing with, but they hadn’t lost interest in him. They were clustered on the floor, not far from him. Kelsey considered joining him until Patrick approached him and she looked somewhere else.

Veronica was still close to the outer edge of the dance floor, not far from her bodyguard at the end of the bar. She was clearly having a good time; she’d gathered a small group of admirers but wasn’t really paying attention to her original partner. He was obviously still smitten with her, however, and Kelsey felt sorry for him.

“C’mon.” A hand on her arm, trying to pull her out of her seat, took Kelsey by surprise. Grayson frowned down at her. “We’re dancing.”

She reluctantly stood up, hoping to ease his grip. “I really don’t want to.” She planted her feet and tried holding her ground, but he pulled her around the table and onto the dance floor.

“I don’t think I asked,” he stated. “You look pathetic sitting there by yourself.” Kelsey’s mouth fell open and the corners of his lips began to turn up as he took her hand and started dancing. After a while, she relaxed. “See, that’s not so bad,” he said as he spun her. She shook her head and he pulled her closer. She focused over his shoulder but could feel him staring at her face.

She leaned back to look at him. “What?”

“How’re you feeling?”

“I’m fine, why?”

“Patrick said you were upset. He asked me to look after you,” he replied.

Kelsey shook her head. “Thanks, but I don’t need a sitter.”

“No, but he seemed concerned.”

“So concerned he went back to dancing with those girls,” she argued.

“It was just a dance. You could be a little nicer to him,” Grayson scolded.

Kelsey pressed her lips together, still not in the mood to discuss this with him. “Maybe,” she replied softly.

“So, what’s up? This isn’t like you.” He raised an eyebrow and she sighed, knowing he was right. He continued, “Red, he’s just trying to be a friend.”

“I’m sorry, I’ll try to be nicer,” she said.

He looked away. “I’m not the one you need to apologize to,” he whispered in her ear.

They danced for another song and a half before walking back to their table. Veronica was already seated there, talking to some of the bodyguards. She grinned as they joined her. After Kelsey sat down, Grayson went back to the bar and returned with three more beers.

Kelsey tilted her head in confusion. “Where’s Patrick?”

“He left,” Grayson stated. “It’s his sister’s birthday and he needed to call her.”

Kelsey looked over the crowd and couldn’t locate the women Patrick had been dancing with. Grayson, who had been watching her, started to smirk.

Kelsey narrowed her eyes at him. “And his dance partners?”

Grayson chuckled before taking a sip of his beer. “Don’t know where they went.”

“Yeah, right,” she mumbled, mistrusting every word he said. Deciding to change the subject, she turned to Veronica. “You looked like you were having fun.”

“I was,” she replied. “He wasn’t a bad dancer, but I think he got a little bored.”

“I think you got a little bored,” Grayson said.

Veronica nodded and shrugged her thin shoulder. “What about you, Grayson? Did you have fun with your group?” she teased him.

He shook his head vigorously. “No,” he grumbled. “They argued constantly. Over everything! First it was who got to dance where, then one of them stood closer than the others and that wasn’t okay . . .” He gestured wildly as he continued to recount his evening, “. . . and they couldn’t agree on what movies I’d been in. And heaven forbid someone else want to dance with me. Some poor, brave soul looked at me for a second, and they wanted to take her out back and knock her into next week.” Veronica and Kelsey stared wide-eyed at him, laughing at his animation. He looked up thoughtfully. “Maybe we should hire them as bodyguards.” When he turned his attention back to Veronica and Kelsey, his face was a mask of seriousness. “I thought they might hurt me,” he whispered. “I had to waltz away from them and hope they didn’t notice.”

Kelsey wiped tears of mirth from her cheeks.

When they’d stopped laughing, they went back to the dance floor for a little while before calling it a night. Kelsey tried not to think of Patrick and what he was doing at that moment. She was trying not to feel angry at him for leaving.

She was also trying to quash the jealousy she was feeling.
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Grayson and Kelsey sat at the small dining table in her trailer, playing cards. They had filmed scenes together earlier; Patrick and Veronica were currently doing the same. So far, they hadn’t discussed the previous night, meaning Grayson hadn’t yet brought it up. Kelsey was beginning to wonder how long her luck would last.

Grayson played his card and looked at Kelsey with a smirk. She flipped her card and took them both. With a raised eyebrow, she waited patiently.

“So, when do you film the kisses and love scenes?” he asked, his eyebrows bouncing up and down.

She narrowed her eyes. “It’s only one love scene,” she corrected. She and Patrick were playing former lovers who reconnect at a class reunion. The love scene already had her stomach in knots. “Two weeks, I think.” She turned over a card and looked at him expectantly.

“Nervous?” He flipped a card and she took them both again.

She shrugged. “A little, I guess. I’ve never done a love scene before.” She laid down another card in an effort to keep the game going.

He did the same and took them. “You gonna practice?”

“Practice what?” Kelsey played her card, avoiding eye contact.

“Duh, Kelsey.” Grayson put his cards down and she looked up. “What do you think I’m talking about?”

“No, we won’t be practicing.” She ignored his last question.

“You’re sure?”

She slapped her card on the table. “Positive.”

“But he’s a pro. He could help you—”

She scowled at Grayson and he stopped talking. With a furrow in his brow, he picked his cards up.

They played four more cards before he asked, “What bothers you so much about him?” The seriousness in his tone had Kelsey studying his face.

“You mean aside from the number of women he’s slept with and the stories that follow him everywhere he goes?” She put her cards down. “Or how about the fact that he picked up a group of almost-underage fans last night and did who knows what with them in his hotel room?”

“Oh my god, are you serious?” he scoffed. “You don’t know if he took them back to his room last night—”

“And you do?” she interrupted sharply.

Grayson dropped his cards on the table as a brief flash of irritation crossed his face. He wiped it away with his hand. “Regardless of what you think he did last night, why is it such a big deal to you?”

Kelsey shook her head dumbly and glared at him.

“Don’t give me that condescending look,” Grayson snapped. “You’ve done everything in your power to avoid Patrick and now you have the gall to act offended by his actions?”

Her jaw dropped.

“It’s not just Patrick either. You make all of us come to you.” He motioned to his surroundings, her trailer. “You don’t put forth any effort to interact with us off set. You’ve been acting like a snobby bitch ever since we started filming, and it’s getting old.”

“How dare you!”

“Oh please,” he groaned. “Don’t act all righteous. You know it’s true.”

“Maybe so, but I have my reasons.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

“You’re right. I don’t.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I never took you for a prude.”

“I’m not!” she exclaimed defensively and quickly shut her mouth. “I just don’t want to get involved with someone like Patrick Lyons. I hear what the crew says about him. I know he’s slept with all of his leading ladies, and then some.”

Grayson raised his eyebrow and shrugged. “Again, why should you care? You’ve made it obvious to everyone, including Patrick, that you want nothing to do with him.”

Kelsey closed her eyes to keep from rolling them. Arguing with Grayson always made her feel like she was talking to a child.

Grayson stood, walked to the refrigerator, and retrieved two bottles of water. He returned to the table and placed one in front of her. “Half of what the crew says is just stories. I know for a fact they aren’t all true. I’ve worked with him on at least two movies in the last three years. And he’s worked with Veronica before and they haven’t slept together.”

She watched him sit down again.

He put the bottle to his lips and held her gaze. “No one likes to be hated because of rumors.” He took a sip of water.

“I don’t hate him,” she argued. “I just don’t want people thinking I’m next.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” he said and laughed once. “With the way you’ve been acting, no one would think that.”

She grabbed her water bottle and wished it were Grayson’s neck. “What does that mean?”

“Exactly what you want it to.”

She growled, stood, and walked to the counter. “Look, I’m just not interested in dating anyone, let alone him.” After what had happened with Tim, she’d had very little interest in dating, and had only tried it for a little while after moving to Los Angeles, but nothing long term. If she dated, she ran the risk of exposing herself, both personally and publicly. “I just want to keep a low profile.”

“What fun is that?” Grayson scoffed.

“For goodness sakes, I just met him,” Kelsey nearly screeched.

“Five months ago.”

“I don’t really know him that well,” she grasped at straws.

“That’s your fault,” he replied. “Even if you don’t hook up in some way . . .”

She narrowed her eyes.

He grinned and ignored her. “He’s a well-respected actor and it’d be good for you to have a connection like him. It could help your career.”

“Forgive me if I don’t want to help my career that way,” she snapped.

He stood and stalked toward her. “You need to forget the way you were taught to view certain things.” As he got closer, she stood taller. “You’re not in the Bible Belt anymore, my dear. Things are different here.” He folded his arms across his chest. “It could be fun and beneficial at the same time,” he murmured.

She looked him in the eyes. “Beneficial? How?”

He placed a hand on the counter beside her. “You might learn a thing or two.”

“I don’t need to learn anything from him.”

Grayson leaned closer. “Then just do it for the fun.”

“I think you worry too much about fun,” Kelsey grumbled.

He shrugged. “Everyone needs to have a little fun.” Grayson smiled with an impish twinkle in his bright green eyes. She scowled and put a hand on his chest to push him away as the trailer door opened.

Patrick climbed the stairs, staring at them. He had a feeling that he was interrupting something. Grayson winked at Kelsey and walked back to the table. Kelsey went over to the couch and sat on the end farthest away from the smirking Grayson.

Patrick watched the interactions between Kelsey and Grayson as he paused on the top step. “Everything okay?”

Kelsey nodded and Patrick was happy to not be on the receiving end of the sharp look she was currently giving Grayson.

“What’s going on?” Veronica had followed him in and plopped into the chair beside the door.

“We were just talking,” Grayson answered. “I’m not sure Kelsey was enjoying our conversation as much as I was.”

“What were you talking about?” Patrick asked.

“He was just trying to give me career advice,” Kelsey said stiffly. “And he’s right. I wasn’t enjoying it as much as he was.” Grayson snorted a laugh as Kelsey kept her head down and her cheeks turned slightly pink. Patrick’s curiosity grew, but when she looked up again, her color had returned to normal. “So, are you both done filming?”

Patrick nodded. “For now.”

Veronica sighed deeply.

Kelsey’s expression softened as she turned to Veronica. “You look tired,” she said as she pulled her knees up to rest them against the back of the couch.

Veronica nodded and closed her eyes. “I think I’m going to spend the night in my room, doing as little as possible.”

“I thought we were going out,” Grayson grumbled.

“Ugh, not again,” Kelsey groaned without looking at him.

“Why not?” Grayson whined. “Last night was fun.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Kelsey mumbled.

Patrick silently agreed. The dancing had started out promising, but by the end of the night, he’d been miserable. He had hoped that Kelsey would dance with him and her stubborn refusal had bewildered him so much, he’d left earlier than he’d intended. To make matters worse, Grayson had come to his hotel room later to inform Patrick that he’d gotten Kelsey to dance with him. Again. Then Grayson had tried to laugh with him over Kelsey’s idea that Patrick had actually taken those immature brats back to his room.

Patrick hadn’t found that the least bit funny.

“It was fun for everyone but you, Red, and that was your fault,” Grayson chided.

Patrick felt the heat from Kelsey’s fiery look from where he stood. “We can find another way to entertain ourselves without going out tonight,” he suggested, trying to placate them both.

“We could watch movies,” Veronica proposed through a yawn.

“Grayson, it’s Friday night,” Kelsey stated, ignoring the other comments.

“Your point?” Grayson’s grin was false innocence; mischief danced in his eyes.

With a muffled groan, Kelsey rolled her eyes. “We’re in a college town in the South,” she explained as if talking to a child, “and it’s the night before a home football game.”

“All the more reason to go out.” Grayson looked at Patrick. “Am I right?”

Patrick shook his head, sure he wouldn’t like where this conversation was heading.

“Aw, c’mon. I thought you liked those Southern co-eds.”

Patrick was right, he didn’t like where the conversation was heading. His eyes narrowed and his lips tightened. “I didn’t say that.”

“Yes, you did. Remember? We met those sorority chicks at that club in Vegas. You said something about that song, “California Girls.” You said you couldn’t wait to experience the Southern girls.” Grayson’s hearty laughter died abruptly when he looked at Kelsey.

Patrick saw her horrified expression then briefly glanced over his shoulder and met Veronica’s half-amused, half-embarrassed grimace. He looked out of the window directly across from him as he plotted Grayson’s slow, painful demise.

Kelsey visualized daggers at the top of Grayson’s head. At least he’d had enough sense to be abashed by what he’d said, and was now focusing on the table, refusing to meet her glare. “Okay, Grayson, first of all, you’re too old to be going after co-eds. That’s just asking for trouble,” she said and cast a quick glance at Patrick, who was focused on the window, an angry frown on his face. She hoped he was thinking of the women he’d been dancing with last night and was suitably ashamed of his behavior, as well. Kelsey looked back at Grayson. “Second, unfortunately, the co-eds will still be here next week, but the alumni and the rest of the game traffic won’t be. I’m just suggesting we wait until some other time, when it’ll be less crowded.”

She crossed her arms and tried to ignore Patrick, who was now staring intently at the floor as he leaned against the counter with his arms and ankles crossed. She could feel the irritation rolling off of him.

“Sounds good to me,” Veronica said, both eyes closed again. “Besides, we went out last night and we’ve all got scripts to study and lines to rehearse this weekend.”

“Great,” Grayson said with only a hint of sarcasm.

“And if we get bored, we can stay in and watch movies,” Veronica added.

Kelsey nodded and looked at Grayson. His lip curled slightly. “Well, then I guess it’s decided,” Grayson murmured. “Are we going to finish our game?” He pointed to the cards, still stacked neatly on the table. Kelsey ignored him and laid her head against the small window at her back as, understanding her clearly, he slowly put the cards away. “It’s a bit too exciting in here for me. I’ll talk to you all later,” Grayson said as he walked to the door. He left and they all remained silent.

“I’m going to my trailer too,” Veronica mumbled. “Maybe I can get a little nap, or at least enough coffee to keep me going.”

Kelsey gave her a small smile as she left, then her eyes drifted to Patrick, who hadn’t moved. She turned her attention to the window again and started to think about what Grayson had said earlier.

It really shouldn’t matter to her how many women Patrick had slept with; it really wasn’t her business. But could she ignore the rumors, exaggerated or not, and at least establish a friendship with him? She knew she wasn’t as open with him as she could be, but she didn’t open up to many people. She hadn’t in a long time. Despite their closeness, even Grayson didn’t know everything about her past.

Patrick sat down on the opposite end of the couch and watched the light play off of Kelsey’s face. She was lost in her own thoughts and he wasn’t ready to disturb them. He admired her clear, green eyes and how pure and innocent they looked. He studied the rest of her face again and saw a few small things he hadn’t noticed before, like the random freckles on her cheek and the slight arch in her brow. He shifted in his seat to adjust his view and she glanced at him for a moment.

“What was really going on between you two?” he asked.

Her brow puckered. “I told you already, we were just talking.”

The corner of his lips twitched to lift. He didn’t believe her. “He was just giving you career advice?” When she nodded, he added, “I could probably offer you something better.”

Kelsey looked at her lap and shook her head. “I bet you say that to all the girls.” She immediately looked at him and covered her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she whispered through her fingers.

“Really?” he murmured and suddenly had the sneaking suspicion she and Grayson had been talking about him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I think you know exactly what it means.” She dropped her hand and looked out the window again.

He wasn’t going to let her off that easily. “No, I’m afraid I don’t,” he taunted, “Would you care to explain?” He was rewarded with a squirm from Kelsey, but she still wouldn’t look at him.

“Like you don’t read the tabloids,” she scoffed.

He tried, unsuccessfully, to laugh that off. “You’re kidding, right?” He walked to the counter. “Those rags that have a picture of me with my latest co-star, right next to the picture of the woman who just gave birth to a giant pumpkin? That’s ridiculous. You don’t believe that stuff, do you?” The horrified look on her face made him immediately regret his question.

“I do believe there’s more fact than fiction when it comes to stories about you.” She pinned him with her eyes. “As a matter of fact, I’ve heard quite a few tales of your exploits from the crew.”

“I try not to listen to the stories they tell. They get bored and try to one up each other when they’re not working. One of the boom operators claimed he jumped off the roof of a ten-story building and walked away. Not everything they say is true.”

She turned back to the window and Patrick gritted his teeth. He wondered if this was the reason she avoided spending time with him. It was almost funny that she had let his reputation bother her so much.

Almost.

Her attitude regarding his behavior got under his skin, but he had no idea why. In his career, he’d never had an actress balk at filming with him because of his reputation. The ones who hadn’t liked it simply didn’t work with him. Kelsey’s reaction wasn’t exactly new to him, but it bothered him more than most.

After a few minutes of silence, he sat on the couch again. “They’re just friends, you know, it’s no big deal.”

Her eyes darkened slightly. “Friends with benefits,” she mumbled.

“What’s wrong with that?” he teased, hoping to lighten the mood.

Her scowl deepened. “I don’t typically kiss my friends in the middle of a crowded airport. Or make out with them in the back booth of a darkened restaurant.”

His grin deepened. “You should try it sometime,” he purred and leaned closer to her.

She jumped up like she’d been bitten and walked to the counter. “No, thank you,” she barked. “That kind of behavior doesn’t interest me.”

Patrick remained on the couch, pressing his lips together, trying not to laugh at her wide-eyed surprise.

“I’m glad you find this funny.” She narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms.

“Prudish behavior is not very becoming, Kelsey,” he said as she huffed. Patrick walked to the table and leaned against it. “You’re telling me it doesn’t interest you at all?”

Her long, light brown hair swayed as she shook her head.

“Is that a ‘no, it doesn’t interest you,’ or ‘no, that’s not what you’re saying’?” Patrick asked, teasing her while seeking clarification.

“That’s not what I’m saying,” she said quietly.

