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  Dear Reader


There is cursing. 
There is drinking.
There is sex.
There is love.
There is an HEA.
There are family struggles.
As always, thank you for reading. All reviews and ratings are appreciated.
Jae






  
  Chapter 1
Ian Graeme

Act One


Hollywood's favorite new leading man, Ian Graeme, 22, was seen getting coffee this morning. Ladies! The hair is real!
Star of Summer Streak, Ian Graeme, 25, has a haircut, and a new leading man of his own.
Star of three romantic comedies, Ian Graeme, 30, wins Best actor, his boyfriend, Colin Creeves, 32, by his side.
Gunman disguised as paparazzi was disarmed tonight by Actor, Ian Graeme, 32, who suffered a broken hand. He was treated and released early this morning.

      [image: image-placeholder]Coffee didn’t do the trick this morning. 
Or for lunch. 
By four in the afternoon, I was still tired, grumpy, and sleep wouldn’t come.
Just finished a five movie contract with Campton Productions, the new one for three more lay on the desk, and I didn’t want to sign it. It arrived by messenger not ten minutes before, and I’d turned my back on it.
The latest movie hit the box office two weeks ago, and the reviews were glowing. There were a few who didn’t like it, but there always were.
It was still a hit, but I hated it.
I hated my life; I hated this apartment, and I hated myself.
The sun set at just the right angle for me to catch my reflection in the floor to ceiling windows, and I ran my hand through my hair. The colors cast the red in hues of purple and turned my green eyes blue.
Maybe in my next picture I should play something paranormal. I could do a six-four vampire with the dark circles under my eyes. Good lord! Were my cheekbones always so big?
The door to the hall opened, and Mike’s familiar, “Ian, are you dressed?” greeted me.
He was an excellent manager, except for today. He’d sent five emails trying to convince me to do a picture in Scotland for an Indie film company.
I wanted to. Just didn’t have it in me right now.
He entered the living room-turned-office; the colors that cast me in purple and orange turned him pink.
“Here you are,” he grinned. “So, I’ve sent them an audition tape, but filming doesn’t start until December.”
I leaned my forehead on the glass. “You want me to spend Christmas in Scotland, after I bargained to have that time off for every film I did before?”
Mike had wandered to the wall of awards, and was grinning over my latest achievement. “Oh. I forgot that part.”
“Sounds like it. I’m not doing it, if it starts in December.”
He glanced at me then, frowning. “Have you slept? I can get you some pills-”
“No, thank you. I agreed to therapy if you promised not to offer me drugs.”
“Take a vacation, then. I can’t remember you ever sleeping in this apartment.”
It was true. In ten years, I’d been here long enough to shower, do laundry, and leave again. An after-party here and there, but I slept on planes, on set, and in hotel rooms. Never here.
“You could go home?” Mike suggested. “A Wallace Dervy sent me an email asking if you’d come down and take a look at things. He’s reopened the old playhouse there where you got your start.”
I jerked my head back. “Wallace?”
Twenty years of therapy and one name threw me right back to senior year, lying in the back of my old truck, fingers trailing through the crisp hairs leading to my cock.
Mike had grabbed my stress ball from the desk and tossed it into the air. “Yeah. You went to high school with him, right? He was a part of the documentary they did about your life? Said he was your best friend.”
It was time to fire Mike. Okay, that was the caffeine talking on an empty stomach and it was a mouthy bitch. Food. Food was good. I’d be lost without Mike, even if he’d given Wallace a way to contact me.
“Check your email, Ian. He asked, and I gave him that much. Go home. Spend time with your family. You have four months to decide if you want to go to Scotland. Take a nap.” He set the ball down and strode out the way he’d come.
I hurried to the bedroom and grabbed my laptop from the bed. It occurred to me then; I was working in the bed and trying to sleep in the office. My life was backwards. Maybe going home was the answer. The apartment wasn’t home.
Running a finger over the mouse pad lit the screen, and I minimized my writing program before clicking on my email icon. 
Ian-Hey
Congrats on the award for best actor. Seeing you on the big screen just makes me miss you more. 
Anyway, I run the old playhouse now. Your manager told me you were on vacation for a few weeks, and I wondered if you’d come down? I’m producing a new play, and your advice would be welcome.
We could have dinner. See a movie- not yours- and share some popcorn.
The old theater has midnight showings of classics again, and it made me think of you.
I miss you,
Lace

I missed me, too. Who was I before this? 








