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VOICES SPOKE IN HIS head as he stared at the decrepit old general store.

“No, Flint. Don’t!” came a lilting teenager voice.

“Swim, Cassie!”

Flint swore he could still hear the creak of the old Cedar Lake dock under his weight as he ran to the end and jumped, showing off for his girl.

Then the sound of the splash as he hit the water. Laughter, squeals, and kisses from the prettiest girl in Pine Grove as he wrapped his arms around her waist.

And she’d applauded and giggled at every goofy thing he did. Damn. She was fine. Blonde hair like spun gold in the sun, a smile that could melt the meanest mood. And a body from the gods.

They’d dry off and pad over to Cassie’s grandmother’s store. Vanilla Cokes and homemade brownies topped with ice cream awaited.

But that was sixteen years ago. He shook his head, scattering the memories, returning him to the present. Hot summer sun beat down on the back of his neck. He rubbed the sweat away before shoving the key in the ancient padlock on the abandoned general store.

He opened then removed the lock. The old knob creaked when he turned it.

Dust particles, disturbed by the draft from the open door, danced and glittered in the sunlight. Flint stepped in.

“It needs work. But the bones are good. The floor? Refinishing.” He turned his gaze to the shelves. “They’re sturdy. Just need dusting.”

He spoke aloud, though there was no one there.

“Ten years unoccupied and still standing. It’s a friggin’ miracle.”

Flint spied a grimy red kickball in the corner. He bent down and picked it up.

“Cassie, I’m gonna give you one more chance. Your last chance to fix this place up.”

Flint ran a finger through the dust on the counter. He sneezed then yanked a handkerchief out of his back pocket.

“Yeah, you’re a big Broadway star. I probably won’t get to see you, but I can’t take Gram’s place down without trying to reach you. I’ll be at the stage door on Saturday. Like every other guy who’s got the hots for you. It’s your last chance.”

Flint tucked the ball under his arm and left the building. He connected the padlock and walked to his truck. After tossing the ball in the back, he got behind the wheel. He started the motor then sat for a moment and stared at the old building. Happy memories of working there with Cassie flitted through his brain.

He could hear Gram Meacham. “Don’t eat the candy. That’s to sell. If you work hard, I’ll give you some of your favorite. Okay?”

As the engine warmed up, he smiled. He’d loved the old lady. Never having a grandmother himself, he’d latched on to her as if she were his own. She’d doted on him, offering him brownies and the world’s best blueberry muffins. His mouth watered as he recalled them, still warm from the oven. Even the Cozy Café didn’t have muffins as good as Gram Meacham’s.

The sound of the fire alarm broke through his reverie. Being a volunteer fireman, he had to go. Flint threw his truck in gear and headed for the firehouse.

Would Cassie give a damn about the old place? Probably not. But he had to try, had to give his old friend a chance to redeem it, and herself. She’d left Pine Grove at sixteen, never to return, never to communicate with him again.

Of course, he’d never told her how deeply he’d fallen for her. Waste of time, he’d told himself a thousand times. And for the last sixteen years, his heart had remained constant. He’d even been engaged three times but never made it to “I do.” He sighed. Maybe this was his last chance, too.

When he got to the station, Gavin Dailey started the fire engine.

“Let’s go!”

Flint grabbed a coat and hat from a hook inside and jumped on the truck. His mind turned away from the tempting image of Cassie Wells and focused on the present.

“The Marshall’s.” Gavin put the vehicle in gear and stepped on the gas. Then he switched on the flashing lights and the siren.

Work at Flint’s printing company would have to wait. He raised his gaze, saw smoke billowing into the air. It looked bigger than he’d hoped. A nice little gas grill fire that had gotten out of hand would’ve been a piece of cake. But gray smoke rose into the air, blanketing half the house. He steeled himself for a fight.

In the distance, another fire engine screamed. He said a brief prayer and prepared himself to face what awaited—a fire too big for one truck.

* * * *
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CASSANDRA WELLS SAT at the dressing table in her small room backstage at the Power Theatre. She blotted the oil on her face with a small sponge then sighed. Tonight would be the last performance of “Shooting Star,” a romantic suspense musical. She couldn’t complain. The show had busted box office records for four years. While she’d sweated her ass off show after show as a musical theatre performer—not a dramatic actress—she didn’t miss the grueling day-after-day dancing of a long-running show. Or pampering her voice for months on end and then singing the same songs night after night.