He took a step toward her and she stiffened. “Then what does interest you?” he asked.

Patrick stopped where he was and stared deeply into her eyes. There was a knock on the door and Grayson climbed a couple of steps. He cleared his throat before Kelsey looked at him.

“They need you on set,” Grayson said. Kelsey nodded and followed him out of the trailer with one last look at Patrick.

Patrick waited until the door closed behind them before he turned around. Through the window, he watched Kelsey and Grayson walk away. Grayson put his arm around her and said something in her ear. Kelsey’s entire body relaxed and she smiled broadly. She turned her head, and Patrick saw a little dimple in her left cheek and something inside him stirred.

She was probably the most unusual woman he’d ever worked with. It was going to be hard for him to keep his distance, regardless of what she wanted.
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Kelsey threw the refrigerator door open and nearly climbed into it. The cool air was the only thing she could think of to soothe her queasy stomach. After spending all weekend rehearsing, they’d finally agreed to their movie night on Monday. Grayson, of course, had brought a horror movie and then insisted on watching it first. Thirty minutes of blood and gore had proven to be almost enough to make Kelsey lose her dinner.

“Are you feeling all right?” asked a smooth voice behind her.

She gritted her teeth as she grabbed a bottled margarita, closed the door, and turned to Patrick with a tight lipped smile. “Great,” she lied. “Thanks.”

“Trying to cool the entire room?” he teased her as he stepped up to the counter and picked up a water bottle.

She shook her head and turned away from the living room. The light from the movie playing off of Veronica’s distorted features was too much for her to stomach. She put the cool bottle to her neck and breathed slowly out.

“Too much?” He sat on the floor with his back against the cabinets, the fridge on his left, and motioned for her to follow suit. She sat facing him.

“I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t go in to nursing.” The screams and sound of gore from the other room reached a crescendo and Kelsey shuddered in response. “We should probably let Veronica watch her movie tonight, we owe her that. I certainly have no intention of going back in there,” Kelsey whispered as she twisted the cap off the bottle.

“Well, I can’t let you sit in here all alone.”

Kelsey dragged the bottle along her cheek and Patrick’s eyes were drawn to it. “You don’t have to do that,” she argued, slightly shaking her head. “I don’t mind—”

He held his hand up to stop her. “I know you don’t mind being alone, but what kind of host would I be?” He flashed a roguish grin. “Besides, I don’t get many opportunities to talk to you.”

Kelsey turned away. Great, another reminder. Grayson had said it no fewer than ten times since their conversation in her trailer. Veronica had just mentioned it after Kelsey’s arrival in Patrick’s hotel suite. She was beginning to feel like the recluse she was pretending to be. “That’s true.”

He touched her hand with his finger. “I’m glad you agreed to this movie night.”

Kelsey jerked her hand away and sharpened her gaze on him. He looked innocent enough, but what was he up to? And why was her heart beating so quickly? “Well, it’s better than a bar.”

“You don’t like dancing?”

She shook her head. “I never said that.”

Patrick’s lips curved upward. “That’s right,” he said softly. “You just don’t like dancing with me.”

Kelsey opened her mouth a few times but no words came out. She had no defense for her actions and couldn’t think of anything to say.

“How could I change your mind?” he added in a low, silky voice as he inched closer.

Her pity quickly changed to caution. He was picking up where he’d left off in her trailer three days earlier. Did he really have such a one-track mind? His smirk broadened as the silence grew between them. Kelsey’s ire was hot in her throat.

She frowned at him. “I believe I made it perfectly clear that I’m not interested.”

“Actually, you didn’t.” He looked away. “We were in the middle of clarifying what exactly you aren’t interested in when we were interrupted.”

“Oh, please,” she scoffed. “You’re not that stupid.”

“No?” He cocked his head. “No, it’s not my intelligence you question, is it?” he asked. Then before she could answer, he laughed humorlessly. “No, that’s not what you don’t like about me.” He pinned her with a scowl. “We have established that, haven’t we?”

Kelsey’s cheeks grew warm. The last thing she wanted was to sit here and discuss her reasons for not liking him. She scrambled to stand.

He stayed her with his hand on her wrist. “I’m sorry,” he apologized sheepishly. “That wasn’t very nice of me.”

As she sat back down, she marveled at how the heat from his hand radiated through her body. “No,” she murmured, “it wasn’t.”

He removed his hand and leaned away.

“But I guess I deserved it.” She pulled her knees to her chin and wrapped her arms around them.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Patrick argued. “Just because you’ve been standoffish and silent whenever I’m around doesn’t mean I can be rude to you.”

“Wow, you’re full of it tonight.” She lifted an eyebrow as he shrugged a shoulder. “Okay, let’s clarify things, shall we? I think you have a horrible reputation with women and I have no interest in contributing to that.” He opened his mouth but she ignored it. “I find your behavior repulsive and the last thing I want is to give you, or anyone around you, ideas about us. There will be no us, is that understood?”

His jaw clenched and he nodded.

“Good.” She stretched her legs and began to stand. “Since we’re clear, I’m sure you don’t feel the need to continue this conversation, so I’ll go back to my room.”

“Wait just a second.” He grabbed her arm. “I don’t know if I should find your assumptions funny, or be insulted by them.” He yanked her closer and onto the floor beside him. She landed with a small “oomph” and he bit back an apology. “I’ve never been disrespectful, I’ve never been rude. But you seem to take every one of my actions as an attempt to seduce you. You either think too little of me or too much of yourself.” Her emerald eyes were huge; he’d either taken her by surprise or hurt her feelings. Probably both. He released her arm and she sat frozen, staring at him, pouting her full, kissable lips. “I don’t get it, Kelsey.” He laid his head against the cabinet door, trying unsuccessfully to clear his mind of his suddenly impure thoughts. “You seem like such a nice person. You laugh and joke and smile at everyone else and completely ignore me. All because you don’t like something you think I do?”

She opened her mouth then closed it again. Her head tilted to the side and she studied him silently for what felt like an eternity. “You’re right,” she practically whispered. He turned his head toward her, shocked by her quiet confession. “Is that a first for you?” Her soft voice was doing nothing to change the direction of his thoughts. It was actually making them worse. She’d probably hate that.

He closed his eyes and considered her question. His whole career, he’d done whatever he pleased, and the only person who had ever expressed her displeasure with his “reputation” had been his mother. Most actresses used it to their advantage. None had ever balked at the idea. And no one had ever, ever given him the cold shoulder.

When he opened his eyes again, he found hers still fixed on him. “Actually, yes,” he muttered, unable to hide the petulance as he nodded. The corner of her mouth twitched but she looked down before it could completely turn up. “Do you find that funny?” He ducked his head to try to see if she would laugh when she answered. She shook her head but wouldn’t look up. “So you’re just humoring me again then?”

“I don’t humor you.” She raised her head, amusement still played on her features. “That’s the last thing I want to do.”

His eyebrow lifted. “Yes, we’ve established that,” he said flatly. She finally beamed at him, the look he’d been waiting for, and it was glorious. It lit her face and took his breath. She was beautiful. How had he not noticed this before? He had to drag his thoughts back to the conversation. “Is that really all you think I want? Indulgence and pleasure?”

“Isn’t it?” Her grin faded and he was sorry to see it go.

“You should do that more often,” he blurted out and she tilted her head. “You have a beautiful smile. I wish I got to see more of it.”

Kelsey nodded and glanced at the door. “You didn’t answer my question.”

Her clear desire to leave was a punch in the gut. “You either find my company extremely revolting or you have a hot date. Which is it?”

She lifted her chin, her eyes focused defiantly on him.

“Tit for tat, love. You answer mine, I’ll answer yours.” He folded his arms across his chest and held her rebellious glare.

She rolled her eyes and looked away. “I don’t know why you care.”

“So, the only thing I’m supposed to care about is getting into your pants, and since you refuse to have anything to do with me, I can’t be your friend?” he questioned resentfully. There was the slightest nod of her head and a knot formed in his stomach. “Now I am offended.”

“Good,” she murmured so softly he almost missed it.

He frowned and she immediately regretted her words. What was wrong with her? There was something about Patrick that seemed to bring out her worst behavior. He sat up taller and pulled away from her as he turned his attention to the living room.

He nodded once. “No, I’m not only after indulgence and pleasure. I’m actually sitting here, taking your abuse, because I want to get to know you. If you’d rather leave, please feel free. You know where the door is.”

Her mind scrambled to come up with an apology. But apologizing might only encourage his attentions. She didn’t want to do that.

Or did she?

It was ridiculous that he caused her so much confusion. She brought her knees back up to her chest and laid her cheek on them, looking away from him. With Tim, she’d always been the kind of woman who put her needs on the back burner. She’d done everything to please him. She’d treated him like a minor god. Looking back on that behavior now made her gnash her teeth.

When she and Tim had broken up, she’d decided that she would never be that kind of woman again. She’d never bend over backward to make a man happy. She would be her own person and if someone didn’t like that, then too bad. She’d become very comfortable in her own skin in the past six years. For the last four weeks, she’d watched everyone give Patrick Lyons everything he asked for; she especially noticed the female crew members bending over backward to make him happy. It disgusted her to watch it but she knew how easy it was to slip into that behavior. Every now and then, she caught herself wanting to do just that as well.

But, Grayson was right, this was not who she was. This was not how she behaved. She barely recognized herself when she was around Patrick. She knew there was a happy medium between being nice and allowing people to walk all over her. She’d survived in Hollywood in that gray area. Her behavior around Patrick was not in that gray area. She wasn’t even sure where it fit on the color scale, but she didn’t like the person she became whenever she was around him.

She waited for him to leave her and return to the living room, but he silently remained by her side. The steady rhythm of his breathing was oddly soothing. She turned to find his attention still focused on the back of Grayson’s head.

“You’re not revolting,” she whispered.

“That’s good to know.” He didn’t smile. He didn’t even look at her. “My ego was about to take a hit.”

She was suddenly bothered by his inattention. “And I don’t date,” she added.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” His eyes shifted to his feet.

“Don’t be.” She took a sip of her now too warm, too sweet margarita. “I’m not.”

The corner of his mouth lifted slightly before he took a sip of his water. She watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed, fascinated by the movement. “I’m sure some man is to blame for that.”

She froze.

Her mouth was suddenly dry and she swallowed a couple of times, hoping to loosen her words as she moistened her mouth. Suddenly, discussing Patrick’s faults didn’t seem like the worst conversation in the world.

It would be better than talking about Tim.

“Ah,” he sighed. “I was teasing, but I guess I hit closer to home than I meant to.”

She tried to look away but he gently grabbed her chin. Her face tingled where his fingers rested but, for once, she didn’t fight the contact.

“I’m sorry.” He brought his nose closer to hers. “I’m not trying to pry.” He dropped his hand from her face as he continued to hold her with his eyes. She wanted to swim in their depths. “I just want you to know that we men are not all alike and I think that whoever he is and whatever he did, he’s an idiot for letting you go.”

She tilted her head, caught off guard by what sounded like a compliment. “Are you flirting with me?” she whispered, attempting to chastise him but failing miserably.

“Maybe.” The corners of his mouth stretched across his face as he drew nearer to her. “Are you enjoying it?”

“No more than usual.” She glanced at his lips and was almost overcome with the desire to feel them on hers. What had gotten into her? In the past few weeks, she’d worked so hard not to give in to the temptation that was Patrick Lyons, and now she felt almost willing to throw all of it away for just one kiss.

“What’re you doing in here?” Grayson whispered as he peeked over Kelsey’s shoulder.

She gasped and quickly pulled back. Her shoulder hit Grayson in the stomach, producing a grunt from him. She gave him an innocent smile and he raised an eyebrow.

“Why aren’t you watching my movie?”

“It was making me queasy,” Kelsey confessed as Grayson rose from his knees and offered her his hand.

“You’re kidding, right?” Grayson chuckled as she stood, then glanced at Patrick and quickly stopped.

“Why’s that so funny?” Patrick asked as Grayson regained his composure. Kelsey slowly turned to Patrick. He dodged her glance as he left the room and Kelsey followed him with her eyes. When he was seated on the couch again she looked at Grayson.

“Excuses, excuses,” he whispered.

“I really was feeling sick,” Kelsey argued, offended that he would think otherwise.

He smirked. “The movie ended ten minutes ago. You guys were awfully quiet.”

Kelsey’s cheeks warmed as her thoughts returned to Patrick’s mouth. She stepped away from Grayson’s probing surveillance and put her drink in the sink.

With a laugh, Grayson walked back to his seat. “Hey, Red, could you please make some more popcorn?” he asked as he sat down, still shaking with silent laughter and flashing Kelsey a childlike grin.
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Kelsey stood in the large, white tent, chewing on her bottom lip as she waited for the morning meeting with their director. Grayson stood several feet away but was surprisingly quiet, which was probably better for Kelsey. Her thoughts were riveted on her conversation with Patrick the night before.

She’d made her stance clear, so she doubted that he would make any more of a move than he already had. And his flirtation really hadn’t been that bad; it hadn’t made her terribly uncomfortable. Still, she’d tossed and turned all night, going over every word, every action, every aspect of every interaction they’d had since filming had started. Her Jekyll and Hyde behavior had been unfair and, in all honesty, exhausting. Patrick probably thought she was mentally unstable.

Sometimes she felt mentally unstable.

But now that she’d cleared the air, Kelsey could relax. Be herself. The weight on her shoulders was already lighter.

Kelsey looked up as Patrick and their director, Andy Davidson, entered the tent. Patrick handed her a cup of coffee and she lifted her eyes, round with confusion, to his face. He’d never brought her coffee; she usually waited until after the meeting for that.

“Mocha latte with skim,” Patrick said.

Kelsey’s chin dropped.

“That’s not what she likes,” Grayson snorted.

“I’m pretty sure it is,” Patrick countered and took a sip of his own coffee, acting like this was a routine interaction for them.

“No, Kelsey likes the caramel macchiato,” Grayson argued. Kelsey studied the coffee in her hand for a second, then turned to him and shook her head.

“No, I like the caramel macchiato,” Veronica stated as she entered the tent.

Grayson’s dumbfounded expression slowly turned mischievous. “Isn’t that interesting?” he whispered as he walked past Kelsey to his seat.

“Great, we’ve established coffee preferences. Now let’s talk about work, shall we?” Andy said, the corners of his mouth twitching slightly.

Kelsey glanced at her coffee, then at Patrick, and mouthed a “thank you.” He gave her a small smile and nodded.

As Andy went over the schedule for the day and the rest of the week, Kelsey congratulated herself on the civil interaction she’d had with Patrick. Granted, she hadn’t really had to say anything, but surely it was a step in the right direction. She cast a quick look at Patrick. He was engrossed in the meeting and his own gaze bounced between Andy and the script in his lap. She tried to do the same, but as Andy began to break things down to an hourly basis, there was a high-pitched squeal just outside the tent.

Kelsey looked in the direction of the sound and her heart twisted. Patrick’s dance partners from the bar were headed in their direction. She stole a glance at Patrick and saw that his eyes were closed and his jaw clenched, then looked at Andy, whose face and balding head had turned beet red.

“Ladies, this is a closed set, you have to leave. Now!”

Andy brushed past Patrick and made a beeline for the girls, who were again being led by the perky brunette who Kelsey remembered not so fondly. Patrick rose and followed at a slower pace, his shoulders squared, head held high. Three guards were already headed toward the group.

Veronica studied her nails, Grayson bounced with laughter, and Kelsey rolled her eyes. She studied the coffee in her hand and wondered about it. She’d thought it was a peace offering, but now considered it might have been bought for her for other reasons . . . none of them good.

“I wonder how often that’s happened to him,” Grayson said lowly as Veronica giggled.

Kelsey shook her head as she stood and walked to the table, grumbling, “It probably wouldn’t happen at all if he were more careful about whom he took home.” She set her coffee down as if it had burned her. She’d been so stupid, believing Patrick wasn’t as bad as she’d thought.

He was worse.

Grayson laughed directly behind her and Kelsey spun to glare at him as he said, “He didn’t take any of them home.”

She pursed her lips in disbelief then glanced over his shoulder. The girls were pleading their case, casting sly looks at Patrick. Andy was gesturing wildly at the gate, his neck, head, and face still red. Patrick stood calmly by his side, hands up placatingly, head shaking. From this distance, he appeared to be the only voice of reason. Guards flanked Andy and Patrick.

“Just stop, Grayson.” Kelsey turned her eyes to him. “I don’t want to hear it anymore. The stories are obviously true and worse than I thought.”

“So what?” he snapped. “So what if they are, Kelsey? He’s only human. I seriously doubt you’re as perfect as you pretend to be.”

Her mouth fell open and she quickly closed it as she looked away.

“We all have our naughty little habits or dark secrets.” He gripped her arm and turned her face to him. He stared deeply into her eyes. “But whatever you think his are, I can tell you for a fact that he didn’t take any of those girls back to his room.”

She grabbed his wrist and yanked his hand down. “How do you know that?” she asked defiantly, surprised by how much she hoped he would give her a solid bit of proof. She glanced at the group arguing outside again and recalled the jealousy she’d felt watching Patrick dance with those brats. Why had she been so stubborn in her refusal? It was just a dance after all.

“They were talking to the guards fifteen minutes after Patrick left. Ten minutes later, they were gone.”

Kelsey’s heart skipped a beat and she silently cursed it. She couldn’t take her eyes off of Patrick. He was gesturing calmly, trying to soothe the rising tempers. Why did she care so much who this man slept with? And why was she so relieved to hear it hadn’t been any of those women?

“He doesn’t sleep with fans; it’s one of his rules. It can cause too much trouble, especially when they’re that young.” Grayson’s serious tone drew her attention to him.