  
  Chapter 2
Family


A four-hour flight had taken six with the delay, and it was midnight when I arrived in Bendon. Thirty minutes to get home from here, and I chose one of the cabs lined up on the curb. 
“Where to?” the driver asked.
“Swanton,” I murmured, keeping my head down. 
“Hey!” he grinned. “You’re-”
“Nice to meet you.” I nodded and scrolled through the contacts on my phone for my sister’s. I tapped call, and the driver kept smiling as he watched me in the rearview mirror.
A young male’s voice came through the speaker, telling me Anni was unavailable. “We don’t call back, but you can leave a message if you’re desperate.”
Well. I ended that call and smiled when the driver’s gaze met mine again.
“Where in Swanton?” he asked.
“Graeme Hotel,” I said, and slumped in the seat.
The glow from streetlights faded to black, and I closed my eyes. Visions of my last visit home danced on the backs of my eyelids.
The last time I talked to my parents, my mother called Annis and me a matching set of bookends, and the pages squeezed between were full of bodice rippers.
It began a three-year argument that ran the gamut from cheating accusations to DNA tests. The most explosive bomb Sandra dropped was that Anni and I belonged to Dad’s best friend, Cappy, our stable master.
No one told me, and I sent Dad a horse for his birthday. The studio wanted to put Hour down for aggression, but he worked with me just fine. 
 I could have chosen a different birthday gift for my dad, if someone had warned me, but Hurricane Sandra made landfall without prior predictions. Who waited thirty-four years to say the kids didn’t belong to the man who’d raised them?
Anni came to visit me last December, and I thought things between us were good. After the message from the phone, maybe they weren’t. 
The car slowed, and I took a deep breath, pulled my wallet from my front pocket, and handed him cash. I climbed out of the car, dragging my bags and a bell hop hurried to take my things. I rubbed the back of my neck and entered the building, hoping my dad hadn’t cut me from the family.
The night manager arched a brow when I stepped up to the counter. “Reservation?”
“Is the penthouse available?” I asked.
“Only if you’re family.”
“Oh. A room then.” I pulled my credit card out and slid it across the counter. Couldn’t leave now. Had to at least stay the night.
The bell hop waited for the room key and I followed him to the elevator. He kept glancing at me and I raised my eyebrows.
 “Don’t mind Jared. You’re the fourth person to ask for the penthouse since my shift started. They wore red wigs and green contacts,” he said.
“Ah. So, I play me best then?”
The guy smiled.
He let me into room two-oh-one, and I traded him a tip for the keycard. “Goodnight, Mister Graeme.”
“Thanks.” I closed the door behind him and leaned against it. An hour into the day, it was already a disaster. 
I sent Wallace an email letting him know where I was and that I’d be on the next plane back in the morning.
His response was almost too quick.
—Meet me at the theatre at one and we’ll go to lunch. Don’t leave yet, please?
Lace
“Fine.” I sighed and hung my garment bag in the closet. 
Why had I come back?






  
  Chapter 3
Personality


The wood chairs needed cushions. Couldn’t imagine anyone sitting back here for twenty minutes, let alone through a whole play. 
Yet, according to the financials, every seat was filled for the last four plays at Dervy Street Theatre. At the moment, I couldn’t see why. Where were the cushions? They had them twenty years ago.
The actors moved across the stage, and one in particular clomped, the sound echoing through the darkness.
I checked the script Wallace had left me in the chair and jerked my head back.
Lace wrote a play? 
I flipped through the pages, and it was pretty good. It also wasn’t what was happening on stage.
Clomper started singing, and the shrill sound caused me to flinch.
“No,” I sighed, silencing everything around me. Oh, wow. I’d forgotten the excellent acoustics.
“Mister Graeme?” Clomper pronounced it Grayemme. Nothing in Swanton had changed in twenty years. All words had at least two syllables. It was an unwritten rule worshiped as much as gossip in church on Sundays.
My skin crawled as the memories I’d buried a while ago surfaced, and I stood.
Well, I was in it now. The decision to turn and run should have happened when I received the email; as I packed my things; before boarding the plane.
I had plenty of chances to say no. Couldn’t blame my presence here on anyone else.
“Mister Graeme?” Clomper became a blonde with a shrewd brown gaze as I got closer to the stage. “I’m Lydia.”
She smiled and her pearly whites gleamed under the stage lights.
“Nice to meet you. Which character do you play?” I asked as others joined her on the stage.
Wallace didn’t, though. I’d come at his request, dammit. His second email asked me to be here twenty minutes ago, and we’d grab a bite after. Where the hell was he?
“Well,” she drew that word out to sound like wheyull, as she pressed her right hand delicately to her chest. “I play the lead, Miss Tillifeather. I always play the lead.”
“Who is Miss Tillifeather?” I raised my eyebrows.
Lydia blinked at me and then smiled. Her next words dripped with honey, but the tone was definitely, “Bless your heart.”
I hated coming back here.
“Now, Miss Tillifeather is the main character of this play.” She nodded, speaking slowly, still smiling, and I shook my head.
“What’s her favorite color?” I asked.
Lydia flipped through the pages, frowning. “I don’t think it says.”
“What does it say?” My threadbare patience for Swanton was snapping; each string now leaving a hole.
“Well,” Lydia said, and I rubbed my temples. “It says she’s got brown hair, so I need a wig, and wears black lace-up shoes with a chunky heel-”
“That’s why you’re clomping around the stage like a horse? Is Miss Tillifeather a horse?” My temper was getting the better of me.
“Oh,” Lydia whispered, her hands blushing as pink as her fresh manicure. It stained her neck and cheeks a lovely hue.
Be nice, Ian, floated through my mind. In twenty years of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, it’s the only thing I learned. Deep breath in, slow release, and I smiled, hoping I followed all the steps my therapist taught me to control my anger. “I’ve embarrassed you. I apologize. A character is a person you are giving breath. One with personality. Miss Tillifeather will thank you more, and maybe even speak to you if you think about her personality and not just what she looks like.”
Lydia nodded slowly, her gaze less shrewd and more empty.
The small piece of calculating intelligence had come from Lydia’s attempt to give Tillifeather life.
My first thought was: Wheyull, Miss Lydia was pretty. 
Someone gave her the lead role, not for her acting ability, but for something she’d done for someone else, or in this town. It could have been who her parents were. Miss Lydia was somebody in Swanton.
“Hey.” The small laugh following the baritone never failed to make me smile. Wallace entered stage left, wearing a sweater vest and corduroy pants. Well, I liked his brown leather boots, if I didn’t like the rest of it.
He put his arm around Lydia and she pressed her hand into his chest—a very possessive touch. One clearly stating if they weren’t sharing a bed, they weren’t far from the
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