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			A Note from Ellie

			The One with the Play is a light and humorous Romance, but there are some serious themes. Everyone deserves to feel safe when reading a book, so here are some topics and subject matters found within the book.

			This book contains the following: References to past relationship trauma and the emotional aftermath of career disappointment, both handled with restraint but present throughout the narrative.

			Premarital sex also occurs. While it happens behind closed doors, the characters do engage in sexual activity outside of marriage.
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			Chapter One

			Nick

		

		
			The lake went silver at six-thirty in the morning.

			I had been watching it do that from the wrap-around porch for the past half hour, with a mug I’d found in the kitchen recently reorganized to Meg’s standards, and a quiet that was either deeply restorative or the beginning of something I’d have to deal with later. I was going with restorative. I was on vacation.

			This was the third morning at the lake house, and I had a system. Up first, coffee next, then on to the porch, and finally stare at the lake. Yeah, I know, I was supposed to be on vacation and I’d never really had systems. But when there wasn’t anything else to do, it was what I had. Besides, once my vacation was over, I was going to be back at work and wouldn’t have time for anything else while we got ready to film the pilot of the reboot.

			Lake Iron Creek in the early light looked like something from a poster, except posters lied. Someone said that the Grand Canyon was the only thing that didn’t disappoint. They’d never spent any time in Iron Creek staring at the lake.

			I was going to enjoy it. I was going to sit here and drink my coffee and look at the lake and be a person on vacation and not think about the script that was waiting for me.

			I had been up since five-thirty. The pilot wouldn’t start filming for seven weeks, but I had to remind my brain and body how to function this early in the morning.

			Tom, my old roommate before he moved in with Meg and eventually married her, appeared in the doorway at seven-fifteen. He didn’t appreciate the lake in the morning like I did. He gripped his coffee mug like it owed him an apology.

			He might have agreed to having coffee with me last night, but hadn’t considered the terms of his agreement.

			And then he saw the lake before the boats and water skiers and wave runners disrupted the surface. 

			“Nobody warned me,” Tom said.

			“About what?”

			He gesticulated wildly with both arms, encompassing everything. The porch. The light. The lake.

			“It’s good,” I said.

			“That’s not a warning.”

			“Did you want a warning?”

			“I want,” Tom said, dropping into the chair beside me, “to know who sold me on a morning like this without telling me it came with feelings.”

			“The lake isn’t responsible for your feelings.”

			“The lake,” Tom said, “is sitting there being extremely scenic and peaceful, and I haven’t finished my coffee.”

			I laughed. Thirty years of this. Tom never just liked a thing. He filed a complaint about it first. This was the joke being the whole thing. Tom liked mornings, but he would never admit it.

			“Tell the lake you need a minute,” I said.

			“The lake knows,” Tom said.

			He pointed at me with the mug then sat back to enjoy the view with me.

			Cass came out at seven-thirty.

			She had a pale green crystal in one hand and her requisite morning cup of tea in the other. Her long blond hair was down this early, and she might have had more silver in her hair than I did if I didn’t have a colorist who was a tax deduction. She held the crystal toward the lake and studied it before setting it down on the railing.

			“Amazonite,” she said before I could ask.

			“I was going to ask,” I said.

			She beamed. With Cass, you asked about the thing she loved before she’d volunteered it. Not that I was all that interested in her new-found fascination that had caused her to make room for a second-hand crystal section in her gift shop. She set the crystal on the table, where it caught the light. Sure, it was pretty, I guess, if you closed one eye and tilted your head. I could see how someone might like that kind of thing, but I didn’t think I was one of them.

			“The water energy up here is exactly what I expected,” she said as she stared at the lake. “We should go to Beans & Buns this morning. And while we’re in town, do some reconnaissance. Figure out which restaurants are worth going to. Locals always have the best recommendations.”

			“Reconnaissance?” Tom asked even though he knew better.

			

			“Well, there’s a hardware store, and some second-hand shops masquerading as antique shops, a bookstore, a five and dime store filled with cheap toys, a fudge shop,” Cass counted off the stores on her fingers while looking at her feet. “Oh, and a shoe store. They have moccasins there. The ones made in Minnetonka that we all used to wear.”

			Tom looked at me. I looked at Tom. I never wore moccasins and neither had Tom, as far as I knew.

			“Graham will love the hardware store,” she said.

			I wasn’t so sure about Graham loving a hardware store, since he required the help of both me and Tom to put together his furniture at his first apartment after graduate school. She had met Graham eighteen months before the rest of us, through a connection nobody had ever fully explained, and no one really wanted to ask about it. Especially not if it involved Graham loving a hardware store.

			“I assume we’ve agreed to all this,” Tom said to me.

			“I assumed before it was even presented,” I said.

			The kitchen was Meg’s domain, which meant every meal we ate at the rental house was on her terms. Usually. Sometimes. OK, always. She decided what went where and what got passed when. Meg’s effort was always finished by the time we sat down. Bread from the bakery in town where we enjoyed coffee. Cut melon. Eggs with something in them that had been a choice, but no one dared complain. Two varieties of jam.

			She didn’t top off Tom’s mug when she went around the table.

			I reached for the bread.

			Graham arrived with a printout.

			

			This was not remarkable. Graham in a new body of water was Graham with a theory, and the theory required context, and the context started with the lake’s formation and was currently in the third decade of summer water temperature data. After thirty years of being friends with Graham, I knew which parts to skip. This was a skippable part, but I listened anyway. Graham explaining something was one of the sounds of a morning that was going correctly.

			“The epilimnion,” Graham was saying, “is the upper layer, and it will be—”

			“Graham,” Tom said.