“Yes, but—”

“Kelsey, there are no ‘but’s,” Grayson sighed. Patrick and Andy were heading back to the tent. The women were being herded off of the set, still looking back at Patrick longingly. “He didn’t do that.” She heard the certainty in Grayson’s voice and realized how serious this conversation had been. Grayson was rarely serious.

Kelsey nodded as she picked up her coffee. Her eyes met Patrick’s as he walked back into the tent and she could see the irritation clearly written there, driving Grayson’s honesty home. She walked back to her seat, a crease in her brow as she took a sip of coffee with a renewed appreciation for it.
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“About time,” Janelle teased her sister over the speakerphone later that afternoon.

Kelsey leaned against the arm of the couch and stretched her legs in front of her. She closed her eyes, simply enjoying the sound of her sister’s voice. “Sorry, I’ve been a little busy,” she replied and slowly opened her eyes. They made small talk for a few minutes until Kelsey couldn’t wait any longer. “How’s school going for Zach?”

Janelle laughed. “He’s been waiting for you to call so he could tell you all about it. Let me get him.” She covered the mouthpiece and called him.

Kelsey heard his muffled steps and felt giddy.

“Hi, Aunt Kelsey.”

The excitement quickly became a lump in her throat at the sound of his sweet drawl. “Hey, buddy,” she said, sounding calmer than she felt. Being away from her family was still one of the hardest parts of her job. She hadn’t realized how much she missed him. “How’re you doing?”

A knock on her door had Kelsey turning her head to see Patrick poking his head in. Kelsey waved him in and he sat in the chair across from her.

“I’m good,” Zach said. “I miss you.”

“Oh, sweetie, I miss you too,” she replied with a wobbly smile as her own twang slipped back into her voice. “Do you like school?”

“Yes,” he answered quietly.

“Do you have a girlfriend yet?”

“Kelsey!” Janelle reprimanded.

“No,” Zach said with a giggle.

Kelsey stifled a laugh of her own and turned to Patrick. His eyes danced with amusement. “No?” she asked. “Why not?”

“Because.” Zach giggled again. “You’re silly.”

“Silly? Why is that silly?”

“I’m only five.” He had a tone of exasperation.

“Oh, okay,” she said with a resigned sigh.

“We made jack o’ lanterns with Grandpa,” he said.

“Aw, how fun.” Kelsey wistfully remembered how she’d always loved watching her father carve pumpkins before Halloween. “Are they scary?”

“No, Zoe didn’t want scary,” he stated.

Kelsey nodded. She could understand how her two-and-a-half-year-old niece wouldn’t like a frightening jack o’ lantern.

“Are you gonna come home to see them?” Zack asked, his small voice full of hope.

“No, honey, I can’t do that,” Kelsey said regretfully. “I have to work. Take lots of pictures and have your momma send ’em to me.”

“Okay.”

His sad tone made Kelsey’s heart ache. “But I will come home before Thanksgiving.” Zach squealed with delight. “And I won’t leave again until January. How does that sound?”

Patrick’s brows came together and he looked at his lap. Kelsey wondered about that for only a moment.

“Good,” Zach answered and she could hear the excitement in his voice.

Kelsey’s grin returned. “What’s Zoe doing? Does she want to talk to me?”

“She’s eating crayons,” Zach replied.

“Zoe!” Janelle yelled in the background.

Patrick chuckled and Kelsey smirked at him.

“Mommy got the crayons away from Zoe,” Zach said, giggling.

Kelsey’s amusement dissipated. “I’ll talk to you next time then, buddy. I love you.”

“Love you too.”

Kelsey heard the phone change hands. “If you fed her more often, she wouldn’t have to eat crayons,” she teased her sister when she was sure Janelle had the phone.

“Ha ha, very funny.”

Kelsey laughed and glanced at Patrick. He was sitting with an ankle on his knee, his elbow propped on the arm of the chair. His chin rested on his knuckles and his eyes caught hers and penetrated deeply into her, almost making her forget the phone call.

“Kelsey?” Janelle’s voice brought her back to the present.

“What?”

“I asked you how it was going.”

“Not too bad,” Kelsey replied then her stomach knotted before she asked, “How are things there?”

There were so many things that could be wrong.

Six months ago, Janelle and her husband, Richard, had an argument that left bruises on Janelle’s face. Kelsey immediately opened her home to her sister and the children. Zoe had just turned two and Zach was four and a half. Since Kelsey split her time between her apartment in Los Angeles and her home in Virginia, it was a comforting and cozy feeling, having them to come home to.

Richard drank heavily and gambled constantly, and his behavior had become increasingly unpredictable. Every other weekend he had visitation with the kids, but he showed up later and later, then dropped them off earlier and earlier. If he was sober, which was rare, he would beg Janelle to come home and promise her things would be better. More often than not though, he’d been drinking and would fight with Janelle. During Kelsey’s trip home over the summer, he’d come by Kelsey’s house several times, threatened Kelsey with violence, and refused to leave when asked. Kelsey had nearly called the police on more than one occasion.

“Everything’s fine,” Janelle said. Kelsey exhaled slowly and listened carefully as her sister talked about Zoe’s new milestones, Zach’s good school reports, and the students she was tutoring. After a few minutes, Janelle sighed heavily, then said, “He came by today.”

Kelsey quickly took the call off speaker phone and glanced at Patrick. He was watching her intently. Their eyes met and she quickly looked away.

“In the middle of the day,” Janelle added.

“At lunch time?” Kelsey was a bit confused.

Richard Wagoner worked for one of the largest companies in the area. His office was forty-five minutes from Kelsey’s house, not a trip he could easily make during a normal lunch break.

“No. Zoe was just getting up from her nap, so it was around two.” She paused. “He asked about you.”

Kelsey’s stomach knotted and her eyes grew large. She sat up and pulled her knee closer to her chin. “What was he asking?” she whispered, sounding calmer than she felt. She glanced at Patrick who was now sitting with his fingers steepled at his lips. Instead of adding to her anxiety, the feeling she always associated with Richard, she found Patrick’s presence soothing. The knot in her stomach relaxed and her heart rate slowed. She closed her eyes and let her mind absorb her sister’s words.

“He wanted to know how you’re doing and where you are,” Janelle answered.

“What did you tell him?”

“Nothing, of course.” Janelle exhaled and Kelsey could picture her frown. “I expected him to get angry, but he just smiled and said ‘okay.’”

“That’s odd,” Kelsey murmured.

They’d been silent for a moment or two when Janelle said, “I need to get started on dinner.”

Kelsey glanced at her watch. “Yeah, I guess you do. I’ll talk to you later.”

The sisters said their good-byes and Kelsey hung up the phone and rested her chin on her knee. She looked out the window, wondering why Richard would be asking about her. She’d never known him to show an interest in her work before. His interest now made her uneasy. She had a feeling he was up to something.

And that was never a good thing.

Patrick sat up in his chair, trying to see her face. Kelsey’s eyes were always very expressive and it bothered him that he couldn’t see them. She was absentmindedly picking at the fabric on her jeans and seemed lost in thought. The urge to help was strong, but he was at a loss as to what to do. After a few more minutes of uncomfortable silence, he cleared his throat. She slowly turned and looked as if she’d forgotten he was there.

He shook off his disappointment. “Your sister?” he asked and she nodded. “What does she do?”

“She’s a stay-at-home mom and tutors middle school students after school.”

“And her husband?” Patrick cautiously asked. He’d heard a reference to a man just before Kelsey went pale and wasn’t sure whether he was the man in question.

Her reaction said it all. She stiffened and lifted her chin slightly. “He works in finance.” Kelsey squeezed her eyes together and inhaled deeply. When she looked at Patrick again, she gave him a dimpled grin. “Thanks for the coffee this morning.”

Her change of subject couldn’t have been more obvious, and it left him wondering. Was her sister’s troubled marriage the reason for Kelsey’s avoidance of him? Or was it something in her own past? Perhaps it was a combination of the two? Whatever it was, he wasn’t going to ask. If she wanted to tell him, she’d do it in her own time.

“You’re welcome,” he finally said. “I’d meant it as a peace offering of sorts. I said some pretty cruel things last night and for that I’m sorry.”

Kelsey shook her head. “I wasn’t exactly pleasant,” she answered, all hints of her sweet southern drawl disappearing. “Apology accepted. How did you know that was my favorite?”

“I pay attention.” His dimples deepened and her cheeks turned delightfully pink. She studied his face and he sat quietly, waiting for her to say something else. When she didn’t, he asked, “What’re you doing tonight?”

“Script.” She waved to hers, lying on the dining table.

He’d hoped she would say that. “Would you like to work on it together?” he asked. “I could bring dinner.” He’d come to her trailer thinking to invite her to read lines with him that evening, but as the words fell from his mouth, he realized there was a hint of desperation in his voice. He hoped she hadn’t noticed.

She stared at him, worrying her bottom lip with her teeth. “Um . . .” She focused on the phone she was spinning in her hands.

As the silence stretched, Patrick began to regret throwing in dinner. It made perfect sense to him; they had new lines to rehearse, a good portion of them together, and they had to eat. He feared she was thinking about that morning and the impromptu visit from those brats. He hadn’t invited them; he hadn’t even told them where the set was. As he opened his mouth to explain that to her, her expression softened.

“I guess so. Yeah.”

Excitement began to bubble in Patrick’s chest.

“I was just going to get room service.” She began to spin her phone again.

“We can do that,” he quickly agreed. “I’ll come by at seven?” He hadn’t meant it to sound like a question, but she nodded her agreement. Patrick admired her for another second before Kelsey turned to the window and he left.
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Five minutes before seven, Patrick made his way down the hall, script in hand. He looked at his watch and nodded once. It was a weird feeling, this anxiety he had about spending time with Kelsey. It was definitely a new experience and he wasn’t sure where it was coming from or how he should handle it. He glanced at his watch again and with a minute to go, he knocked on her door.

She greeted him with a smile that Patrick returned as he entered the room. After a moment, Kelsey looked away and cleared her throat as she looked around the room.

“Shall we order?” She walked to the table and picked up the menu. He followed and took it from her and they ordered immediately.

As they waited for dinner, they read through their lines, without any actions per Kelsey’s request. Patrick thought it was odd but went along with it to make her happy. He insisted they’d rehearse the actions after dinner. She remained silent.

When dinner finally arrived, Kelsey carried it in and they sat at the small table to eat. She tucked a strand of light brown hair behind her ear, so focused on her plate that Patrick had time to study her without her knowledge. As nice as that was, the quiet was starting to get to him.

“So, what upset you at the bar?” Patrick asked after a few bites, hoping he wasn’t crossing a line.

She fought a grin. “That’s been bothering you?” He nodded and she looked back at her plate. After taking a bite of her chicken, she slowly chewed and he watched her thoughts playing out on her face. “It was nothing, really,” she started after she’d swallowed. “I used to go out to bars and clubs with my friends in college. I guess I just got a little nostalgic.”

“You cry when you’re nostalgic?” Patrick asked, sympathy squeezing his heart.

She laughed once. “Apparently so.” Kelsey shrugged. “The tears took me by surprise too.” He nodded and they continued to eat. “Why’d you leave early?”

“It was my sister’s birthday.” It was the truth but he hoped she didn’t think he was making it up. “I needed some quiet so I could talk to her.”

She nodded and began pushing food around her plate, playing with it more than eating.

“Tell me more about your family,” Patrick said when he felt a lull starting.

“What would you like to know?”

“You said your father’s a lawyer?” She nodded and he added, “Tell me about his favorite case.”

Her eyes narrowed and glazed over for a moment, then focused on him with a twinkle. “There was this woman,” she began and her dimple appeared. He nodded in response and she proceeded to tell him, in great detail, how the woman had tried to sue her hometown because the annual Haunted Tour had frightened her so much that she’d had nightmares until Easter. Kelsey was so animated relating the description of the events, her hands waving and voice changing as she mimicked different people. Patrick laughed until his sides hurt.

When he had the chance to recover, he encouraged her to talk about her family. She gave him a small shrug.

“You know almost everything. My dad’s a lawyer and my sister lives in my house and stays home with the kids.”

“What about your mother?” He felt as if she was holding something back but decided not to push for more. He hoped she would tell him in her own time.

Kelsey shrugged and looked at her plate. “She’s,” her eyes met his again, “Mom,” she finished on a sigh. “So, what about your family?”

Patrick’s father was a retired talent agent and his mother worked in costume design. His sister worked in casting and had married her restaurant owner husband three years ago, but didn’t have any children yet, which brought him back to the subject of Kelsey’s niece and nephew.

He loved the light in her eyes as she freely talked about them. He asked questions, simply to watch her answers. She promised to show him pictures when they were done rehearsing for the night.

On that note, he reluctantly pushed his plate away.

“Ready to get back to work?”

Kelsey glanced at her watch. “We probably should,” she said. “We don’t have too much left, right?”

The right corner of his mouth lifted slightly. “Just some kissing, I think. We’ve got the lines down pretty well.”

“We don’t need to practice kissing.” She shook her head.

Patrick leaned across the table. “Why?” he whispered, captivated by her vivid eyes.

She leaned closer and stopped, inches from his face. A lump formed in his throat. Outside of filming, it was the first time she’d ever been that close to him.

“Because,” Kelsey whispered in return.

Her breath caressed his lips and his eyes widened in response. She grinned impishly, then quickly stood and laughed as she walked away from him. Patrick sat frozen, pondering what had just happened and why his heart was racing. When his pulse rate returned to normal, he followed her to the living room.

“Because why?”

“Think about the characters for a moment.” She giggled when he rolled his eyes upward and pretended to think. He shook his head and looked at her. “Have they kissed yet?” she asked.

“Not recently, but that’s beside the point.” Patrick sat on the coffee table in front of her, not following her argument. He didn’t really want to. At the moment, he just wanted to kiss her. “Don’t you want to get it right?”

“Don’t you want it to be authentic?” she replied tartly.

He clenched his teeth. “It could still look authentic. That’s what we get paid to do.”

“I think it’d be more realistic if we didn’t practice.”

Patrick crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. She’d obviously given her argument some thought and he wondered why.

“If we practice, I could give you pointers,” he suggested. Anything to feel her mouth against his. When exactly he’d started thinking about this, he couldn’t say. “In case we need to make improvements.”

“Are you suggesting that I’m a bad kisser?” Kelsey sounded amused, but he quickly scanned her face to make sure. She had an eyebrow raised, her lips slightly puckered.

That pout was quite distracting. “No . . . no . . .” he stumbled over his thoughts. “But since you’re kinda new to this, it couldn’t hurt, right?”

Before he knew it, she was slowly leaning closer, staring into his eyes the whole time. When their noses were inches apart, she stopped. Every nerve suddenly sizzled and he smiled in anticipation. Her eyes dropped for a moment before she met his gaze with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

“I’m willing to risk it,” she whispered.

“You’re sure?” Unable to hide the lust in his voice, it took every bit of control he had to sit perfectly still.

Suddenly, her eyes rounded. “Oh,” Kelsey sighed as she stood up. Taking a step back she put her fingers to her mouth. “Sorry about that.”

Patrick didn’t break eye contact with her and waited for the panic to subside. “Sorry about what?” He rose and slowly approached her.

She waved her hand and shook her head. “Nothing,” she murmured and walked around him. She picked her script up off of the couch. “Shall we rehearse?”

Bewildered, Patrick turned and watched her straighten with her back to him. “I thought that’s what we were discussing.”

She turned and bobbed her head. “Of course.” She flipped her script open and gave him a page number to begin on.

For the next hour, they recited lines with ease. Patrick forced himself to the other side of the room when they got to any physical part. His need to be close to Kelsey had nothing to do with script now, but it seemed the behavior that had been so exciting to him had added a layer to the wall between them. And he’d thought he’d been doing so well.

“Dessert?” he asked when they finally put their scripts down.

Kelsey saw the hopeful look in his eyes and realized she wasn’t quite ready for him to leave. “Sure,” she agreed. He placed the order as she picked up the dinner mess. “Thanks,” she said after they’d placed the plates in the hall by the door.

“No problem.” He wandered over to the clean table and sat down. “Can I ask you something?”

“You just did,” she replied.

He tried not to laugh as he raised an eyebrow. Kelsey nodded and after inhaling deeply, he asked, “Why’re you such a loner?”

She considered him for a moment then sat down as well. “I’m not,” she answered softly. “I’ve done things with you all since day one.”

He shook his head. “You’ve talked to us since day one. You’ve let us come to your trailer and hang out with you. You didn’t do anything with us until we asked last week.”

“Well, why didn’t you ask sooner?” Kelsey teased.

“Don’t turn this on us.” His eyes looked even warmer than usual and his serious tone caught her off guard.

Sitting back in her chair, she shook her head. “I just didn’t think we were interested in the same things.”

“We’ve discussed this already, but you haven’t really taken the time to get to know me.” His accusation was lighthearted, but Kelsey heard the hurt behind it. “And you haven’t given me the chance to learn about you.”

She looked at her folded hands on the table. “That’s not true,” she murmured. “I’ve told you all kinds of things.”

“Kelsey, I don’t mean about your family. I want to get to know you.”

“I’ve talked to you about more than just my family.”

He placed his hand over hers. His warmth tingled up her arm and made her stomach flip. She looked up and met his penetrating brown eyes.

“True.” He nodded. “But it doesn’t get much more personal than the safe topics, your favorite book, movie, food, color.” A smile touched his lips and he leaned closer. “I’m curious to know more.”

“Why do you want to know so much?” She looked deeply in his eyes and her heart skipped. “What’re you looking for?” She suddenly wanted to kiss him, wanted to be held in his arms and share everything with him. The want was so strong it was almost terrifying.

He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb. “What’re you afraid of?”

She sat quietly, staring through him as she considered her answer. As the silence stretched, he stood and walked to the counter where he crossed his arms to wait for her response.