For sixteen years, she ate, drank, and slept performing. Rising late, quick breakfast, then heading to the theatre until lunch had been her routine. She hadn’t seen a movie or finished a book since this show opened. She’d been nominated for an Academy Award for a movie she did five years ago, won a Tony for this play, and had been offered this role in the movie version. Great success didn’t happen to people who goofed off or had a life.

She recalled her mother wondering aloud how her daughter managed to keep a relationship going with the sexy British film star Basil Evans-White.

“I can’t believe you actually got engaged. Have you two ever been in the same city for more than a weekend?”

“Not spending too much time together keeps us from getting bored.”

Caroline Wells snorted. “And keeps it sexy, too, I’ll bet.”

“Mother!”

Cassie had turned away to hide her blush, but once again her mother was spot-on. Having your mother know you so well alternated between great and downright annoying.

Staring into the mirror, her eyes zeroed in on the dark circles carefully hidden beneath heavy theatrical makeup. No one could see them, but Cassie knew they were there. Her shoulders slumped under the weight of her life, as if she carried an anvil on her back.

The door flew open, bouncing off the wall with a bang, and her quiet moment evaporated as her fiancé, mother, brother, and his wife burst in. Eating up every square inch of space in the small dressing room, they bumped against each other. With the air sucked up by her entourage, Cassie could barely breathe.

“Darling, the first act went great. I have the contract here from Al, but other scripts are pouring in. I guess the word is out this run is over. I haven’t had a chance to go through them all, but there are several promising musicals with big directors. You’ll have your pick!” Grinning, her mother eased her elegant bones into the only other chair, next to her daughter.

“Mom. Let’s finish this first.”

“Really, darling. You don’t want to sit on these offers. They could go to someone else.”

Cassie tried to smile.

“Mom’s right,” her brother, Brian, said.

Another voice joined theirs. “Sweetheart, there must be something opening in London. We could be there together,” Basil Evans-White, her fiancé added.

Cassie tuned them out, reducing their strident voices to background buzz. She stared into her eyes in the mirror. Who is this woman? She had no answer. Straightening her shoulders, she pushed the exhaustion out of her body. There would be plenty of time to collapse after the final curtain. In the meantime, she had to suck it up for the millionth time and finish the show.

“Please! Everyone. I need a moment. Do you mind?” Cassie motioned with her hand.

One by one, the others filed out. Last to leave, Basil blew a kiss and closed the door. Cassie let out a sigh. She stretched her arms above her head, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Reciting the first speech of the second act brought her back to the present. Pushing to her feet, Cassie exercised while she recited her lines.

Grabbing a bottle of water, she downed it before the telltale knock indicating the start of the second act drew her attention. Blowing out a breath, she opened and closed her mouth, loosening her jaw muscles, pushed her arms out in front of her, shook them out, and responded, “Coming!”

She picked her way through backstage ropes and paraphernalia to stand in the wings, awaiting her cue. When she stepped out onto the stage, the audience burst into applause. The adulation energized Cassie. Like a drug to an addict, the approval of the audience was what she lived for. She morphed into her character and delivered her lines with gusto.

She couldn’t believe it. Three standing ovations! Tired beyond belief, she simply wanted it to be over so she could crawl into bed. But the audience had other ideas. They stood until the curtain rose three times. The last time was only for Cassie and Braden Carpenter, her co-star. They clasped hands and bowed again and again in front of the people hungry for more. An intern popped up on the stage to deliver a bouquet of red roses to Cassie. Her co-star disappeared into the wings, leaving her to take her last bow alone.

Finally, the curtain went down and stayed down.

“Oh, thank God,” she muttered.

Braden leaned over and kissed her. “Great run, Cassie.”

“Thanks.” She hugged him then made a beeline for her dressing room. Her entourage had returned, packing the tiny space, awaiting her arrival. She was hugged, kissed, criticized, congratulated, and told what to do next by everyone in the room as she pushed her way through.

Finally seated at her dressing table, she picked up a towelette and wiped it over her cheek. Her mother, Caroline Wells, also her agent, yapped on and on about the next movie or the next show, or whatever. Cassie didn’t listen. The buzzing gave her a headache. She simply couldn’t concentrate on the torrent of words flying around the room. Snatches of conversations found their way into her consciousness. Caroline talking to Brian, and then Basil chimed in.

Cassie closed her eyes for a moment, rubbed her temples, then scrubbed her face with the damp cloth. She had to get away.