			“—the most comfortable for recreational swimming, but the hypolimnion—”

			“Graham.”

			“—is significantly colder. If anyone dives below the thermocline, they should expect a notable temperature differential.”

			“Nobody,” Tom said, “is going below the thermocline.”

			Graham looked at Tom. He looked at his printout. He folded it into quarters with the corners perfectly matched and tucked it in his pocket. “The information remains available,” he said, and reached for the coffee.

			Sloane came out last. She sat down across from me and poured her coffee. She reached for the bread while staring at the jam.

			I had been watching her look at the jam. It was in the wrong spot. Meg never got that wrong.

			“It’s in the wrong spot,” I said.

			She looked at me. “What is?”

			“The jam.”

			She looked at the jam. She looked at me. “How long have you been watching me look at the jam.”

			“Long enough.”

			She looked at the jam again, then back at me. “It should be on the other side.”

			“I know.”

			“Why didn’t you move it.”

			“I wanted to see if I was right,” I said.

			She moved the jam to the other side of the table without breaking eye contact. “You were right,” she said without a hint of a smile.

			“Do you think she noticed?” I asked.

			“Depends who put it there.” Sloane reached for her coffee. Her gaze landed on me over the rim of her cup. Later, then. Not here. It was all there in the grammar of thirty years of friendship. She finally smiled at me. “Good morning, Nick.”

			“Good morning, Sloane.” I smiled back.

			Tom had the story going, the drive up and the stretch that had routed us through somewhere that turned out to be not so much a town as an aspiration. “The GPS lady just went quiet on us, like she was embarrassed,” Tom said. “So we come around a bend, and there’s a whole line of ducklings crossing the road. Single file. Not one adult duck in sight.”

			Before Tom could get there himself I was on my feet, elbows tucked into my sides like wings, doing the eight-times-a-week voice from two years out of school. “Nobody wants the ugly duckling, nobody wants poor me, but one day soon I’ll spread these wings, the loveliest swan you’ll ever see.”

			I sat back down.

			Everyone laughed.

			Cass laughed hard enough for tea to come out her nose.

			

			I caught Tom’s eye and he pointed at me twice with the mug.

			Cass said, “Wisconsin has some of the best mineral deposits in the country. Also, I think our waitress yesterday went to high school with my cousin.”

			Graham was reading something on his phone. His eyebrows pulled together as he composed the follow-up text in his head. Meg passed the bread and didn’t look up when her hand came close to Tom’s side of the table.

			My phone buzzed. I caught my agent’s name on the screen and my stomach dropped before I turned it face-down. I’d learned a long time ago not to get excited about anything until the contract was signed, the start date was finalized, and I had a trailer.

			The lake had shifted from silver to something warmer. Tom was mid-sentence. Cass was nodding.

			The phone buzzed again.

			I put it in my pocket.

			“Everything OK?” Graham said.

			“Fine.” I smiled. The easy one. Thirty years of it, and nobody at this table had ever looked twice. “Just my agent. Everything’s fine.”

			Graham nodded and went back to his eggs.

			We moved on.

			I poured myself another cup of coffee. The lake had gone from silver to gold, same as it did every morning around now. The group had circled back to the hardware store, and Cass was still convinced Graham would love it. I was in my chair, I had seven weeks left, and everything was fine.

			I had my feet under me, the way I always did. The right words, the right timing, the smile that closed a question gently, without anyone noticing it had been closed.

			It was a very good smile.

			Nobody worried about Nick. That was the arrangement.
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			Chapter Two

			Delia

		

		
			It was a Tuesday, which meant a latte at Beans & Buns before the ten o’clock class, and, as usual, Melody had it ready before I finished saying good morning. I’d been ordering the same drink since the little bakery and coffee shop opened.

			The patio was full with the arrival of summer. The patio regulars knew enough to sit inside. The summer people hadn’t figured that out yet. A table of six, or five now that one woman was saying her goodbyes, spread across the mismatched chairs. They must have been vacationers. And not just because they were sitting outside. I didn’t recognize any of the faces. Except for one.

			His sandy hair was going silver, and unfairly, it suited him. And he was tall. At least from what I could tell with him sitting down. And, yes, I, of course, noticed he was handsome. It was hard to miss. I knew I’d seen his face before, but I couldn’t tell you his name or where I’d seen him. Which meant I was going to spend the next twenty minutes not listening to a word anyone said while I tried to place him.

			I should have known who he was. Not that I was ever at his level. No one recognized my face, but I did work as an actor once. Over fifteen years ago, in New York. But I got the jobs that had me asking those working actors sitting in the background of a scene what they wanted to drink.

			No matter, I had a class in twenty-four minutes and didn’t have time to try to remember what show or movie I’d seen him in. It would come back to me. Eventually.

			“Delia.” Cass, a woman I had met just the other day, waved me over to the table where the man I was busy trying to place was sitting.

			I ran into her at the bookstore, where she’d been trying to convince Sophie, the owner of said bookshop, that Between the Lines needed to have an offensive pen section. It was, according to Cass, a moral imperative.

			I had just met her yesterday and, apparently, we were already on a first name basis. “Come meet everyone.”

			I went over because there was no way to ignore her invitation without looking like the rudest person in Iron Creek.

			“Delia, I want you to meet my friends. Tom and Meg,” Cass said, moving on from the couple who might have been married or deep enough into an arrangement that the difference stopped mattering. “Graham. Don’t mind him, he finds words on paper more interesting than words from a human.” She wasn’t wrong. He had a small stack of papers in front of him and barely looked up to deliver a nod when Cass introduced him. “You just missed, Sloane, but I’m sure you’ll meet her sometime soon. And this is Nick.”
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