She slowly rose and walked toward him. “I want my life to stay separate from my job.”

“Don’t we all?”

“That’s not the impression I get,” she replied. “You, for example.”

“Me? What’ve I done?” He uncrossed his arms and stepped closer.

She fought to suppress a grin, oddly enjoying the spark of confrontation. “Because of your job, everyone knows you, everywhere you go. You embrace that. You run with it. Those women this morning, for example—”

He put his finger to her mouth to stop her. She felt a flutter at his touch. She wanted to lean into his hand and kiss his finger. She sucked air deeply into her lungs to help resist the urge. What had come over her tonight? First the flirting after dinner, now this. It was almost unsettling how far in the other direction she felt like she was heading.

“That’s just part of this life,” he argued quietly, studying the spot where his finger touched her mouth.

She laid her fingers on his and looked into his eyes. She felt the intensity of that look in her toes. Closing the distance between them, she pulled his hand away from her face. Holding it between them, his heat coursed through her blood. “No, that’s part of your life. My life is completely different.” The breathless tone surprised her and his eyes grew slightly larger.

“How?” His free hand rose to her face. She swallowed at the thought of him cupping her cheek, and again at the realization she wouldn’t stop him. He dropped his hand, running a finger along her arm as he did. She suppressed a shiver, unsure if it was disappointment or something else. She wouldn’t allow herself to consider it.

“Acting is my job, and I love it. But my life is in Virginia, with my family.” She gave a small laugh, part pride, part self-deprecation. “I can go out in public without being swarmed by fans. I’m hardly recognizable. Look at the people in the bar the other night. Except for your lovely,” she rolled her eyes for emphasis, “dance partners, no one noticed me.”

He smiled and squeezed her hand. “It won’t always be like that,” he promised.

A knock at the door interrupted them. Reluctantly, she let Patrick go to answer it. It seemed he’d ordered cheesecake, cookies, ice cream and two different cakes. She couldn’t help but laugh as he brought the desserts into the room.

“You will be recognized one day,” he continued as he placed the treats on the table.

“Maybe.” She shrugged a shoulder. “When that happens, I’ll deal with it.” They sat at the table and spread the sweets in front of them. “But for now, I’d rather not do anything that might encourage anyone nosing around in my private life.”

“So not making friends with me is the best way to do that?” he asked, his brow furrowed.

“No,” she said slowly even though that had been her intent. “But when it comes to you being you and me being the relative unknown that I am, if we were pictured on a tabloid cover together, if only once, people would still be curious about who I am or where I came from. All things that sound fine, but you know the curiosity wouldn’t stop with that, and I don’t want others thinking that they can harass my family and friends just to find out who my favorite boy band was or who I had a crush on in high school.”

Patrick’s expression relaxed and she realized this was what he’d been looking for. And sharing it hadn’t been too painful.

“I signed up for this career, and everything that goes with it. My family didn’t,” she said softly and lightly touched his hand, “and I’d like to keep them out of the spotlight as much as possible.”

It was a partial truth, but the only explanation Patrick would get. Grayson’s little comment about them all having their dark little secrets had only served as a reminder of her own little secret.

Kelsey’s mother had disowned her when she’d come home pregnant, and they’d all hidden it from as many people as possible when Kelsey had returned home to live with Janelle and Richard. She’d lived out her pregnancy in her sister’s house as a hermit. After the baby was born, she’d moved to California and had never told a soul. She couldn’t have that little secret getting out; too many lives would be disrupted.

Everyone involved in her child’s new life deserved their privacy.
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“Okay, boys and girls.” Andy handed out the weekly schedule at their morning meeting the following Monday.

After the incident with the girls at Tuesday’s meeting, he had “highly recommended” that they not go out again, so they’d spent the majority of the week going over lines, most often as a group. Grayson had moped and whined until the rest of them had agreed to another movie night on Saturday.

Kelsey sipped her coffee, which Patrick had brought her as part of his new morning ritual, as she took the schedule from Andy.

“Here’s what our major scenes look like this week,” Andy continued as he sat on the stool in front of them. He went over the day’s expectations and then talked about the rest of the week. “So, on Wednesday, Kelsey and Patrick will do their first kiss together. Friday, the scene where Kelsey and Patrick get caught by Grayson.” Kelsey wasn’t too concerned with this scene. Even though it was a minor bedroom scene, they’d be mostly clothed. “Saturday, we’ll do the major love scene.”

Already? Kelsey’s heart raced and she perused the schedule in her lap. Grayson chuckled and she tried to ignore him.

“Reunion dance scene on Monday, and hopefully we can have everything wrapped up by Wednesday . . .” Andy’s voice faded as Kelsey became absorbed in flipping through the script in her lap. She’d almost forgotten about the love scene; now she was frantically trying to come up with a way to get out of it. She wished she’d opted for the body double.

Grayson elbowed her and she realized the meeting was over. She scrambled to gather her things. Except for Patrick, who stayed to talk to Andy, everyone else scattered. Kelsey wasn’t needed on set for a couple of hours, so she headed to her trailer. When she turned the corner, she froze and gasped audibly at the sight awaiting her.

Her brother-in-law, Richard Wagoner, was leaning against her trailer, smirking. He had one foot on the side of it and his arms were crossed across his broad chest, the only sign of strength in his otherwise lean body. His thinning brown hair was neatly combed across his forehead, his blue eyes, centered over his slightly sunken cheeks, narrowed on her just before his smile broadened. She suddenly felt queasy.

“Kelsey.” Richard held his arms open when she was within three steps of him. She stopped and he took the extra steps to wrap her up, pinning her arms to her side. She suppressed a shudder and raised her hands to lightly pat his back in an abbreviated hug.

“What’re you doing here?” she hissed as she looked around. There was no one near enough to see her and she wasn’t sure that was a good thing. “This is a closed set. How did you get on it?”

“Is that any way to greet your brother?” He laughed and the strong, pungent scent of fermented wheat hit her in the face.

She refrained from making a face as she took a step backward. “Brother-in-law,” she amended. “And you need to leave.”

“We need to talk,” Richard stated as she glared at him. “Can we go in?”

Kelsey frowned and looked around again for someone, anyone, who could help if she needed it. Seeing no one, she turned to him. “We can chat right here.” She started to step past him, toward the wall of the trailer, and he grabbed her upper arm.

He roughly turned her to face him. “You don’t really want that. What if someone overheard something you don’t want them to know?”

She clenched her jaw and he bared his teeth in a snarl. “Fine,” she snapped and he released her. With one last glance around, she opened the door and entered the trailer, grumbling to herself as she walked up the steps. “What do you want?” She stopped beside the sink and crossed her arms.

He climbed the last step and stood in front of her. “What’s this? No ‘How was your drive, Richard?’ ‘It’s good to see you,’ ‘How have you been, Richard?’” he taunted, an evil glint in his baby blues.

Kelsey narrowed her eyes. She needed to get rid of him, quickly, before anyone came to see her. “At least you arrived safely.” Her lip curled in disgust. “You’ve been drinking already.” He lifted the corner of his mouth. “Cut to the chase, Richard. What is it you want? I have work to do, and you need to go.” Anger flashed in his eyes, a warning. Kelsey closed her eyes and took a deep, calming breath. “I’m sorry, I’m just feeling a little stressed.” It wasn’t entirely untrue, although the stress was caused mostly by his presence. “What can I help you with?” She opened her eyes and his sneer was now one of smug satisfaction.

“That’s better.” He wandered around the trailer, taking it all in. “Not bad. Do you stay here all the time?” She ignored his question. He exhaled dramatically as he turned. “I’m in need of some cash.”

She took a step closer to the counter and turned her back to it. “How much?” she muttered as she looked at the ceiling and tapped her foot lightly on the floor.

“Seventy five,” he answered quickly.

She pinched her lips together, trying to control her anger. “Thousand?” He nodded. “I just gave you twenty thousand, three months ago. Did you pay it off?”

He gave a Gallic shrug. “Most of it.”

“You owed money and they still let you gamble?” Her voice remained steady as her stomach churned.

“Well, there was always the prospect of winning enough to pay them back.” He took a step in her direction. “Hey, it’s not my fault.”

“No. It never is.” Kelsey rolled her eyes 

“I can’t help it if the sure things don’t always pan out,” he bit off and waved his hand dismissively.

“No.”

His expression darkened as his eyes narrowed. “What d’ya mean ‘no’?”

“No, I won’t help you.”

He stepped close enough for her to smell his breath again. “You don’t have a choice,” he snarled.

“Excuse me?” Kelsey tried to step back and realized she was against the corner of the counter. Stupid, she chided herself as she took a step to the side; he did too. Pulling her shoulders back, she stood as tall as she could. Still, her eyes only reached his mouth. “How do you figure that?”

“I figure you owe me.” His glower was lethal. “I took you into my home after you screwed up in college. I took care of your problems for you and the first thing you did when you made it big was buy a big house and take my family away from me.”

She shook her head and put her hands up, palms toward him. “Richard, you know that’s not true. I never asked Janelle to leave you. She left you because you drink and you gamble. If you’d just stop, she might reconsider.” That’s a long shot.

“I drink because of you and everything you’ve put me through,” he hissed.

“I’ve done nothing to you.”

Richard leaned over until his face was closer to Kelsey’s. “Haven’t you?”

Kelsey’s legs shook with fear, but her stomach churned with anger. She moved to step aside and he placed his hand on the counter beside her, caging her.

“You’ll give me that money. If you don’t, you will regret it.”

“I can’t,” she lied, keeping her voice steady.

“You mean you won’t?” he growled and raised his hand. She defiantly met his black look, almost daring him to hit her. His grin turned feral and he brought his hand back. As Kelsey closed her eyes and threw her arm up to block the impact, she heard a knock on the door.

“Don’t you dare!” Patrick’s exclamation was followed by two quick footsteps. Kelsey opened her eyes in time to see Patrick shove Richard away as he stepped between them. “Guard!” he bellowed out the still open door.

Kelsey put her hand on his arm. “No!” she protested, more loudly than she’d meant to. Richard raised an eyebrow and Patrick turned and gave her a dirty look. “No, it’s all right. He was just leaving.” Richard sneered as he took a business card out of his pocket and handed it to her. “And he won’t come back,” Kelsey said slowly and loudly as Richard descended the steps and left her trailer with a laugh.

“Kelsey, what’re you doing?” Patrick turned to her, his brow wrinkled with concern. “You can’t just let that guy walk away.”

She glanced at the card in her hand. Richard’s bank information was scribbled on the back. “I have to.” Tears of anger and frustration slid down her cheeks as she put the card in her pocket. “He’s my sister’s husband.”

Patrick’s expression softened as he put his arms around her. “Why?” he whispered. She could only shake her head.

He laid his cheek on her head and held her close. She took comfort in Patrick’s arms only long enough to stop the tears then stepped away and started to pace.

“Are you okay?” he asked quietly as he stepped into her path.

Kelsey stopped and looked at him blankly, then nodded and resumed her pacing. Her brows came together and apart as she mentally debated the pros and cons of paying off Richard’s debt . . . again.

Pro, she wouldn’t have to worry about seeing him until he needed money again.

Con, he’d eventually need money again and it would probably be an even larger amount.

Pro, she wouldn’t have to worry about anyone going after Janelle for the money he owed.

Con, if she didn’t pay it off, he’d get angrier and then who knew what he’d do.

“Why’d you let him walk away?” Patrick stepped in front of her again.

Having forgotten he was there, Kelsey stopped short. “I told you already,” she answered as she waved him off. “He didn’t hurt me, so I had to.” She stared into his dark eyes, saw his clenched jaw, and felt her world tilt. His anger confused her.

“Why?” he snapped.

“What else would you have me do, Patrick? He’s married to my sister. He’s the . . .” Kelsey paused and swallowed, “. . . he’s the father of her children. As much as I don’t like it, they need him around. Him sitting in jail wouldn’t do any of us any good,” she answered, her voice rising.

“I don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to,” she bit off and resumed her pacing. “This has nothing to do with you. I have my reasons for doing what I did and you don’t have to agree with them,” she added through clenched teeth as she turned to face him.

Patrick was taken aback by the anger in her eyes. Her brother-in-law obviously wanted something, but what it was, or why his presence had upset her so much, was beyond Patrick’s comprehension. He didn’t like that. Patrick recalled her short responses and quick change of subject when he’d asked about Richard. Clearly, the loathing between Richard and Kelsey was deep and ran both ways.

Kelsey approached Patrick and softly said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.” She took his hand in hers and he felt her trembling.

“I’m just worried.” He pushed aside his anger to smile soothingly, fighting the urge to pull her into him and wrap her in his arms until she stopped shaking.

“I’m fine.” She released his hand and walked to the counter then opened the refrigerator and pulled out a bag of apples. As she set them on the counter, Patrick slowly moved closer.

“What’re you doing?” he asked cautiously.

Her shaky hand pulled a knife out of the drawer and Patrick took a step back. “Fixing a snack,” she said with a small shrug. “Would you like some?”

He took her wrist and held it tight. “Kelsey, I don’t think you should be handling a knife.”

She looked down to where he held her and he slowly, reluctantly, opened his fingers. Her hand started to shake again and she looked surprised.

She put the knife down. “No, I guess not,” she agreed quietly.

“Talk to me,” Patrick said and she looked at him. Her anger had subsided, but he could still see fear in her eyes. “What did he want?”

She swallowed. “Money.” Her jaw clenched once. “Same thing he always wants,” she added bitterly.

“Why?”

“Gambling debts.”

“How much?” Their eyes were locked on each other.

She sighed. “More than a little.”

Patrick raised an eyebrow and she stuck her chin out. Afraid she was about to shut him out, he softened his gaze. He wasn’t going to force her to talk, but he wanted, felt compelled, to help her. She relaxed and shook her head. He exhaled the air he hadn’t realized he was holding.

“What’re you going to do?” Patrick asked as Kelsey turned back to the counter.

“I don’t know.” With a glazed look, she cut into an apple. “I’m trying to figure that out.”

“What’s there to figure out? Why should you bail him out after that?”

She pressed her lips together in a look that was sweet and condescending at the same time. “It’s not that simple.” She was focusing on the apple again. When she’d finished slicing it, she picked up another. “I’ve got to think about my sister and the kids.” She looked at him again and her eyes were calmer, back to their clear green color that he was beginning to enjoy so much.

Patrick took a step closer as he studied her face. “He should, too, don’t you think?”

She looked away. “He should but he doesn’t.” She split the apple. “I’m just afraid that if he doesn’t pay them off, they’ll come after her, and since she doesn’t earn that much, she’ll have to come to me anyway. She’ll hate herself for coming to me, and she’ll hate him for putting her in that situation.”

“She should hate him,” Patrick stated as he traced her hairline with his eyes. When he reached her chin, Kelsey cried out in pain and the knife hit the counter. He looked down and saw that she was holding one hand in the other, and blood was starting to ooze between her fingers. “Are you okay?”

Remembering her queasiness on movie night, he put his arm around her waist to steady her. He looked at her hand again and saw more blood then grabbed a bunch of paper towels and replaced her hand with his and the towels. He led her to the couch as the color drained from her face. His heart began to pound in his chest.

“You look pale, lie back,” he softly commanded her before turning to the door. He opened it and pointed to the first person he saw. “I need a paramedic, now!” He closed the door, grabbed another paper towel to clean her uninjured hand, and quickly returned to her side.

Kelsey closed her eyes and focused on breathing, struggling to get the nausea under control. She looked at Patrick for a moment when he gently stroked her cheek then closed her eyes again. She felt him take her hand as he held the towel around her thumb and kept it above her heart. The paramedic came into the trailer without knocking, and Kelsey opened her eyes.

She saw Patrick gazing down at her, his eyes and forehead wrinkled with concern. He moved closer to her head and held her hand out for the EMT to examine. Her head was swimming and the only words she could hear clearly were “stitches” and “hospital.” She watched Patrick nod his agreement and the medic left.

She swallowed a couple of times to moisten her throat. “What’s going on?”

“I’m taking you to the hospital. You need several stitches and they can’t do that here. It’s not sterile enough,” he frowned briefly as he stepped away to grab another towel.

“You shouldn’t,” she tried to argue.

“Why not?” He knelt beside her and took her hand with the clean towels.

“Patrick, there’s no need for both of us to be gone.” She tried to sit up but he stopped her with a hand on her forehead. Lying back, she drew strength from his calm manner. “If you stay, you can work on some of your solo scenes. If you come with me, it’ll delay things and Andy won’t like it very much.”

“Too bad,” he said, putting a quick end to their discussion just as Andy came in the door.

Doesn’t anyone knock anymore? Kelsey thought.

Patrick quickly explained to Andy what had happened, leaving out Richard’s visit, and that he was going with Kelsey to the hospital.

“You can stay here and we’ll move up some of your scenes,” Andy argued. Kelsey inwardly humphed; she’d thought the same thing.

“No, everything is already set up for the scenes we’d planned for this afternoon,” Patrick stated calmly. “Grayson and Veronica have some scenes on that set so you can move theirs up.”

Andy nodded. “What’ll people say if you show up at the hospital with her? She should take a bodyguard instead.”

“She needs a friend, not a protector.” Patrick glanced at Kelsey and she had the feeling he viewed himself as both. “Plus I was there when it happened, so I can answer any questions that she can’t.”

Kelsey sat up a little as the queasiness passed.

“We’re wasting time.” Patrick helped her to her feet.

“Fine. Go,” Andy agreed resignedly. “But be quick about it.”

“What about the apples?” she asked weakly.

Patrick chuckled. “I’m sure someone will eat them,” he whispered in her ear. She nodded and he quickly escorted her to a waiting car.
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Patrick opened his door as soon as the car stopped in front of the hospital. He had one foot out when Kelsey laid her hand on his arm.