“Not so hard, darling! You’ll ruin your perfect skin,” Caroline said, reaching for her daughter’s wrist. Cassie pulled away. Shooting daggers with her eyes at her mother, Cassie finished cleaning the stage makeup off then pushed to her feet.

“Out! Everyone! I have to change.”

“Even me?” Basil raised his eyebrows.

“Yes.”

“But, sweetheart—”

“Out! All of you.” She ushered them through the door then shut it. As if they’d all push their way in again, she leaned her back against it and closed her eyes. Alone, finally. But it wouldn’t last. She stripped off her costume, hung it carefully on the rack, and pulled on black leggings and a big, white, silk shirt.

“Wear black leggings, dear. They’ll make your legs look slimmer,” her mother had advised.

After stuffing her feet into ballet slippers, she paused long enough to apply a touch of blush to her cheeks and lipstick. It was too warm outside to wear her long sweater. So she yanked it from the rack and stuffed it into her dance bag.

Squaring her shoulders, Cassie pasted a smile on her face. One more hurdle before she could collapse—the fans waiting outside. She headed there, telling herself this was the last time. She ran past her family and shoved the back door open. People clustered around the entrance applauded and cheered. She stood on a small metal platform a few feet above.

Something flew toward her. She ducked but not in time. A big, rubber ball bounced up and knocked her shoulder. She dropped the bag and grabbed the ball. Damn! Studying it, she opened then closed her mouth. Memories of kickball games on late summers’ eves flitted through her brain.

“Can I have your autograph?” A man interrupted her thoughts.

“Of course.” Cassie tucked the ball under her arm and scrawled her name. Then she looked up, her gaze shooting across the crowd to a man standing thirty feet away.

“Oh my God. Really? Is it you?” She pushed her way through the admiring throng.

The man stared back.

“Flint McKay? Is it really you?” Cassie stopped just shy of touching him.

A grin spread across his face. “Cassie Wells. Good to see you.”

“You haven’t changed.”

“You have. You look great.” He squeezed her shoulder.

The crowd swarmed over her again.

“Don’t leave,” she shouted over several heads.

“I won’t.” Flint moved to the side and leaned a shoulder against the building. Her gaze traveled the length of his lean, rangy form.

“Take this,” she shouted, hurling the ball.


He caught it. She signed every autograph. When the people left, Cassie stood in front of him. “What are you doing here?”


His eyebrows shot up. “I need to talk to you.”

“Really? Why now?”

Voices from her entourage, coming from the stage door, caught up with them. Cassie hooked her arm through Flint’s.

“This is Flint McKay. He’s an old friend. We’re going to grab a burger. I’ll see you later,” she said, urging him forward. He followed her lead. “Hurry,” she whispered, “before they catch up.”

They scurried down the alley, disappeared around a corner, and got lost in the crowd on Eighth Avenue.

“I know a little place where no one famous ever goes.”

“Sounds good.”

They crossed the avenue and descended the stairs of Tuck’s Hideaway, below ground level. Flint opened the door for her. She picked a small table in a dark corner and eased into a chair. Sitting next to her, he took her hand for a moment then dropped it.

A waiter plopped two menus on the table. “Be right back.”

Cassie faced Flint. “Okay. Now, why are you here?”

* * * *
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FLINT CLEARED HIS THROAT. He’d spent the entire ride on the bus choosing his words, going over and over what he had to say. But when confronted by her beauty, especially those clear-blue eyes staring into his, his mind went blank.

Her radiant smile lit up the dim atmosphere of the restaurant. She took his breath away, as she had when he was a teenager. But they lived worlds apart. He had no idea what her life was like now, except for the few snippets he’d found online on gossip websites.

His gaze dropped to the bright, shiny diamond twinkling in the flickering light of the little candle on their table. He swallowed. Right. Cassandra Wells was engaged to Basil Evans-Something, wildly successful British actor. So, what the hell was she doing here with him? Or what was he, Flint McKay, Mr. Nobody, doing here with a star of Broadway and movies?

“Well?” She tipped her chin up, her gaze darted to the window and back. She drummed her fingers on the table.

“It’s about Gram’s general store.”

“What?” Her eyes widened.

“Gram’s general store.” Once the words were out, he realized how feeble they sounded. After her grandmother had died, the town had notified Cassie—or said they did. She never responded, so the store was put up for auction. Flint had bought it for a pittance, which was good because it wasn’t even worth what he’d paid.