“You really don’t need to do this,” she said as she slid closer to the door.

He chuckled reassuringly as he leaned closer. “Trust me.” His eyes scanned her face, momentarily coming to rest on her lips before he turned and left. She sighed and laid her head on the back of the seat. He’d been quite persistent that she let him arrange for a private room for her and she hadn’t had the energy to argue.

He quickly returned and helped her out of the car. Patrick told the driver that he could leave then led Kelsey directly to a nurse, who showed her into a small triage room near the waiting room. Patrick stood across from the door, just outside the room, watching silently as the nurse took Kelsey’s information. When the nurse stepped between them to take her blood pressure, Kelsey leaned around so she could see Patrick.

As she answered more questions, a woman approached Patrick and tapped his shoulder. He turned and greeted her with the easy grin Kelsey recognized from the bar. It was the one he’d given those brats he’d danced with, but as they continued to chat, Kelsey watched his expression change. When a little boy, his arm in a pristine, white cast, joined them, Patrick squatted to his level. The look in his eyes softened, became brighter and more natural, and Kelsey realized that she was seeing the real Patrick. She hadn’t even realized his behavior at the bar had been a façade.

Patrick was very animated as he talked to the little boy. The boy held up four fingers as Patrick’s eyes widened. He nodded and smiled at the little boy and she could tell he was really listening to the child’s story. Her heart fluttered as she watched Patrick sign the cast and hold his hand up for a high five. The little boy complied then threw his arms around Patrick’s neck. When he was released, Patrick stood, exchanged a few more words with the mother and waved to them as they left. He looked at Kelsey and smiled sheepishly as he walked toward her.

“That was sweet,” she said as he sat in the now-empty chair next to her. He shrugged as he gently took her injured hand and held another towel on it. “What was that all about?”

“He recognized me from a movie I did last summer. He said he has my action figure.” He chuckled and colored slightly. “He broke his arm playing football with four of his friends.”

“Aw,” she said sweetly and he rolled his eyes as he smirked. She shifted a little and grimaced at the discomfort in her hand.

“I’m not squeezing too hard, am I?” he asked. She shook her head. “Good.” He laid his other hand on her arm. “How’re you feeling? Queasy or anything?”

“No, Patrick, I’m fine.” She moaned. “Stop worrying so much.”

“Sorry,” he murmured as the nurse returned. Kelsey’s room was ready and Patrick helped her rise. When she started to argue, he leaned closer. “Just let me help you.”

Kelsey nodded as he put an arm around her waist and they followed the nurse to the room.

“You don’t have to do all of this, you know,” Kelsey said as Patrick helped her sit on the bed when they were alone again. She was trying to read his expression as he regarded her. “Why’d you do it anyway?”

“Do what?”

“Go to the trouble of getting this room? I could’ve waited like everyone else.”

“Two reasons,” he said. “One, I know your privacy means a lot to you, and can you imagine the talk if we’d been seen in the ER waiting room together?” He gasped and held his hand up to his mouth, feigning shock, which made her giggle. He tried to suppress a smile as he continued, “Two, the faster you’re stitched up, the sooner we can get back to work, which makes everyone else happy—especially Andy.”

She nodded regally. “Well then, I guess I owe you a big thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He leaned closer, almost touching his nose to hers. Her cheeks warmed and he took a deep, quiet breath as he stepped back. “Now, are you calm enough to talk?” he asked. She pressed her lips together and exhaled slowly before nodding once. “Why’d you let him leave so easily?”

She shrugged and focused on the wall, gently rolling her bottom lip between her teeth. When she turned to him, their eyes met and Kelsey lost herself. She suddenly felt compelled to tell him almost anything. She hadn’t wanted to be so open with anyone since she was dating Tim, and the idea of it terrified her.

“It’s complicated,” she said as she shook her head. “And it’s personal.”

Patrick placed his hands on his hips, tipped his head back, and let out a soft growl.

“Are you angry with me?” Kelsey asked softly. The thought that he might be gripped her heart and squeezed.

He looked at her and shook his head. “No, I’m just frustrated with the whole situation.” He sat beside her on the bed. “I know how important your privacy is to you.” He waved to their surroundings. “I won’t tell anyone else anything that’s happened today, Kelsey. You must know that at least.”

She nodded her head and looked at her lap, feeling a slight twinge of guilt. He’d gone to the trouble of arranging a private room so no one else would see them. He’d not said anything to anyone on set about Richard. He certainly had earned her trust, and still she was afraid to give it to him.

“I want to help,” he said.

“You can’t help,” Kelsey said, suddenly feeling the weight of Richard’s problems on her shoulders.

“Then at least help me understand.” Patrick lightly lifted her chin so she was staring into his eyes.

What she saw there surprised her. There was a depth of concern and care that she’d only ever seen in her father’s and Janelle’s eyes. This look surpassed any she’d ever gotten from Tim. She wasn’t sure what to think of it, but knew that, without a doubt, she could trust Patrick.

What had he asked her again?

It took effort to focus. “I had to let him go. I didn’t have a choice.” Her shoulders drooped and he released her chin. “It would’ve caused more problems at home. I’m sure no one there knows he was here, so I can pretend it never happened.”

“Problems?” A scowl briefly crossed his face. “With your sister?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Janelle may’ve been unhappy with me, but she’s familiar with his drinking, his gambling, and his temper. With that combination, she’d have understood.”

“Then who? His family?” Kelsey shook her head and Patrick’s frown returned. “Your family?”

She nodded. “My mother.” His brow furrowed even deeper. “She’s rather . . .” Kelsey paused to think of the right word, “. . . attached to Richard. She would’ve blamed me in some way for his outburst and arrest.”

“Why?”

“Why what, specifically?” She laughed bitterly at such a loaded question. There were so many reasons she could give that would answer it.

“Why’s she so attached to Richard?”

Kelsey closed her eyes and frowned. Patrick took her hand and gave her fingers a gentle squeeze. “My mother’s father was a lot like Richard,” she began when she reopened her eyes. “He liked to drink a lot and had a temper, and Mom grew up watching my grandmother do whatever it took to keep my grandfather happy.”

Patrick shook his head. “But wouldn’t that make her wary of alcoholics?”

“You’d think, but as a young girl, I’m not sure she realized he was a drunk. But like I said, what Mom saw was my grandmother bending over backward to please him and being rewarded with what she thought was a happy husband.” Kelsey shrugged. “If he did get angry, my mother didn’t understand that it was the alcohol that caused him to lash out.”

“Does your dad drink?”

Kelsey shook her head. “No, he’s the complete opposite of my grandfather. But Mom still interacted with him the way that she saw her parents interact. Dad’s not the abusive type so Mom never had a reason to second-guess her methods. She raised us with the same philosophy.” Kelsey looked toward the window as she continued. “We were always expected to do everything for our brother and father when she couldn’t.” To prepare them for their husbands.

“You have a brother?”

“I had a brother,” she started, then paused again. There was so much she could tell him about her brother. “His name was Sean, and he was three years older than me.” She grinned as her eyes went out of focus. “He’d love to say, ‘Hey Kels, watch this,’ just before he did something stupid that always got me in trouble. One time he said it then took a running leap out of our tree house. Janelle and I screamed when we saw him crumpled on the ground below us. How he walked away with only a broken arm, I’ll never know, but he told Mom I’d pushed him.”

Kelsey shook herself out of her daze and looked at Patrick again. “Mom sent me to my room while she took Sean to the hospital. Janelle sat outside my door and we cried together, not knowing what was wrong. When they got home, Mom wouldn’t let me come out for dinner, so Sean snuck dessert up to me then sat in the hallway and talked to me while I ate it.” She smiled sadly at the fond memory. “If it hadn’t been for Dad, he probably would’ve been a spoiled brat. Dad managed to teach him manners and respect and kept him grounded.”

“What happened to him?” Patrick asked softly as he ran his thumb over her knuckles.

“Sean followed Janelle and Richard to college and picked up some of Richard’s bad habits, especially binge drinking, but then I knew a lot of guys in college who did.” Her voice cracked and she began blinking back the tears. “In the fall of his sophomore year, he moved into an apartment about ten minutes from Richard and Janelle’s. One night while Janelle was at work, Sean was at their apartment, drinking with Richard and some friends.” Kelsey began repeatedly clenching her free fist around the bed sheet. “Around midnight, Sean wanted to go home but no one could drive him. Richard reminded him that they had a spare bedroom, but Sean insisted and Richard let him go. Five minutes down the road, Sean wrapped his car around a tree.”

She choked on a lump in her throat as she remembered the events of that fateful night. The tears burned her eyes and she couldn’t look at Patrick, afraid she’d start to cry before she finished the story. He squeezed her fingers and slid closer to her.

With a nod in his direction, she swallowed the pain. “Janelle got the call at work and rushed to the hospital. Witnesses said he met another car and, even though they were completely in their own lane, he swerved like he was trying to miss them and lost control.” A tear rolled down her cheek.

Patrick listened intently, feeling a sympathy so strong it took him by surprise. He wanted to wrap Kelsey in his arms but instead rested his palm on her cheek and thumbed her tear away. She leaned into his hand and his heart leapt to his throat.

“It took us an hour to get there,” Kelsey continued her story. “Janelle was with him when he died, but she said he never regained consciousness.”

He pulled her head to his shoulder and offered what comfort he could as her tears soaked his shirt. He closed his eyes, breathed slowly, deeply, wishing he could take her pain away. Patrick had seen the look in her eyes and heard the pain in her voice. He knew she’d been close to her brother. He couldn’t begin to imagine what he would do if anything happened to his sister. The thought was unbearable.

The doctor entered the room and Patrick was suddenly aware of how close they were. He tapped her shoulder and, teary eyed, she looked at him. He nodded toward the door before he slid away. She wiped her cheeks then turned to look at the doctor.

“Hi, Ms. Morgan. My name is Dr. Statler.” He held a hand out to her and she shook it. “It’s nice to meet you. What can I do for you today?” The doctor looked over her chart then examined her injury. “How’d you manage to do this?” She explained what had happened and he nodded as he listened. “It looks like you’ll need a tetanus shot and about seven stitches, so let me get that ready and I’ll be right back.” He left as quickly as he had come in.

“I’m sorry about your brother,” Patrick said after a brief silence. “Does that have anything to do with your mother’s attachment to your brother-in-law?” 

Kelsey turned her head and looked at him over her shoulder. “When Sean died, Mom locked herself in his room. She came out for the visitation and the funeral but was otherwise absent. Dad did his best to cheer her up and get her out, but she refused. I tried bringing her food, but she wouldn’t eat it. That lasted for about a month, until Janelle and Richard came home for Christmas.” Kelsey sighed and looked at her lap. “Richard was a different person. Janelle said he hadn’t had a drink since the accident. The first night he was visiting us, he sat with Mom for about thirty minutes. He told stories about Sean and the things they used to do. As the month wore on, he was able to pull her out of her isolation. She loved listening to his stories and he always tried to tell a different one. That was when they really connected.”

He felt his temper rise. “He let your brother go home that night. Didn’t she hold him responsible?” Patrick couldn’t place the emotion simmering just below, actually fueling his anger. The pain she’d felt and was still feeling, called to something deep within him. When she shook her head, he almost snapped, “Not at all?”

She looked at him, her brow crinkled as she leaned away slightly. Tentatively, she touched his hand. “You don’t understand. Because of her father, Sean and Richard’s behavior was acceptable. If anything, she blamed Janelle for a while.”

His eyes rounded in surprise. “You’re kidding?”

She squeezed his fingers and shook her head as she continued. “Janelle couldn’t take care of Sean when he needed her. To Mom, that was a total failure on Janelle’s part.”

“How long ago did this happen?”

“Eleven years,” she answered then stared over his shoulder and quietly added, “almost exactly.” She pictured Sean’s smiling face and, for a moment, went back in time. So many times since Sean died, she’d wished for his voice, his jokes, his advice, even his brotherly teasing.

“So, given everything that’s happened with Richard in the last eleven years, what’s the attachment now?” Patrick put his hand on the bed behind her and turned his body to hers.

“He’s replaced Sean as her son, in part because he’s married to my sister and in part because he brought her back to the land of the living. But Richard was also sober until a few years ago.” Kelsey leaned closer, seeking the warmth and strength of Patrick’s body. “So, Mom ignores his drinking, doesn’t know about his gambling, and if he gets angry with Janelle or me, she blames us.”

Patrick inhaled sharply and gently ran the back of his hand along her upper arm. She tried to hide a shudder as she watched his hand, then raised her eyes and met his.

“She prefers him to you too?”

She nodded slowly.

“What could you’ve possibly done to deserve that?” he murmured.

She blushed and looked away. “I’m not perfect,” she almost whispered.

“You seem pretty close to me,” Patrick said.

She quickly turned and locked eyes with him. Her heart fluttered when his gaze shifted to her mouth and he slowly leaned toward her. His head tilted slightly and she felt a pleasant wave of anticipation rush through her.

One quick knock on the door was the only warning they had before the doctor entered, followed immediately by a nurse carrying a tray. Kelsey exhaled slowly as they both pulled away. Kelsey noticed the young, attractive, blonde nurse staring directly at Patrick. The nurse tilted her head this way and that, even leaned forward a little, showing a bit of her cleavage, and pouted. Kelsey fought not to roll her eyes in disgust. When the doctor picked up the needle for the tetanus shot, Kelsey cringed and turned her head.

Patrick took her good hand and put his lips to her temple. “Squeeze my hand if you need to.”

She smiled weakly. “Thank you.”

With a nod, he sat up and watched Dr. Statler work. When the needle pierced the skin at her thumb, she squeezed Patrick’s hand and felt a wave of nausea. He gave her a reassuring pat and slid his body a half inch closer, but his eyes focused intently on the doctor’s work. She felt a tug and gave his hand another squeeze. Feeling a slight satisfaction, she glanced at the nurse again. She was still staring at Patrick and trying desperately to get his attention. Kelsey looked up at Patrick’s face, too, ridiculously pleased to find him absorbed in what the doctor was doing.

As she covertly watched him, she couldn’t help but wonder what, if anything, he was thinking. To distract herself from being sewn up, she reviewed everything she’d told Patrick and worried she’d said too much. If he’d thought she was an oddball before—given where she grew up, her feelings about his casual sex habit, and the fact that she tried hard to keep her personal and professional lives separate—this was probably just the icing on the cake. He’d just met her alcoholic brother-in-law and learned her mother was an enabler. She was starting to regret telling him anything and wished now that she could take it all back.

Patrick glanced at her face and frowned slightly as she felt another tug and squeezed his hand. “He’s almost done,” he whispered in her ear.

A shudder traveled down her spine. She wished he didn’t have that effect on her.

She nodded and slowly glanced up at him. He was still watching the doctor sew up her hand, so she glanced at it too. Dr. Statler was tying up the last stitch but Kelsey had to look away as the room started to spin. Patrick’s arm slid around her back, supporting her, and she fought the urge to lean against him further. She thought she heard the nurse grumble.

“There we go, Ms. Morgan, we’re all done.” Dr. Statler placed his tools back on the tray and the nurse frowned as she left. Kelsey turned to look at the doctor as he gave her instructions on caring for her hand. When he was done, he smiled at her. “Do you have any questions?” Kelsey shook her head and he continued, “Well then, I’ll have the nurse get all your paperwork together and she’ll be back in just a bit. Take care.” He left the room, closing the door behind him.

Patrick held Kelsey’s hand as he pulled out his cell phone and called for their car. They were physically too close for her peace of mind so she stood and walked to the window. With her side to the window, her back almost against the wall, she glanced at Patrick as he remained seated, staring at her as he finished the call. When he hung up, he slowly stepped closer to her, never taking his eyes off of her face.

“So, can I ask you another question?” he asked and she eventually nodded. “How does your dad feel about Richard?”

“He’s not fond of him at all.” She turned her back to the window as he stopped in front of her. “Actually, that’s probably too kind,” she softly added after some thought.

“That’s a relief.” Patrick studied her for a moment. “It sounds like your parents have different views on your brother-in-law, so why doesn’t your dad say something to your mom about it?”

Kelsey shrugged. “Dad cuts her some slack because he understands her childhood. He’s learned to pick his battles.”

He narrowed his eyes and pressed his lips together. “This is a pretty big battle, don’t you think?”

“They don’t argue about much and they each know whose corner the other is in. Mom has always played favorites—first with Sean, now Richard. Dad’s always tried to make up for it with Janelle and me,” she said resignedly. “He held Richard a little more responsible for Sean’s death than Mom did, but when Richard stopped drinking and was able to pull Mom out of her depression, Dad was willing to forgive. When Richard fell off of the wagon, Dad offered to help him get back on it.” Patrick narrowed his eyes. Clearly he thought that hers was a weak argument, but it was her reality. “But when Janelle wanted to leave, Dad was there to help her pack. There isn’t much interaction between Richard and the rest of the family anymore and when there is, Dad has our backs.”

“Good.” Patrick nodded once and leaned against the other side of the wide window. Kelsey noticed the distance he maintained between them and felt slightly saddened. But she knew it was probably better that way.

When the nurse—a different one—returned with the paperwork, Kelsey left the window and met the woman in the middle of the room to sign it. When they were alone again, Patrick held his position at the window, silently looking out; Kelsey sat on the edge of the bed and studied her hand. The stitches were covered with a bandage, not much to look at, but she studied them as she built her resolve back up. She’d told Patrick more than he needed to know about her life, information that she was sure would cool any interest he may’ve had in her.

Now all she needed to do was ignore what she was feeling and distance herself from him again.

Patrick put his hand on her back. “It’s time to go.” He put his cell phone back in his pocket, then held his hand out, offering to help her stand.