Suddenly, he realized it wasn’t that Cassie had been too busy with her career to get in touch with the town of Pine Grove about the store. She hadn’t given a flying fuck. Humiliation washed over him. What was he doing here?

Convinced she had an emotional connection to the old shop, he’d gone out of his way to keep the place decent enough to remain standing, holding on to it until she got around to returning to claim her property.

One look at her face, and it became apparent she simply didn’t care and had no idea what he was talking about. The desire to escape overwhelmed him. He pushed to his feet.

“This was a mistake. I’m sorry. Sorry to waste your time.”

She tugged on his sleeve. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

“Home.” He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “Take care. Good luck. Again, sorry to bother you.”

“Sit down!” Fire flashed in her eyes.

He stopped.

“Sit down! Damn it! You’re not leaving until you tell me what you came here to say.”

“This was a mistake.”

“I ditched my mother, my brother, and my fiancé to be with you. You’re not brushing me off. Don’t be an asshole. Sit down.”

When the waiter returned, Cassie faced him. “I’ll have a vodka tonic and a cheeseburger.”

Flint took his seat. “Same.”

“Thanks,” the man said, collecting the menus.

“Now. Where were we? Gram’s store? What about Gram’s store?”

The waiter delivered their drinks. Cassie took a big sip.

Flint took a deep breath. Truth time. Total truth.

“When the town didn’t hear from you, they put the place up for auction. I bought it for pennies on the dollar.”

“So you want me to reimburse you? How much?” She rummaged in her handbag. Flint’s hand stopped hers.

“No.” If she had shot an arrow directly into his heart, it wouldn’t hurt as much as her words. Fuck. This wasn’t about money. Not by a long shot.

“Then what do you want? The suspense is killing me.”

He reached into the breast pocket of his suit jacket and slapped a photo on the table. Anger bubbled up in his chest, tightening his muscles. “I want to know if you want the place. If you do, it needs work. Serious work. I’ll help you get it in shape. If you don’t want it, I’ll let the town demolish it, like they want to. We have to either fix it or let it go.”

“Demolish? Like destroy?”

He nodded.

“Oh no. No. I don’t think so.”

“This is your last chance. Words aren’t enough.”

“Money?” She raised her gaze to lock with his.

“Among other things.”

“How much?”

“I have no idea.”

“So you come here to present...nothing? You don’t have the facts. Come back when you do.” She pushed to her feet. The waiter appeared, putting her plate down. “Can you bag it to go?”

“Sure.” He leaned over to pick up the plate.

“She’s only kidding. Aren’t you, dear?” Flint shot her a steely stare. “She’ll eat it here.” He grabbed her forearm in a firm grip. “Sit down, sweetheart.” The last word dripped sarcasm.

Cassie obeyed.

The waiter put Flint’s food in front of him. “Anything else?”

“Another round?” Cassie raised cool eyes to Flint.

“Sure. I’m not driving.”

* * * *
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WHILE FLINT TOOK A big bite of his burger, Cassie picked up the photo. She held it close to the candle to see. Her stomach clenched at the sight of the boarded-up old store. A stinging at the backs of her eyes warned her of tears. Nope. Not gonna cry.

“What happened?” She studied the picture.

“Time happened. It’s been ten years since Gram passed and sixteen since you were last there.”

“I know.”

“Buildings deteriorate if no one lives in ’em.”

“I guess.” The shabbiness of the structure, visible in the dim light, shocked her. She hadn’t thought about the place in years. Brian, her brother, had told her to forget about it. But he hadn’t been the one to spend every summer there with her biological grandmother, working in the store, or swimming in Cedar Lake with her Pine Grove friends.

Brian was Caroline and Parker Wells’ biological child. By the time they got around to wanting a second one, five years later, they were set on a girl. So they adopted Cassandra. Her mother had died in childbirth, and she never knew who her father was. Cassie’s biological grandmother, Frances Meacham, had begged for visitation rights. Caroline and Parker agreed to send her to Pine Grove every summer to live with Frances.

Those summers, working in the general store, had been magical and a respite from dancing and singing lessons and acting classes. Caroline had groomed her daughter from age three to become a stunning actress, and Cassie hadn’t disappointed.

At sixteen, she got her first break—a movie role. With her career launched, she left Pine Grove, never to return. On lonely nights in her small hotel room, Cassie would close her eyes and relive those beautiful days of kickball games, nickel candy, homemade ice cream, and skinny-dipping with her first love, Flint McKay.

“What do you want from me? Money? I’ll contribute to the renovation.” She dug into her handbag.

“You’re not listening.”

She stopped. “Then what?”

“I want you to come to Pine Grove. See the place. Then decide, if you want it, whether to sell it or let it be demolished.”

“Really? You might as well ask me to fly to the moon.”

“Why is this such a big fucking deal? You’re here in New York. Pine Grove is two hours away.”

“Typical of somebody who doesn’t know this business. I have a schedule.”

“You’ve finished the play. You want me to believe you can’t take off a day or two?”

“Bingo.”

Flint shifted in his seat and cast his gaze to his plate.

“My mother’s my manager. She’s got me booked until I’m sixty.”

“It’s your life, Cassie. You call the shots.”

Cassie gave a snort. “That’s what you think. And, by the way, nobody calls me that anymore.”

Flint cocked an eyebrow. “Well, pardon me, Ms. Wells.”

They sat, eating in silence. Flint finished first. He reached in his pocket, pulled two twenties from his wallet, and rose to his feet.

“Good to see you, Cassie. Good luck.” He dropped the bills on the table and headed for the door.

“I’ve got this.”

“Nope. You can’t even control your own life. You sure as hell can’t control mine.”

Before she could reply, he pushed out the door and climbed the steps. Spying the kickball, she raced after him, hollering down the street.

“The kickball!”

He faced her. “Keep it! A souvenir.”

He’d left her speechless. She watched until he turned the corner. Cassie went back to her table, but her appetite had gone south. Her mother would be proud knowing she only ate a quarter of her burger. Gotta keep your weight down. Caroline’s words echoed in Cassie’s head. She added ten bucks to the tip and headed for the street.

It was late. Her footsteps echoed on the damp pavement as a light rain fell. Her hair frizzed, and her spirits drooped. No one who passed by recognized her. Grateful, she kept her gaze straight ahead. Even blinking rapidly couldn’t stem the tide of tears pouring down her face.

Exhaustion gripped her. Her back and shoulders ached. Her hotel suite was only two blocks away. She picked up her pace, anxious to get in bed and lose herself in dreamless sleep.

She huddled in a corner of the elevator as it climbed to the top floor.

“Say, aren’t you...?” a man started. But the woman with him tugged on his sleeve and shook her head. “Oh. Sorry,” he mumbled.

Thank God. No, she wasn’t Cassandra Wells, star of stage and screen. She was little Cassie Wells, clerk at Meacham’s General Store and lover to a fireman.
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Chapter Two
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Flint walked to the bus station. Numb, he didn’t feel the rain. He had been sharing a table with the famous Cassandra Wells in a hole-in-the-wall restaurant. Him, Flint McKay, Mr. Nobody from Pine Grove. He could hardly breathe.

Yet when she opened her mouth, she became Cassie again. Feelings he’d stuffed so far down inside he didn’t even know they still existed surfaced. Like a geyser, they shot up through him, taking over his mind and body.

Sassy little Cassie Wells was as smart-mouthed and beautiful as ever. Sentences starting with “Remember the time...” had buzzed through his brain, but he’d ignored them. He didn’t traipse all the way to New York to talk about old times. He’d had a purpose, a mission, even if he didn’t remember what it was. Oh, yes, the general store.

He snorted. What a chump he’d been. He’d actually expected Cassie to give enough of a shit about the place to come home with him on the bus. He stopped. Home. Yeah, it was still his home, but it had been her home, too. At least for a little while.

She had a life, which was more than he could say for himself. Busy with the printshop and rescuing people, he hadn’t been able to unlock his heart in sixteen years. He’d tried. He’d been engaged three times, and each time he’d crapped out.

Sure, he’d become the town joke.

“I hear it’s gonna rain and Flint McKay is getting engaged, again.”

“I understand Homer’s is giving Flint McKay a discount on bachelor parties.”

Ha-ha. So funny. Not! Ashamed to recall, he’d even left one lady at the altar. Flint McKay’s heart had stopped working where women were concerned. And now Cassie was engaged—to a guy Flint could never compete with. So any chance with her was kaput, finished, over, nonexistent.

He hadn’t expected to feel anything when he saw her. In fact, he’d convinced himself she wouldn’t even recognize him, let alone sneak out to have dinner with him. Sure. He shook his head. One thing he promised, he’d never lie to himself. Nope, he’d been so tongue-tied because he still loved her.