She stood up on her own and drew her shoulders back, but let him guide her to the exit. They left the hospital and she put her sunglasses on as he held the car door open for her. As she slid across the seat, he climbed in behind her. She crossed her arms and laid her head back, turning her body away from him and looking out the window.

The first five minutes of their ride were completely silent. Kelsey’s stomach was in knots, her mind racing, replaying every word she’d said, every response he’d made. Tears threatened to fall and she hoped her glasses would hide them.

“You must think my life’s a freak show,” she murmured, unable to look at him, afraid of what she’d see.

He leaned closer and she felt his breath on her neck. “Actually, I’m thinking you’re probably the most real person I’ve met in a long time.” Her head snapped around so she could look at him, confused. “It’s true. Did you know that outside of my family, you’re the only person I’ve worked with who’s treated me like a real person too? You’re the only one to snap at me, scold me, put me in my place, and simply tell me exactly what you think of me.” He chuckled lightly and Kelsey almost laughed through her tears. “That’s such a relief, Kelsey. And I think it’s because you know exactly who you are. You know what your life is like and you don’t try to pretend any differently. It’d be so easy for you to just turn your back on it and make a life, and a career, in California, but you won’t do that.” He slid closer and lowered her sunglasses until their eyes met. “Most people I know act like they have perfect lives with two parents who love them, flawless siblings, and nothing ever goes wrong.” He tossed his hands around with an air of mock arrogance. “You’re not like that and I’m not sure you’ve ever tried to be. I like that about you.” He rested his forehead against hers and she hiccupped. “Thank you for being honest with me.”

New tears came to her eyes. She wasn’t being completely honest with him, but she couldn’t bear to look away.
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The next night Kelsey followed Grayson, Veronica, and Patrick into another bar, wishing she’d opted to stay in instead. Veronica and Grayson had joined forces in pleading with her to join them. Grayson swore it would do her good after her stressful Monday. Veronica had simply claimed boredom. Patrick had deferred to Kelsey. She hadn’t wanted to disappoint them all, but her agreement had been less than enthusiastic.

She’d had a miserable day on set. The stitches in her hand had been more annoying than painful. They had filmed several scenes multiple times, which also drove Andy crazy, because her bandage, small as it was, was caught on camera. That had been frustrating. But the thing that had really set her teeth on edge was Patrick’s behavior. Or more like her reaction to it.

Other than the occasional question about her injury, they hadn’t had much time to talk. There had been a couple of times she’d caught him staring at her from a distance. She’d quickly look away and curse the skip in her heart. She no longer felt the easiness she had with him before Richard had shown up. She had no idea what he thought of their conversation at the hospital. She wished she could take every word back, wished she could make him forget every detail she’d revealed of her dysfunctional family history.

“How’s this?” Veronica asked as she stopped at a high table against the pale yellow wall, directly across the room from the bar. Kelsey shook her mind back to the present as Patrick held a chair for her. She sat down and he took the seat to her right. Grayson, to her left and scanning the crowd, hadn’t noticed. Veronica, directly across from her, had a slight smirk on her face.

“How’s your hand?” Patrick asked as he leaned closer.

Kelsey just barely resisted rolling her eyes before she turned to him. “Fine,” she said quietly, then turned away. If her injury was all he wanted to talk about, she’d prefer it if he ignored her.

“How about a drink?” Patrick asked everyone. Grayson and Veronica made their requests and Kelsey felt his eyes on her a moment before he asked, “Kelsey, what would you like?”

His question momentarily stunned her. In all the time she was with Tim, he had never once asked her what she’d wanted. Now that she remembered it, Grayson hadn’t asked either the last time they’d gone out. That couldn’t be true, she didn’t always drink beer. Did she? No, there had been a few, very few, times she’d gone out with girlfriends in college, and they’d always asked. But never Tim.

“Kelsey?” Patrick asked and she glanced at him. His eyes were intently focused on her.

“Margarita,” she answered softly. It was the first thing that had popped into her mind. Patrick nodded and walked away.

Grayson glanced at the crowd for another moment then turned to Kelsey and pointed to her hand. “So, how’d you do that anyway?”

“I already told you. I was cutting an apple and the knife slipped,” she replied.

“Why would you bother fixing your own snack, that’s what craft services are for,” Grayson said.

“It’s relaxing.”

“Cutting yourself open is relaxing?” Grayson teased and Kelsey narrowed her eyes at him.

“You’re such an idiot,” Veronica muttered. “I didn’t hear you complaining when you raided her trailer and salvaged the apples you could for yourself.” She turned to face him fully. “As a matter of fact, I believe you said something about asking her to feed you more often.”

“Not if she’s gonna lose a digit doing it,” Grayson said, slipping into his southern drawl for a moment and Veronica rolled her eyes.

“He ate the apples?” Kelsey asked.

“Not the ones on the bloody cutting board,” Veronica said as she turned to Kelsey. “So, did you enjoy your time alone with Patrick?” Veronica asked innocently.

Kelsey played with the napkin-wrapped silverware in front of her. Grayson took it from her and slid the knife out.

“Let’s keep this over here,” he said as he placed it next to his.

“Really?” Kelsey protested as she sat back and crossed her arms and Grayson laughed.

“Well?” Veronica prodded, encouraging Kelsey to answer her question.

“Well what?” Patrick asked as he set the drinks down on the table and sat back down. He slid his chair closer to Kelsey’s as he grabbed his beer.

“Well . . . do you see anyone you want to dance with?” Veronica lied, smiling at him and waving toward the crowd.

“You asked Kelsey that?” Patrick questioned, furrowing his brow.

Kelsey sat up and put a hand on either side of her glass. She glared at Veronica, who grinned innocently in return as she sipped her wine.

“What did she say?”

Kelsey began spinning her glass on the table.

“She didn’t,” Grayson chimed in. “So how about you? What hot, young lady will you be honoring tonight?”

Kelsey took a sip of her drink as she waited for Patrick’s answer. She set her glass down and fixated on it, unable, or unwilling, to make eye contact with him. She wasn’t sure why the idea of him dancing with someone else should bother her more than it had the first time.

“I’m not sure I’ll be dancing tonight,” Patrick replied.

Kelsey silently exhaled.

Grayson gasped dramatically. “What? Nothing here interests you?”

From the corner of her eye, Kelsey saw Patrick look out at the crowd. After a few moments, he shook his head once and took a pull on his beer.

“Oh, that’s too bad. So Kelsey, did you see someone you’d like to boogie with?”

Kelsey looked at Grayson and noted the mischievous tilt in his lips. Between his immature behavior and her unsteadiness with Patrick she wanted to scream. Why had she decided to come out tonight? “I haven’t decided yet,” she said coolly and looked away.

“Well, which one of you boys is it going to be?” Veronica asked with a flourish at the dance floor.

Patrick turned to Veronica and opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, they were joined by a woman with dark brown hair and a low-cut shirt. Kelsey noticed the tightening of his jaw as he gave the newcomer a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“O-M-G, you look so familiar,” the woman said in a bouncy voice that also managed to bounce other parts of her body. “You’re Patrick Lyons, aren’t you?” Patrick nodded. “You’re even hotter in person, you know that?”

“I’ve been told, yes,” he replied with a hollow laugh.

Kelsey had never heard him treat a fan, or really anyone else, with such cool cordiality. This was not the same Patrick she’d seen in the first bar, or at movie night, or daily on set when he was acting the part of the heartbreakingly handsome movie star.

“So, would you dance with me?” asked the newcomer hopefully.

Patrick maintained a friendly expression as he shook his head. “No, I’m sorry.”

The woman visibly deflated. “Oh.” She glanced across the room. “Well, if you change your mind, my friends and I are over there.” She pointed to three other young women whose attention was focused on them. “You’re an actor too?” she asked, quickly scanning Kelsey and Veronica’s faces before giving Grayson her full attention. When he told her he was, she flirted with him for a couple of minutes before walking away.

“Well, that could have been fun,” Grayson said to Patrick, annoyance flashing across his face.

Patrick shrugged. “You’re welcome to it,” he stated flatly and finished his beer.

As much as she liked this side of Patrick, Kelsey was baffled as to what had brought it out. He was always “on” when he was around fans; happy, upbeat, doing almost whatever they wanted so they’d have a positive impression of him. Usually, anyway. He was decidedly not “on” tonight.

Grayson turned away and drank as he glanced at the woman and her friends. Without a word, he stood and made his way across the room to their table.

“Great,” Veronica muttered. “Guess it’s you then.” She held a hand out to Patrick and he shook his head. “Kelsey?”

Patrick heard Kelsey’s replying laugh and it was music to his ears. He hadn’t heard much of it throughout the day. He sympathized with her frustration over her injury, he’d been there before, but as the day had worn on, he realized there was something else bothering her. She’d barely spoken to him all day; he’d even tried to strike up several conversations. He probably shouldn’t have started them by asking about her hand, but she’d simply answered his questions and shut down. Her eyes would gloss over, she’d start to frown, and he knew she wasn’t going to say anything else. After her openness at the hospital, he felt like they’d taken ten steps backward.

Hearing her laugh again released some of his tension. And watching her dance with Veronica might actually be fun.

“No,” Kelsey said. “But it looks like your problems are solved.”

A man approached their table, his eyes darting from Veronica to Kelsey. He was smiling as he stopped next to Veronica, but his eyes were focused on Kelsey’s face. Patrick didn’t like the way he was looking at her and was thankful she was at the back of the table.

“Good evening, ladies.” He winked at Kelsey and Patrick felt a surprising surge of possessiveness. She looked at the stranger with kindness in her eyes and a slight lift in her lips, then turned away and looked out at the crowd. The man looked a little disappointed and slightly annoyed.

“Hi there,” Veronica said sweetly. He turned his attention to her and they had a brief conversation before Veronica stood and they made their way to the dance floor.

Kelsey and Patrick sat quietly as he studied her and she watched the dancers.

“I thought he was going to ask you,” Patrick eventually said.

“Me too,” she murmured then turned and smiled at him. “You don’t have to sit with me.”

“I know, but I want to.” Patrick had absolutely no desire to leave her side. “In case you get nostalgic again,” he added, lifting the corner of his mouth.

Kelsey slowly shook her head and tried not to laugh. “I’ll be okay. Look, Grayson even took my knife away so I won’t hurt myself. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Patrick lightly touched her bandaged hand, tracing the shape of her slender fingers with his eyes as he considered intertwining them with his. “I’m not worried. I’d just rather sit with you.” He looked up and saw her shake her head quickly a couple of times and wondered what she’d been thinking.

She turned her attention to the dance floor again. As the song changed Patrick watched Grayson moving from one group of women he didn’t know to another. Women surrounded him in clusters and Patrick realized he wasn’t the least bit interested in switching places with him.

He turned to Kelsey and met her emerald stare.

“Really, I want you to enjoy yourself. If you want to dance—”

Patrick held up his hand to stop her. “Kelsey, I am enjoying myself.” He brought his hand down and rested it on hers as he leaned closer and teased, “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

“No,” she said. Her eyes wandered to his mouth and her cheeks colored slightly. Patrick fought a laugh as Kelsey brought her gaze back to his eyes and she reddened even more.

“Are you Patrick Lyons?” a sweet voice asked and Patrick turned toward it. A perky blonde was staring at him from behind Veronica’s chair.

He slowly moved his hand off of Kelsey’s and tried not to feel agitated by the interruption. “Yes, I am.”

“Can I get your autograph?” She held out a notebook and pen. Patrick tried to look pleased as he took it. “Are you an actress?” she asked Kelsey as he signed the notebook. Kelsey laughed as she answered. “You’re so lucky to get to work with him,” the blonde said. Kelsey nodded her agreement and Patrick let out a sigh of relief. The woman turned back to him. “Would you dance with me?”

“No, I’m sorry,” Patrick said kindly and the woman nodded and glanced at Kelsey before walking away. “I don’t want to hear it, Kelsey.” He turned to her and she giggled.

“Well, if that’s the way you’re going to be,” she teased.

“I just don’t want you to try to get me to dance with other women.” He tried to find Veronica or Grayson on the floor.

“I wasn’t.”

He quickly looked at her. She was standing and holding a hand out to him. He was confused but took it anyway and held it tightly as she tried to pull him to his feet. He had no idea what she was trying to do, but he was enjoying her effort.

She rolled her eyes and stepped closer to him. “I was going to ask you to dance with me.”

Patrick didn’t even fight his large grin as he stood and led Kelsey to the dance floor. A new song began and he took her hand and pulled her closer. Her body was warm and soft against his and he took a deep breath to control the effect she had on him, inhaling her sweet scent that totally undid his noble effort.

“I didn’t think you wanted to dance with me,” he whispered across her ear.

She leaned back to look into his eyes. “I never actually said that.” Her face reddened and he regretted his statement. “You could’ve said ‘no.’”

“Why would I do that?”

“You’ve said ‘no’ to everyone else tonight,” she pointed out.

He chuckled quietly. “True,” he agreed. “I guess I was just waiting for the right offer.” He put his cheek closer to hers and they swayed to the music. “So, why do all of these bars only play country music?”

She giggled. “Well, you are in Tennessee, the Country Music Capital,” she answered tartly, with a twang, and Patrick tried not to laugh.

“Yes, but there are other types of music in Tennessee,” he argued.

“True.” She nodded. “Maybe they try to appeal to the masses.”

Patrick rolled his eyes and briefly listened to the song.

“Oh, come on, it’s not that bad.” She sounded slightly exasperated.

He shrugged. “This song is.” She shook her head. “So, what do you hear then?”

Her lips tightened as she listened. She looked like she was analyzing the lyrics, but he felt sure she already knew them. “It’s about a woman who’s been hurt in love, praying for angels to give her strength.” She swallowed and Patrick had the feeling she wasn’t thinking about the song. “To say no to a man who could hurt her again.”

“Why would she need to do that?”

“Because she knows she’s weak.” She narrowed her eyes on him. “Do you even listen to lyrics?”

He laughed and shook his head. “No, not usually,” he admitted as he lifted his chin and listened. In the refrain, the singer was lamenting her heartbreak and Patrick paid closer attention. “Ah,” he sighed as the chorus started. “I hear it now.” He pulled Kelsey nearer and they danced a few beats as he continued to listen. “I’m sure you’d know nothing of that kind of hurt, would you?” he questioned hopefully. Her silence was his answer. He looked at her, at the far-off look in her eyes. “Or maybe so,” he whispered.

“Don’t we all?” she murmured.

“Maybe.” Patrick knew he was on thin ice, but he wanted to know what had happened to her. “But most people don’t hold on to that pain.” He stopped dancing and Kelsey looked him in the eyes. “And most of us are open to trying again, just in case,” he added, hoping to clear the clouds in her eyes just a little.

“Well . . .” She looked away. “If you know how it’s going to end, why not do your best to just avoid it?”

Patrick tensed for a moment then slowly started to sway again. He knew where this was heading but he couldn’t help himself. “That doesn’t stop most people.” He peered at her, worried that she was still hurting, knowing in his soul that it had something to do with her reaction to him.

She didn’t look at him in return. “I guess I’m not most people,” she replied curtly.

He’d just fallen through the ice.

“No, you’re not,” he mumbled and gave up the conversation. She wasn’t going to relent. Her wall was back up and she wasn’t going to talk to him anymore.

They finished their dance in silence, then rejoined Grayson and Veronica at the table. Patrick took a nice long pull of a fresh beer as he sat and avoided meeting Grayson’s curious look. Kelsey was slower to sit as she kept her eyes on the crowd. Patrick was letting the conversation between Grayson and Veronica roll past him until he recognized the coolness emanating from his left. He felt a small rush of anger over how his dance with Kelsey had ended. Her taciturn behavior grated more than Veronica’s bubbliness or Grayson’s light-hearted humor.

Patrick scowled as he took another swig of his beer and cast a quick glance at Kelsey. She was tapping her glass with her fingernail and staring, dazedly, at the liquid filling it. Patrick suddenly wanted to be somewhere else, at least long enough to calm down. “Veronica, would you like to dance?” he abruptly asked, ending the conversation Veronica was having. She cast a brief glance at Kelsey before she said yes and they immediately walked to the dance floor.

“So what happened?” Grayson asked as soon as Patrick and Veronica were gone.

“What do you mean?” Kelsey mumbled.

“With the two of you? You seemed happy when you started dancing and then all of a sudden, it looked like a chill went through the air.”

Kelsey avoided Grayson’s eyes and looked at the dancers. “It’s nothing, really,” she stated, hoping he’d change the subject.

“Right,” he murmured.

Kelsey watched Patrick and Veronica. Veronica looked elated, talking non-stop. Patrick’s back was turned and Kelsey saw her opportunity. Standing, she pulled a twenty dollar bill out of her pocket and laid it on the table.

“Kelsey.” Grayson turned and his eyes widened. “What’re you doing?” He suddenly sounded panicked.

“What does it look like?” she asked as he stood too. “Sit down,” she hissed. “I don’t want him to know.”

“You’re leaving?” He slowly sat and Kelsey nodded.

She pointed to the money on the table. “That’s for my drink. You can drink the rest.”

“Kelsey,” he called as she turned.

Kelsey walked directly to Sam, the Samoan teddy bear of the guards, and asked him to take her back to the hotel. She felt Grayson put his hand on her arm and squeeze it lightly. She turned to him, her eyes starting to swell with tears as she silently pleaded with him.

“What’s wrong?” Grayson asked, all joviality gone.

She glanced around him to see whether Patrick and Veronica had noticed. Patrick’s back was still to them. He and Veronica were deep in conversation.

“I don’t have time for this,” Kelsey said with a surprisingly steady voice. “I’m not in the mood to talk to you or to him. I just need to leave. Now,” she looked at Grayson’s hand, still lightly gripping her arm, then back at his face, “let go.”