Damn. He stopped. No way, he couldn’t love her. It was emotional suicide to have feelings for the famous Cassandra Wells. He refused. He simply would not love her. Entering the bus station, he made up his mind to forget about her. What about the general store? He’d figure it out when he got home, when he wasn’t under the spell cast by Cassie Wells.

He took a window seat on the bus to Pine Grove and closed his eyes. Memories of hot, languid days cooled by the large ceiling fan in the store came to mind. His mouth watered as the image of Swirls, caramel candy with vanilla filling, danced through his head. He shifted in his seat, looked out the window, then tried again to sleep.

This time another mental image grabbed his attention. Their last summer together had been the hottest on every level. Record-breaking heat waves drove them to the lake.

“I dare you,” Flint shouted from the water.

“Oh? Right. You first.” Cassie stood in her two-piece bathing suit, feet shoulder width apart, hands on hips.

“You will then?”

She’d nodded.

Flint had vaulted himself out of the lake in two seconds. He stripped off his trunks, faced her, took a bow, then jumped into the water.

He surfaced, brushing his hair back from his forehead. “Now you.”

She’d hesitated.

“Aw, come on. You gonna chicken out now?”

“I have a lot more to show. I have to take off two pieces.”

“Yeah. Exactly the way I like it.” He’d sniggered.

She stuck out her tongue then did a little striptease. He smiled at the memory. Her body was incredible. From what he’d seen at dinner, it hadn’t changed. After she took off her bottoms, she’d turned away from him to unfasten her top, slapped her butt, whipped around, and jumped in, swimming to the float.

He’d laughed and joined her. She grasped the ladder for support and kissed him until he didn’t know if it was night or day. It had been the first day they’d ever made love. Cassie had been a virgin. Flint had had a quickie or two in the backseat of his car a couple of times but didn’t know shit about making love. During the summer, they learned together. He’d hoped the summer would last forever. In the third week of August, Cassie’s mother got the call. Caroline drove up and whisked her daughter away.

It had been the last time he’d seen her, except in his dreams.

* * * *
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CASSIE FELL ON HER bed, fully clothed. Exhaustion sapped her energy. Too tired to get undressed, she simply lay there. Then came a knock. Dragging herself upright, she slunk to the door. A steady stream of people poured through.

“It’s about time! Where have you been?” Caroline shot a look at her daughter.

“Mom, please.”

“I have some papers for you to sign.” Brian whipped out a pen.

“I’m leaving some scripts here for you.” Caroline put a small stack of papers on the bureau.

“I’m leaving for London on Thursday.” Basil sidled up next to her and snaked an arm around her waist. “How about getting rid of these people?” he whispered.

“If you figure out how, let me know.”

The phone rang. Caroline answered. “For you, Cassie.”

“What a surprise. A call for me on my room phone.” She grabbed it from her mother.

“Cassie, darling.”

“Uncle Denny?”

“Guilty as charged.”

“How wonderful to hear from you.”

“I thought you might want to escape. I’m leaving for the West Coast, but my suite at The Pierre is paid up for the next week. Why don’t you come over here and escape all the vermin who are after you?”

“That’s not a nice way to talk about your sister.”

“I love Caroline, but she’s ferocious. So? Are you coming?”

“I’ll be there in an hour.”

“Splendid. I’ll tell George to alert the concierge. Take care, darling. Wonderful performance.”

“Thank you. Love you.”

“Love you, too. Sweetie.”

She hung up the phone. “Could I have a little privacy here?”

The people in the room smirked and made salacious comments. Basil grinned and closed the door after the throng had left.

“Go pack.”

“Where am I going?”

“To Uncle Denny’s suite at The Pierre.”

“You’re kidding?”

“I never kid about The Pierre. Scoot. Meet you in the lobby in forty-five minutes.”

He kissed her then left.

Cassie whirled around the room like a tornado, gathering up her belongings and slamming them into her suitcases. No time to call for a bellboy. She lugged the heavy luggage herself. Maybe that’s where the word luggage came from? Chuckling at her witticism, she hauled ass down to the lobby. Basil waited.

“Hurry up. We’ve got a table reserved for seven o’clock.” Caroline fastened her vise-like grip on her daughter’s arm. Cassie twisted her way free.

“Nope. See you, Mom.” She headed for the door. Following her, Basil juggled her bags and his to the street.

“What do you mean?” Caroline dogged their steps.

“Taxi?” Cassie waved. A yellow cab pulled up. The driver jumped out and loaded their things in the trunk. Basil held the door.

“Let go, Mom.”

“Not until you tell me where you’re going.” Caroline squeezed harder.

Cassie did a defensive move, chopping her hand sideways to her mother’s wrist.

“Ow!” She grabbed her arm.

“Sorry. Bye, Mom. See you...whenever.” Cassie slid across the seat, Basil followed, shutting the door. He leaned forward and whispered the destination to the cabbie. Cassie sat back, watching her mother stomp her foot and swear.

“Your mother is furious.”

“She’ll get over it.”

“You’re so independent.” Basil took her hand in both of his.

“Me? You’re joking, right? I’m the least independent person I know. Yes, Mom, No, Mom. Whatever you say. Do another rehearsal? Of course. Read another script? Why not?”

“She runs your career like a well-oiled machine.”

“Machine being the operative word. I’m tired, Basil. I’ve done it all. Broadway. Movies. I’m running on empty.”

“So take a few weeks off and then start something fabulous. Can you do a show in London? We could be together.” He put his arm around her and drew her closer.

“No. No more shows. No movies. I need to rest.”

“Not do another show? The famous Cassandra Wells?”

“I was thinking of another kind of production.” She kissed his cheek.

“I hope it includes me,” he whispered.

“Couldn’t do it without you.”

The taxi pulled up in front of The Pierre. The doorman opened the car door. The driver retrieved the bags from the trunk.

“Checking in, ma’am?” the concierge asked.

“No. Going to Denny Hardin’s suite. We’re his guests.”

“Right this way. I’ll send your luggage up.”

They got the key at the front desk and took the elevator to the Deluxe Grand Suite. Basil opened the door.

“Why do I feel like I should carry you over the threshold?”

Cassie grinned, toed off her shoes, and sank her toes into the two-inch-thick light-gray carpet. She padded across the cavernous living room to the six-foot windows.

“Basil, the view! Oh, the view.” She plopped down on the window seat.

“A drink, darling?”

She nodded.

“Vodka tonic?”

“Heaven.” She sighed.

While he tended the bar, she gazed out over the abundant lights of Manhattan dazzling and brilliant. A cool glass pressed against her fingers. She gripped it and tipped her chin up. Basil kissed her then closed his free hand around her breast.

“Can you read my mind, Cassandra?” His voice soft and coaxing gave her chills.

“Like a book, darling. Like a book.” She put the glass down and rose to be enveloped in his arms.

* * * *
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CASSIE STRETCHED AND opened her eyes. The unfamiliar room was cold and pitch black. A grunt from a warm, naked body next to her reminded her Basil had spent the night. Rolling onto her side, she backed toward him. Pushing up against his warm skin chased the chill from her bones. He rolled over and slung an arm over her, mumbling something unintelligible.

Barely able to stay awake long enough to make love, Cassie had fallen into a deep sleep as soon as Basil had finished. Blinking, she glanced at the clock. It was two in the morning. Sighing, she pulled the blankets tighter around her. Where the hell was the cold air coming from?

No one opened hotel windows, and it was July. Ah, the air conditioner? The huge bedroom temperature was cold enough to keep meat. Cassie slid across the king-sized bed and grabbed Basil’s shirt from the chair. She fastened the buttons and rolled up the sleeves before padding to the window to turn down the air.

Basil was six foot one and Cassie only five foot three. The shirt hung to her knees. Opening the closet, she spied a blanket and pulled it down. Yawning, she continued into the living room and switched on a lamp.

She plucked the card denoting hotel services from the coffee table and headed for the window seat. The night was dark. The bright lights of apartments were fewer than when she’d arrived, but there were enough to make the city glow.

Hunger gripped her belly. She’d not finished the burger she’d had with Flint. Glancing down, she smiled to see 24-hour in-room dining. Perfect! She found a menu and picked up the phone.

She ordered a shrimp cocktail, another burger with fries, a Coke, and chocolate lava cake for dessert. When she hung up, her mouth watered. Spreading the blanket out, she snuggled it around her on the sofa and curled up.

Although there were magazines galore, her thoughts turned to her life, instead. While her mother pushed her to continue her career at breakneck speed, Cassie questioned the plans. In the quiet of the night, she could ponder her future without interruption.

A discreet knock on the door roused her. She fished a ten-dollar bill from her wallet and answered.