Sam stood beside her. Grayson nodded and released her arm. Kelsey peeked around him again and saw Patrick, frozen in place, watching them. When he took a step toward her, she turned and walked to the door with Sam two steps behind. She made it out of the building before the tears escaped.
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Some people exercise to relieve stress. Some drink or eat. In her hotel room, Kelsey calmed herself the only way she could. She prepared food, currently in the form of baking chocolate chip cookies. As one batch baked in the small oven, she paced the floor and thought about the dance.

And that song.

Everything had been going smoothly, until Patrick had fully drawn her attention to it. It was the song she constantly sang to herself after she and Tim broke up. And Patrick couldn’t leave it be. He’d persisted in talking about heartbreak, leading her back to thoughts she hadn’t had in a long, long time. Just the memory of how much pain Tim had caused reminded her why she couldn’t let anything happen with Patrick.

Even after her two-day frozen therapy session with Janelle, Kelsey had still felt the sting of Tim’s abandonment. Even after the baby was born, after she’d moved to Hollywood and found an apartment with other aspiring actresses, for almost two years, she’d completely avoided dating. She really couldn’t muster up enough interest in any man she’d met. She only began dating again as a favor to her roommates whose dates had friends who’d needed dates.

Eventually she’d felt comfortable enough to go out with men who asked her out, rather than as favors to her roommates. But somewhere around the third date, she’d begin to question everything. Their gestures, words, actions, everything, and a sort of panic would begin to settle in. She never consciously thought about Tim, but the fear of being hurt again would pop up. The more dates she had, the stronger the fear became. It wasn’t long before she’d stopped dating entirely.

Kelsey took the cookies out of the oven and put a second batch in.

She’d loved Tim with all of her heart and her world fell apart when he broke up with her. It had been close to six years, but she could still feel the pain. Until she’d started working with Patrick, that pain had been dull, barely noticeable. Now it almost felt like Tim had just dumped her again, the memory was that fresh in her mind. She hadn’t loved anyone since. She hadn’t even tried, for fear of being hurt again. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t be and had no intention of breaking that promise now.

Patrick had been slowly chipping away at her wall and she’d barely noticed. She had to build it back up. She’d told Patrick too much at the hospital. She’d let her guard down, and it scared her to think about that now. As long as she kept her wits about her, she could avoid the heartache that would likely follow any sort of romance with Patrick Lyons.
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The smell of freshly baked cookies lingered in the air when Kelsey woke. It was one of her favorite smells, but this morning it made her stomach turn. She was too nervous to eat anything. She took her shower and tried to think about home and her family rather than the fact that she had to kiss Patrick later. She tried to keep her mind from wandering to the arms that had held her the night before as they’d danced. She tried not to remember how her heart had skipped a beat when they’d touched. She tried not to think about his lips.

His inviting lips.

“Damn it, Kelsey. Stop this,” she admonished.

She finished her shower, singing to herself any song that came to mind, anything to keep her mind off of Patrick. When she was finished, she got out, wrapped the towel around her, and brushed her teeth before leaving the bathroom to get dressed. After putting on a pair of comfortable jeans and an emerald green t-shirt, she returned to the bathroom and ran a comb through her wet hair. She picked up a bottle of her favorite rose-scented perfume, something she rarely wore, and sprayed her wrists and rubbed them against her neck before she realized what she was doing.

“What’re you doing?” she scolded again. “Stupid!” she hissed to her reflection, even as she reached for a damp cloth. Scrubbing her clean wrist, staring at the red spot that started to form, she suddenly froze. “This is crazy,” she muttered. Patrick wouldn’t notice a faint scent of perfume. And if he did, why would she care? She’d made her decision. She was strong enough to stand by it. “It’s not a real kiss anyway.”

She met her eyes in the mirror, took a deep breath, and nodded once. Tossing the cloth into the sink, she turned and walked out of the bathroom. She grabbed her bag, put the Ziploc full of cookies in it, and headed out the door.

As she walked through the lobby, she donned her sunglasses, only noticing Grayson and Patrick when she reached the front door. Grayson smiled and waved to her and she returned the favor. Patrick’s eyes were slightly narrowed as he glowered at her and gave her a small nod.

Regardless of how she’d treated him in the past, he’d never acted so coolly toward her. Her stomach clenched as a small wave of guilt rushed through her. She hadn’t meant to anger him, but it was probably better this way. His current reaction didn’t change her mind. She wouldn’t let herself be hurt again.

She lifted her chin and walked out to the waiting car.
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As Patrick entered the tent for the morning meeting, Kelsey was pacing. He stepped into her path, hoping to force her to say something, anything, to him. She stopped abruptly, just before she bumped into him and he had to force himself not to reach out to steady her. Her eyes focused on the cup of coffee he held up to her. She opened her mouth as if she was about to say something, but no words came out.

She closed her mouth as she gently took the coffee and stepped around him. She sat down and placed the cup on the floor under her seat, without taking a sip. Patrick noticed and his jaw tightened as he took his seat. When she’d walked past him this morning without speaking, he’d almost followed after her, if for no other reason than to ask her why she’d left the bar early. Knowing that wouldn’t have worked in his favor, he’d calmly remained with Grayson at the breakfast bar as she’d slipped away, taking his patience, and appetite, with her.

He could sense her agitation in the way her legs bounced and constantly crossed and uncrossed as she sat on the edge of her seat, biting her bottom lip. His own frustration, born the night before, resurfaced with a vengeance as he tried to ignore her. He focused on the script in his lap, flipping through the pages but not really seeing the words on them. She crossed her legs again and he shook his head and dropped the script on the floor. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t ignore her and he was tired of trying.

Veronica and Grayson joined them and sat on either side of Kelsey, talking and joking loudly around her. She sat, leg bouncing, before she popped out of her seat and started to pace again.

“Nervous, Red?” Grayson teased.

Patrick glanced from Grayson’s humored expression to Kelsey’s tense one before he remembered what was on the schedule for the day. They had to kiss later. Was that the cause of her frenetic energy? Somehow he doubted that was the only reason for her distress. At least, he hoped it was more than that.

She shook her head. “I was just getting out of the middle of your conversation.”

Grayson laughed. “You’re always welcome to participate. But I guess that’s not your thing.” She stopped and glared at him and her intensity surprised Patrick. “What?” Grayson feigned innocence as he shrugged and met Kelsey’s scrutiny. When she relaxed, he continued to prod, “Did we smell cookies baking in your room last night?” Kelsey nodded then began to pace again. “So, you left the bar to bake?” Grayson asked and Veronica mumbled a warning at him. “You find cooking more fun than dancing?”

Kelsey exhaled slowly.

“Or maybe it was just our company you didn’t like.”

Kelsey regarded each of them in turn. When her eyes met his, Patrick saw the anger shift to pain just before she looked away. His jaw clenched and he itched to take her away from Grayson’s teasing, at least until she calmed down.

“No, I was rather bored when I got back to the hotel so I found something to do,” Kelsey said softly.

“Well, I’m glad you didn’t burn the hotel down,” Grayson said with a chuckle. “Did you eat them all or did you save some for me?”

She slowly approached him. “Why should I give any to you?” She placed a hand on each arm of his chair and leaned closer to Grayson. With a deathly serious expression, Kelsey got nose to nose with him. “You’re being an ass.”

Grayson’s grin widened. “There’s my girl.”

Kelsey straightened and walked away. “I gave them away.”

Patrick saw the smile playing at the corners of her mouth and looked down to hide his frustration. Of course Grayson would be able to calm her down, to make her relax. That was a good thing, so why did it bother him so much?

Kelsey finally took her seat when Andy came in and started the meeting. He reviewed the schedule for the day then dismissed them all. Kelsey jumped up and headed straight for the wardrobe department. She walked quickly, but in a few long strides, Patrick caught up with her.

“Why’d you leave last night?” Patrick asked once he was by her side.

She slowed down but kept moving and looking straight ahead. “I wanted to.”

“Why? Did I upset you?”

She laughed once, bitterly.

“Well?” Patrick reached out, grabbed her hand, and stopped. Kelsey looked at him and tensed.

“Why do you care?” she snapped. “I mean really, why? First off, I never said I was upset. Second, why would you think it had anything to do with you? My life does not revolve around you.”

His jaw dropped, his eyes enlarged. She didn’t break eye contact as he closed his mouth and deeply filled his lungs. He hadn’t been expecting that.

“I was trying to apologize,” he stated slowly, trying to keep his irritation in check. “Is that okay with you?” She nodded and looked at her feet, bright color rising to her cheeks. “Now, was it something I said? Or is it just me?” She opened her mouth to argue, but he continued, “I know your opinion of my reputation, but I’m tired of these walls you’re constantly throwing up between us. I’m just trying to be a friend. Is that a problem?”

“No,” she whispered and shook her head.

“Really?” he asked gently, inching closer. He could smell the familiar strawberry, mint, and lavender he’d begun to associate with her, but he noticed something else too. Something floral and fresh. Roses? He’d never noticed that scent on her, but he liked it. “Then why does it feel like you’re rejecting me?” She inhaled sharply and stared at him. “It seems like we reach a point in every conversation when you just shut down. You stop being the warm, friendly person you are and push me away,” Patrick continued, trying to get everything out before Kelsey decided to speak or walk away.

Surprisingly, she did neither.

Her eyes lightened and her expression softened. He breathed a sigh of relief and was suddenly overcome by his oddly fascinating attraction to her. It wasn’t just her looks, it was her personality, the way she moved, the way she talked, and the way she smelled. Everything about her called to him on some level he hadn’t been aware of before her, and he wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her until he was sure she felt it too.

Instead, he dropped her hand and walked to the wardrobe tent alone.

Kelsey was still trying to recover her equilibrium as she watched Patrick walk away. She couldn’t believe her actions had had that much impact on him. She was rejecting him? She hadn’t recognized it as that but knew now that was exactly what she’d been doing. Rejecting him was easier than having him reject her.

But why did that bother him so much? It’s not like he couldn’t have any woman he wanted. And she wasn’t rejecting his friendship, just the idea of more than a friendship. Wasn’t she?

She followed Patrick’s path slowly as she mulled over the events of the dance. He was the one who had gotten nosy, he had crossed a line she hadn’t wanted him to cross, and the more she remembered, the more irritated she got. She stepped into the wardrobe department and asked where he was. They pointed her toward the changing room and, without thinking, she went in that direction.

She yanked the curtain back to find him shirtless, zipping his pants. He looked up at her and the image almost made her forget why she was there. His chest was nicely tanned and well defined, muscular. His abs were a perfect six-pack. His arms looked strong, and she suddenly remembered how gently they’d held her as they’d danced. She exhaled slowly and shook her head to re-gather her thoughts.

Meeting his glare, she drew herself up. “What do you mean I rejected you? You kept pushing that conversation last night. Then you ignored me when we sat down and I’m the one rejecting you?”

Patrick stalked closer. “You left.”

She’d expected him to roar at her, but this soft, concerned tone took her by surprise.

“You put the wall back up.” He stopped two steps in front of her. “I wanted to talk to you more, to finish our conversation. I just needed to calm down. When I was done dancing, you were gone. Just tell me what it is that you want, Kelsey.” Kelsey’s heart skipped a beat and she wanted to look away but couldn’t. She moistened her lips with her tongue and watched his gaze drop to them as he continued, “One minute you’re relaxed and sharing. The next you’re shutting me out.” His eyes looked almost pleading as he took one more step in her direction. She could feel his warmth and wanted to press herself into it. “Last night, things were going well. Then you shut down. You never even gave me a chance to fix it.”

“There’s nothing for you to fix,” she said as a lump formed in her throat.

“Are you sure?”

Her bottom lip quivered and it took all of her strength to turn and leave. She knew he was right and her stomach was in knots.
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When Kelsey arrived on set, Andy was bellowing orders. But when she stopped beside him, he smiled at her and waved everyone closer. “Okay, so this is the scene where David,” he pointed to Patrick, “and Julia,” signaling Kelsey, “are strolling through the park, reminiscing about their time together in college.” He walked the scene, explaining as he went where he wanted the cameramen to stand. A few yards away, he stopped. “This is where they’ll kiss. She’ll push him away then hurry off in that direction.” He pointed to his left, away from where Kelsey now stood. “Now, let’s rehearse this a few times before we film.”

Kelsey snickered and shook her head in amusement. Andy had an almost obsessive need to shoot scenes as few times as possible. She took her place next to Patrick and they began their walk-through. They ran through the scene, minus the kissing, per Kelsey’s request, three times flawlessly, even after Andy made a few minor changes. Yet Kelsey’s nerves wound tighter every time they got to the kiss and Patrick pulled her close, but not quite close enough. Her need to be closer surprised her.

When Andy announced it was time to shoot the scene, Kelsey had to take a minute to collect herself. She stepped away, deeply drawing in a lungful of the crisp fall air. The leaves on the trees around them had changed colors, and most had fallen. She closed her eyes to listen to the gentle breeze rustling through the remaining leaves. After a few moments, she was calm and opened her eyes and took her position beside Patrick, who looked quite relaxed and amused.

“Quiet on set! Action!” Andy called and they strolled slowly, repeating their lines. After the required steps and lines, Patrick gently took her arm.

“Have dinner with me,” he said.

“David, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she replied.

“Julia, I love you. I always have, I never stopped.”

She sighed. “David, you’re married to Chloe. I’m married to Seth. Don’t you think we owe it to them to make our marriages work?”

“Don’t you think we owe it to ourselves to follow our hearts and be happy?”

She laughed and touched his cheek, but started to tense. “We had our chance. You walked away.”

“I won’t make that mistake again.” He pulled her to him and kissed her. She resisted, like her character was supposed to. It felt different than a real kiss so Kelsey relaxed.

She pushed him away. “We can’t do this.” She turned to walk away.

“Kelsey, wait!”

Kelsey froze.

“Cut!” Andy bellowed.

“Damn it!” Patrick snapped.

She turned to look at Patrick but he was already walking toward the beginning of the scene. His hands were clenched in his hair, causing a string of crew to trot after him so they could fix it. She followed him slowly, her arms crossed, her eyes down as she tried to figure out how, or why, he would have made such a mistake. Patrick had never missed a line. In fact, he’d had it right in every rehearsal. So what had happened?

When she reached him, he wouldn’t look at her. His eyes were closed and he stood still as a statue as the stylist fixed his hair.

“Again! Action!” Andy called from his director’s chair.

They repeated the scene verbatim. This time, when he grabbed her arm, he was gentler about it. Kelsey turned and spoke her line.

“I won’t make that mistake again,” he said, pulling her closer.

Their lips met and Kelsey immediately felt a difference.

There was heat that wasn’t there before, coursing through her body from the point of their connection to her toes. She forgot her role and kissed him back, everything else temporarily forgotten. She needed to kiss him. She realized she’d wanted him to kiss her for some time. Her free arm slid up to his shoulder.

He responded by pulling her tighter and kissing her a little harder. Her lips parted as his tongue brushed them lightly. She muffled the sigh in her throat and was vaguely aware of the camera circling them. After what seemed like forever, far longer than it should have been, she pushed away. His eyes were wide and bright and she was gasping for air.

She shouldn’t have felt like that. The kiss shouldn’t have felt so real.

“We can’t . . .” she said too quietly, forgetting the rest of her line.

“Cut!” Andy cried again. “Jeez people, what the hell? You had it perfect in practice. Back to the beginning!”

Kelsey looked at Patrick, who was staring at her. She furrowed her brow in confusion and he opened his mouth to say something. She held up a hand and shook her head, pretty sure she didn’t want to hear what he wanted to say. She turned and strode back to the beginning of the scene again, wrestling with her feelings.

Was this what it would be like every time she kissed Patrick on set? She’d never felt like this when she had to kiss Grayson. Was this how these romances started? If Patrick kissed all of his co-stars the way he’d kissed her, she could certainly understand why.

Kelsey stood with her arms crossed, eyes closed, and lightly tapped her fingers on her upper arm. She needed to regain control. There had to be a happy medium between the first kiss and the second. She didn’t think she could handle another kiss like that second kiss. She kept her eyes closed until Andy asked if they were ready. They both replied that they were.

“Action!”

They strolled and repeated their lines perfectly again. When they kissed, it was gentle and warm. Kelsey was able to kiss Patrick back and keep her wits about her, but she still felt the spark.

She pushed away. “We can’t do this,” she said and the tears started to form. It was more than just her line, she hoped he realized that. She turned to walk away and he grabbed her hand.

“Julia, wait.” He got it right and the tears gathered just above her lids. “Have dinner with me, for old time’s sake.”

She slowly nodded, then swallowed. “I’ll think about it. That’s all I can promise.” A tear fell.

“I can live with that. For now.” He let go of her hand and she hurried away.

As soon as Andy yelled “Cut!” Kelsey picked up the pace and ran behind a black utility van owned by the studio. She furiously wiped her cheeks, trying to stop the flow of tears. That kiss felt too real for her liking and she had to figure out why.

She decided that it was all about the characters. She was simply feeling what Julia felt, that was all. She frowned at that thought. She couldn’t accept that it had anything to do with Patrick.

It had nothing to do with his soft, warm, inviting lips.

Stop it! she screamed silently. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. He did that way too often.

Kelsey heard female voices on the other side of the van and pressed her back against the vehicle to listen.

“Did you see that kiss?”

“Oh my god. That was so hot. I wish he’d kiss me like that.”

Kelsey’s cheeks felt like fire and she lightly pressed her fingers to her mouth.

“Oh, I know. I wish anyone would kiss me like that. It looked amazing.” They mumbled something else, then giggled, and walked away.

Kelsey rubbed her cheeks one more time and blinked her burning eyes. She walked around the front of the van, holding her head high, acting stronger than she felt. Andy was watching the scene on one of the field monitors, looking for any reason to do it again before they moved on. She silently prayed he didn’t find one.