“Dining room, miss?”

“No. The coffee table. Please.”

“Of course.”

The waiter wheeled in the cart and set up the silverware. She tipped him and eyed the food. Her choices reflected her decision. She no longer cared what she ate because she didn’t intend to stay so skinny. Her performing days were over—at least for now. She needed a life, a real life, like other people had. And Basil was the man to give it to her.

Although she hadn’t known him long, their chemistry had been off the charts. Never having more than two days together had proved tortuous. So, he’d proposed, mostly to ease her nerves and reassure her he’d be there for her whenever she could find a spare day or two.

They’d sink deep into discussions of the theatre and movies, of directors and producers. They had so much in common, love was taken for granted. Now, the time to take their relationship to the next level had arrived.

Pleased with her decision, Cassie pushed out concerns about how to tell her mother and dreamed of her future with her handsome husband in a roomy country house. Should they have one in England or the States? Why not both? Maybe even the yellow-and-white Victorian she’d dreamt about in her youth in Pine Grove. She and Basil had enough money to live wherever they wanted.

After finishing the shrimp, she licked her fingers and took a big bite of the burger. Warmth grew inside her. Of course, Basil would agree with her plans. A new happiness gripped her, and she refused to question it. After finishing the dessert, Cassie’s stomach protested. Bloated and a bit sick, she took an antacid and crawled into bed.

She snuggled up to a sleeping Basil and closed her eyes. The smile never left her lips. How lucky was she? A skyrocketing career with accolades wherever she turned and now the ideal man to build a life with. Gratitude flowed in her veins. She fell asleep, enveloped in the warmth of her lover’s body and the luxurious cotton sheets and elegant wool blankets of The Pierre.
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Chapter Three
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Cassie slept until ten. When she awoke, the bed was empty. Frowning, she yanked the covers down and swung her legs over the side. Still wearing Basil’s shirt, she pushed to her feet.

“Well, it’s about time.” Wearing only a bathrobe and a grin, he lounged in the doorway. “That looks better on you than it does on me.”

She laughed.

He approached her. “But it would look even better on the floor.” Resting his hands on her shoulders, he bent to kiss her then cupped her cheek. “Hungry?”

“Well, not really.”

“I saw those dishes. What time did you get up?”

“About two.”

“And ate a full meal? Didn’t you eat when you went out with the Neanderthal?”

“Flint? He’s a nice guy.”

Basil made a face. “Any man who takes you away from me is a dog. I’ve ordered breakfast. Coffee is here. I’m starving.”

She padded behind him to the bathroom. The chrome fixtures glittered so brightly, she almost needed sunglasses. The room was huge. Big enough for two. She brushed her teeth and washed her face. Staring into the mirror, she saw Cassie Wells and wondered where Cassandra Wells had gone.

“Here, darling.” Basil stood in the doorway, holding a cup of coffee.

“Thank you.” She took a sip. “Heaven! Perfect. Just the way I like it.”

“I’m good for things outside the bedroom, too.” He snickered.

Wasn’t he simply adorable, and weren’t they the perfect couple? Still sporting his shirt, Cassie sashayed into the living room and plopped down on the sofa, taking care not to spill the java.

“What ever shall we do today, stuck in this magnificent hotel?” He wiggled his eyebrows.

Cassie frowned. “Rain?”

“That leaves no option but to watch dirty movies in the bedroom and make love all day.”

Before she could respond, there was a knock. Basil tightened the belt on his dressing gown and headed for the door.

The waiter wheeled in a full breakfast and placed it on the square table in the dining room. She sighed. Yes, the suite had its own dining room. He opened the covered dishes to reveal scrambled eggs, bacon, hash browns, and buttered rye toast. He added small pots of jam, a carafe of freshly-squeezed orange juice, and a bowl of fruit salad.

The feast had everything, including another pot of coffee, one of tea, and small pitchers of cream. Basil slipped him a twenty and held his hand out to Cassie. They took their places and ate hearty.

When they’d finished and she was on her third cup of coffee, she cleared her throat.

“Basil, we have to talk.”

“Darling. It sounds so serious.” His brow furrowed.

“It is. And it isn’t.”

“Well, which is it?”

“It’s about my future plans.”

“You mean our future plans.”

“Well, yes. Of course.”

“Did you find out if any of the scripts your mother’s looking at would be opening in































































































































[image: image]




















































[image: image]



































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LD

>






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