“Kelsey,” Veronica called from her left. Kelsey turned and pasted a smile she didn’t really feel on her face. “That was awesome,” she squealed. Kelsey nodded unenthusiastically. “Have you been crying?” Veronica took a step closer and studied Kelsey’s eyes.

“I was supposed to, remember?”

“Not really. It’s called acting,” she joked but stopped when Kelsey didn’t laugh. “Do you want to talk?”

Kelsey shook her head. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Why were you crying?” she leaned in and whispered.

Kelsey shook her head as the tears brimmed over again. What was she supposed to say? That she was falling in love with Patrick? What was wrong with that? Veronica wouldn’t understand. She would probably encourage her, and Kelsey didn’t want that encouragement.

She didn’t want to love Patrick.

“Jeez, calm down,” Veronica said, taking Kelsey’s shoulders and staring into her eyes.

Kelsey wiped her face. “Sorry,” she said calmly. “I don’t know what’s come over me.”

“You’ve been pretty stressed lately,” Veronica said matter-of-factly.

You think? Kelsey thought.

“You know what you need?” Veronica asked, smiling widely.
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Patrick sat on a bench and closed his eyes as he pictured Kelsey’s face and wondered what had just happened. That kiss felt so real, but, he had to remind himself, they were acting. He was David, she was Julia. They were playing parts, right? Then why had it felt so different?

He shook his head. Everything always felt different with Kelsey.

He recalled the terrified look in her eyes and wondered why. Had his breath smelled bad? No, he’d had a mint on the way to the set. Had it been a bad kiss? It couldn’t have been, not the way she’d kissed him back. Had she been kissing him, or had Julia been kissing David? What would Kelsey tell him if he asked her?

She’d tell him she was in character, but something told him he wouldn’t believe that. There was more to that kiss, more to her response, than script. She’d been visibly troubled and afraid. It suddenly occurred to him why, and it all went back to that conversation they had while they’d been dancing.

She’d been hurt before. The only explanation he could come up with for the look in her eyes was that she was afraid of being hurt again. But if she was afraid, did that mean she felt something for him? His heart raced at the thought and he slowly grinned. That had to be it. If she didn’t, that kiss would have been just part of the job. Kelsey hadn’t acted that way.

So, if this was as real for her as it was for him, he knew she must think he would hurt her. But why would she think that?

“Oh no,” he groaned as his head dropped into his hands.

His reputation. It had haunted him the whole time he’d been working with her. Grayson had told him as much.

Love ’em and leave ’em.

That was what she thought he did. He’d told her it wasn’t true. It was nothing more than casual sex. Well, it was for him at least. Did she still think he’d had real feelings for all of those women?

He’d never felt anything like what he felt for her before. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her. He wanted to be near her, to hear her laugh, to see her smile. He wanted to touch her face, kiss her lips, hold her in his arms. The need almost overwhelmed him at times. She’d never worked with him before; she couldn’t know how differently he’d behaved around other women. How could he make her understand?

“Veronica, Kelsey,” Andy called out and Patrick sat up, looking around. Everyone was hidden by the slight hill and it sounded like Andy was ready to move on. Patrick stood and ambled over the rise in time to see Kelsey walking away with Veronica by her side. His heart skipped another beat.

He had to convince her that she was different, that this wasn’t normal for him.

That this was real.
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“Did you really order this much?” Kelsey asked Veronica as she considered the cart full of sweets at her door. Veronica simply laughed from behind her. Kelsey shook her head and chuckled as she signed the receipt and handed it back to the bellhop. “Thank you,” she said and wheeled the cart into the room and Veronica helped her spread its contents out on the coffee table. Kelsey pushed the empty cart into the kitchen area before taking her seat next to Veronica on the couch. She picked up her dish of chocolate ice cream and french fries.

Veronica wrinkled her nose as Kelsey dragged a fry through the ice cream and ate it. “Ugh,” she said and Kelsey laughed. “Where’d you pick that up? Your pregnant sister?”

Kelsey shook her head. “No, actually, I used to work in fast food. I picked it up there. Wanna try it?”

“No, thanks.”

While they had waited for their desserts to be delivered, Veronica had freely talked about almost everything in her life: her childhood, her family, even her ex-boyfriends. Kelsey had almost envied Veronica’s openness and made it her goal to be a little less guarded with some things. It would probably do her some good to open up to someone.

Well, someone other than Patrick.

“So, what was it like?” Veronica asked suddenly.

Kelsey took a moment to remember what they’d been talking about. “What? Working at McDonald’s?”

“Yeah. Well, everything, I guess. I’ve only ever known Hollywood.” Veronica shrugged as she took a bite of a cookie. “I don’t know anything about a ‘normal’ childhood.”

Kelsey laughed. “I doubt that. ‘Normal’ is subjective after all. It’s what you’re used to.”

“So, what were you used to?”

“It wasn’t a bad childhood. Lots of playing outside if it was nice or playing board games and Barbies with my sister if it wasn’t,” Kelsey said.

“You’re lucky to have a sister. I have a younger brother, and that’s no fun,” Veronica popped the last bit of cookie into her mouth.

“We had a brother too. He was between us, but it was usually the two of us against him. He became quite protective of me as we grew up though, and we grew to be pretty close.” Kelsey tried to keep the hurt out of her voice. She never forgot Sean, but for the second time in three days, she was talking about him and that was rare.

“What happened to him?” Veronica asked and Kelsey realized she’d zoned out for a minute or two.

“He died when he was in college,” she answered quietly. Veronica gasped and Kelsey waved it off and stared at the french fry in her hand. “Now that I think about it, this was his doing.” She held up the ice cream and fries and laughed. “We worked in the same restaurant together and I believe he introduced me to this.” She hated the pity she saw in Veronica’s eyes. “He knew how much I loved chocolate and salt together.”

Veronica eyed the ice cream and looked at Kelsey again. Without a word, she picked up a fry and dragged it through the chocolate as well and took a bite. Kelsey fought a smile as Veronica’s expression changed from one of disgust to consideration and finally to delight.

“That’s not bad.”

Kelsey shook her head in resignation. “No, it’s not.” They laughed together, watched a movie, and continued to chat about almost everything. Kelsey was so relaxed that she was surprised to see there was very little food left when the movie went off.

They cleaned up the leftovers—four cookies, half a slice of chocolate cake, and a little bit of pound cake—and Veronica wheeled the cart out to the hallway. Kelsey took the movie out of the DVD player and put it back in the case.

“So what did we decide?” she asked as she lay out the three remaining movies on the coffee table. Veronica looked them over, pointing to the one most likely to make them cry. “Why do we do this to ourselves?” Kelsey asked, taking the movie to the TV.

“It’s therapeutic,” Veronica replied then sighed heavily. “I’m going to have to spend three hours a day in the gym for the next week to make up for all that sugar, ugh.”

“Right, cause you’re gonna blimp up to what? A size four?”

“Yeah, could happen,” Veronica said seriously.

Kelsey laughed. “Only if you eat like that every night.” She eyed her speculatively. “You don’t, do you?”

“No, thankfully,” Veronica answered, closing her eyes and sliding down the couch a little. The movie began and Kelsey sat back, resting her head on the back of the couch. “So, how was your first on-screen kiss?”

Kelsey turned and Veronica was smiling mischievously. “Wow, that’s random,” she said with a laugh.

“Sorry, I just remembered,” Veronica said. “So?”

“Um, it was interesting,” Kelsey answered. To say the least, she added to herself.

“Interesting? Kelsey, we’re not talking about a book,” Veronica retorted. “It was a kiss, your first major kiss in front of a camera.”

“I’ve kissed Grayson,” Kelsey argued.

“Those were little pecks, they don’t count.” Veronica rolled her eyes. “And this is Patrick Lyons we’re talking about. I want to know how it was.”

“I told you.” Kelsey felt the color rush to her cheeks as she turned to watch the movie.

“Hm. Is that all?”

“Yeah, what did you expect?” Kelsey shrugged her shoulder. “How was your first on-screen kiss?”

Veronica laughed. “Dull.”

“We’re not talking about a book,” Kelsey reminded her and Veronica laughed loudly.

“It was so stiff and cold. I mean, the end result looked good, but it felt weird. Almost like kissing a dead fish.”

Kelsey laughed but felt her stomach start to churn again. Maybe Veronica’s first kiss partner wasn’t as experienced an actor as Patrick was.

“Have they gotten better?” Kelsey asked, referring to the kisses, not the partners.

“No, not really.”

Kelsey swallowed hard. Hers had.

“They just always seem so detached.”

Kelsey nodded.

“Well, even if it was just ‘interesting,’ it looked really good. That’s the important thing.”

“Of course,” Kelsey readily agreed.

They watched the movie in silence as Kelsey chewed on her lower lip. She hoped Veronica didn’t realize how much her comments had affected her. She was feeling a little sick to her stomach and couldn’t tell if it was the excess of sweets or the butterflies again. Kelsey now had a whole other list of things to think about, things she didn’t want to consider.

“So are you ready for that?” Veronica asked, pointing to the screen with a devilish grin. A love scene was just starting in the movie.

“Yeah, I guess,” Kelsey mumbled.

“Nervous?”

Kelsey nodded her response.

“I was, too, the first time,” Veronica continued. “Actually, every time. But that does get easier.”

“So, what should I expect?” Kelsey was suddenly worried about her exposure to Patrick.

“You mean technically? The crew, your wardrobe, that sort of thing?”

“Yes,” Kelsey quickly agreed, not sure how to ask what she was really thinking.

“Well, the way Andy likes to film, he’ll only have essential personnel there. A few cameramen and maybe a boom operator or two, but that should be about it,” Veronica explained. “And you know that Andy will want to film it in as few takes as possible. He may just keep the cameras rolling and change your positions as he needs to.”

Kelsey swallowed hard. This wasn’t helping her feel any better about the scene.

“Of course, Andy will be there yelling directions, cameras will be in your face, and, try as you might, you won’t forget the other people there. In my experience, the guy has always, and I mean always, been as limp as a wet noodle, so that’s a plus. I guess. It’s nothing like the real thing.” Veronica turned to Kelsey with a smirk. “You have had the real thing, haven’t you?”

“Veronica!” Kelsey exclaimed, half amused, half embarrassed. “Why would you ask that?”

“Just curious,” she replied. “So, have you?”

“Yes,” Kelsey answered, then turned to the movie.

“Steady boyfriends or casual?”

“Steady.” Kelsey left it at that. What would Veronica think if she found out it was only one boyfriend?

“Really, you’ve never had casual sex?” Veronica questioned. Kelsey glanced at the look of shock on her face and shook her head. “Why not?”

Kelsey had to laugh at her bluntness. “It just doesn’t interest me, I guess.”

“What’s not of interest? Hopefully you enjoy it, he enjoys it, and you go your merry way. No strings attached.” Veronica had a large grin on her face.

“Maybe I like the strings,” Kelsey said.

“Why would you like the strings?”

Kelsey thought Veronica was too amused by the conversation.

“Because there’s something special in knowing that this man you’re with, in a very intimate and vulnerable way, is in love with you and you with him. On some level, it’s what it was designed for. You can’t get that feeling from casual sex,” Kelsey answered.

Veronica frowned. “How do you know if you’ve never tried it?”

“That’s the thing. I’m not interested in trying it.”

“So, you’ve only had sex with men you’re in a relationship with,” she said. “When was your last relationship?”

“In college,” Kelsey replied, hoping she could leave it at that.

“Wow.” Veronica sighed. “You’re telling me no one has piqued your interest since then?”

Kelsey shook her head.

“No one?” Veronica repeated.

“No,” Kelsey said with a laugh. “Why’s that so hard to believe?”

“Hello! Have you seen the men you work with?” They both laughed. “Look, all I’m saying is that while you’re searching for your ‘Mr. Right,’ maybe you should have fun with a few ‘Mr. Right Now’s.”

“And what if I miss my ‘Mr. Right’ because I’m with ‘Mr. Right Now’?” Kelsey asked.

Veronica shrugged. “And what if one of the ‘Mr. Right Now’s actually turns out to be your ‘Mr. Right’?”

Kelsey exhaled deeply and slowly. She guessed Veronica had a point but didn’t want to admit it. “So, what about you? Are you enjoying your ‘Mr. Right Now’s?” Kelsey asked.

“Oh. Yes.” Veronica beamed. “But I’m not really looking for ‘Mr. Right’ yet.”

“That’s what you think,” Kelsey stated and Veronica shook her head in disagreement. “I think we’re all looking for ‘Mr. Right.’”

“Really?” she scoffed. “And how’s your search going?”

Kelsey pursed her lips. She couldn’t argue. She hadn’t been searching too hard since she and Tim had broken up. To be honest, that would be putting it lightly. She’d avoided falling in love, or anything resembling it, for almost six years.

Six long years.

The closest thing she’d had to a good kiss was the one she’d shared with Patrick earlier. And the bad thing about that was . . . it wasn’t real.

Then it hit her. She suddenly felt like there was a light shining down on her and a chorus in the background, holding the first “ah” in “hallelujah.”

That had to be what it was.

It had been so long since she’d been kissed that she was confusing it with the real thing. Maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t really falling in love with Patrick. Yes, there was an attraction, but she could get past that. She’d spent the last five years ignoring varying degrees of attraction, and it would go away once they were done working together. And knowing that she wasn’t in love with Patrick would make the love scene so much easier.

She and Veronica watched the movie for another fifteen minutes before they started to talk again. Veronica talked mostly about herself and Kelsey was more than happy to let her. When they got to the sad part in the movie, they stopped talking and cried. By the time the movie was over, Kelsey had a sobbing- and sugar-induced headache, but did feel surprisingly better. She wasn’t sure whether it was the realization that, in all probability, she wasn’t in love with Patrick, or the good cry she’d just had.

“See, I told you. It’s therapeutic,” Veronica said, sniffing as she walked over to the television. Kelsey laughed her agreement. “You look like you’re in a much better mood.”

“I am,” Kelsey stated. “Thanks, we should do this again.”

“How does tomorrow sound?”

“Good, but only after I hit the gym.”

Veronica nodded and said she needed to do the same thing. She collected her movies and Kelsey walked her to the door.

“See you in the morning,” Kelsey said as Veronica walked out of the door.

“Yep, bright and early.” She waved and Kelsey closed the door.
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“Patrick, can I talk to you?” Kelsey asked extra sweetly, using a tone she hadn’t used since Tim. It had been reserved for times she’d really needed him to do something for her. Even then it had only worked half the time. She kept her eyes down and bit her bottom lip, taking slow breaths to calm her nerves.

For the past two mornings, she had found a single red-tipped yellow rose outside of her hotel room door. She had done her best not to think about it while at work yesterday, but when she’d gotten back to her room she hadn’t been able to pull her attention away from it. Curious about its odd coloring, she looked it up online. The color symbolized falling in love. She had thought the flower had been from Patrick, but that couldn’t possibly be true. If it was, she was certain he didn’t know the significance of the color.

When she’d seen the small, silver angel charm tied to the vase of this morning’s rose, she felt certain her first guess had been right. It was from Patrick.

She was both flattered and frustrated.

When she finally built up the courage to say something, she hunted Patrick down. He was currently between scenes and seated at a table in the tent.

He looked up and beamed. “Sure.”

Kelsey sat in a chair beside him. “I got your gift this morning,” she said quietly, almost afraid of what she was about to say. Even more afraid of what his response might be.

“What gift?” he teased.

She smiled politely. “The flower was beautiful.” She watched his face and after a few seconds a delightful wrinkle creased his forehead.

“And the charm?” he casually remarked.

Her eyes narrowed slightly as the corners of her mouth threatened to turn up. She quickly got them in check. “I knew they were from you.”

“Guilty.” He laughed. “They were from me.”

Kelsey studied his face. He looked very pleased with himself, too pleased. He probably thought she was there to thank him. She wanted to but needed to know something else first. Her hands twisted together on the table. “Why?”

“Just wanted you to know I’ve been thinking about you.”

Kelsey raised an eyebrow. “What exactly have you been thinking about me?”

His mouth fell open for a moment before he snapped it shut.

Kelsey looked at the table as she hesitantly asked, “Do you give all your leading ladies flowers?”

After a few moments of silence, except for his steady respirations, he spoke. “Just what is that supposed to mean?” he asked sharply. Kelsey looked at him and his eyes widened. “Can’t I give you something, just to be nice?”

“I’m just asking,” she said, keeping her voice low and steady.

“What do you want to know?” His tone was calmer as he leaned closer.

Kelsey mimicked his movement. “Are you really just being nice,” she asked on the inhale, and as she exhaled, “or are you expecting something in return?”

He sat back, frowning, and she could see the hurt in his eyes. As he slowly stood, he put his hands on the table and leaned over them. Kelsey forced herself to hold his gaze.

“It was just a gift. A gesture of friendship,” he stated, then straightened and walked away.

Kelsey pinched her lips together as she closed her eyes and lowered her head. She shouldn’t have asked. He’d been nothing but nice to her and she should have just accepted his gifts without question. She slowly followed him to the next scene.
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The next morning Kelsey was a little slower to get moving. She was preparing herself mentally for the day of filming ahead. She opened the door and saw another rose, white, with a hand-written note attached.

It read: There’s no color to say I’m sorry, so please accept this one instead.

Her heart skipped a beat and she glanced up and down the hall. Patrick was nowhere to be seen. She took the rose into her room and put it on the counter with the others. Three flowers in three vases didn’t look right, so she moved them all into one. There wasn’t enough water in the one, so she added more.

He’d given her the silent treatment for the rest of the day, only speaking to her when he had to. This white rose, and the apology to go with it, were unexpected. But then, Patrick hadn’t really behaved the way she’d expected him to the whole time they’d been working together.

Her hands shook as she rearranged the flowers.
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