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ALI SNUCK AWAY FROM her fellow cast members and made her way upstairs. Inside the bathroom, she splashed cool water on her face, hoping to get rid of the sudden rise in her temperature. She patted her forehead with a paper towel and tossed it toward the waste bin. Instead, it whipped to the floor.

She blew out a frustrated breath. “I can’t believe this. I can’t believe this.” She felt like she was in a real-life soap opera preparing to film one of those scenes where you’re stuck on an island with your worst enemy. Out of all the men who auditioned for Jonah, why did Luke Carter have to be the one cast? The ex-boyfriend who tricked her into falling in love ten years ago, then broke her heart. She half-huffed, half-simmered.

Jonah was the main villain of The Hour Glass, a soap opera fan favorite. The announcement for his replacement had been long anticipated by both the fans and the cast, everyone that was but her. 

Ali groaned. She’d fallen for the bad guy in real life and now, she might end up having to pretend to fall for him again.

The timing could not be worse. She was already worried about their ratings. If she didn’t get a grip, she could kiss the Daytime Award goodbye yet again. Ten times nominated. No win.

She said a silent prayer. Please make the writers create a storyline that doesn’t involve us kissing. 

Sighing, she tucked her dark brown hair into a loose bun, but some of the hairs stubbornly refused to obey. 

She faintly heard her colleagues below, awaiting the welcome party with the new Jonah. The last thing she wanted to do was “welcome” Luke Carter.

Michael, their director, spoke through the speakers. “And here he is, our highly-anticipated Jonah!”

Ali cringed at the announcement. It would be nicer if she could celebrate up here. Of course, she couldn’t hide up here forever. She was one of the main stars.

But she could pretend to be happy. After all, she was an actress.

Ali leaned over the bathroom sink and stared at her face in the mirror. “You’re a professional, Ali. You can do this.” Her reflection didn’t seem to agree. The corners of her mouth turned down and a wrinkle deepened the middle of her forehead.

She blew out a hot breath, flipping a strand of hair back from her face. Best get this over with asap.

Ali reluctantly headed down to the main lobby. The cast and crew of The Hour Glass bustled with gobs of energy as they gathered around a long serving table where a three-tiered cake and welcome gifts awaited the arrival of their latest addition. They always had fun like this whenever someone joined the show.

A camera cast a huge spotlight over the back of the room. She was too far away to see Luke. Ali stood there awkwardly, clenching her champagne-sequined wristlet purse. Maybe no one would notice her way over here on the opposite side of the room.

“Ali, over here!” Chris, who played her lover Austin, waved at her.

Guess not. Groaning, she trudged toward the crowd. Everyone stomped their feet, sending off a drumroll vibe.

She paused near Chris and warily glanced toward the bright light as Luke stepped out underneath it. The glow was too glaring for her to make out his features. She blinked and moved in closer.

He was turned away from her, but she recognized the back of his head. It was, after all, the last part of him she saw when he decided her love wasn’t worth his time.

As she reached the outer circle, Luke suddenly pivoted.  His face came into view. He was laughing, his head tilted slightly back. The first thing she noticed were his eyes. They were deep and dark, and they shined as he smiled at everyone. Then she noticed how his hair, once full of curls, was now trimmed into a short buzz cut around the sides with a low fade layering the top, and somehow, annoyingly so, perfectly framing his face.

He looked . . . gorgeous. 

Ali stopped short, her grasp tightening on the purse.

Luke’s laughter faded as he slowly swiveled his head toward her. Time slowed, just like in The Hour Glass. One second. Two. His deep brown eyes, nearly as dark as his skin, those darned eyes that once captured her heart, looked confused as they settled on hers.

Uh-uh. That face would never work on her again. She’d made sure of that long ago.

Men. Can’t live with them. Can’t shoot them. Can’t get rid of them. Can’t dump them out with your garbage.

Well, actually, she’d achieved the latter a decade ago.

Some of the staff and cast turned her way, encouraging her to join them.

Ali threw out her best winning smile as she snapped out of the almost-trance and headed over to one of the tables where she piled a handful of crackers and cheese cubes onto a plate.

The bustling resumed as she filled a plastic glass with some apple-grape cider and turned around. The drink would have relieved her were it not for Luke’s stare burning into her.

Ali quickly looked away and strolled over to an isolated recliner, balancing her drink in one hand, her wristlet in the other. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a good handle on either because the glass tipped over just enough to cause the dark golden liquid to splash about as it sent the glass rolling across the floor and her purse flying up.

“Ouch!” A deep male voice said from somewhere behind her.

“Oh my gosh! I am so sorry!” Ali whirled to help her unseen victim.

“That’s okay.” Luke held out the purse toward her, rubbing his head with his other hand.

She froze. She supposed she needed to thank him or apologize or something, but her tongue was tied. She finally managed to say, “Oh.”

Luke’s mouth twitched as she clutched the purse to her chest. “You always did have a hard time holding onto your purse.”

“Sure. Will do.” What was she saying?

His eyebrows lifted. He was looking at her like she wasn’t making any sense.

Oh, right. Because she wasn’t.

Why hadn’t it occurred to her to at least practice something to say to him? She’d had weeks to prepare. At least if she’d come up with a witty line or two, she could ensure he kept his distance from her off-screen, realizing she wasn’t that same weak woman from the past.

“You okay? It looks like you’re the one who got hit in the head with a purse.” He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly and took a step back.

Seriously, Luke, none of your so-called charm will work this time.

Involuntarily, she touched her forehead, then quickly dropped her arm.

No. Luke was not about to make her feel out of place, especially not on the set of the show that she’d been the star of for over a decade.

She cleared her throat and straightened her blouse as she stared him full in the face. “I’m fine. How are you?”

“Blessed to be here. And hopefully to become what our fans want.”

Blessed to be here? Blessed? Ha! Luke didn’t use words like blessed. He didn’t even know the definition of that word.

Luke tilted his head at her. “You sure you don’t need to sit down? You seem out of sorts.”

“I’m fine.” Her words came out tighter than she meant them to, but judging by the unblinking of his eyes, the force of her answer did the job. He was confused. Good. Let him be. He needed a taste of his own medicine.

She stooped to pick up the fallen glass. Unfortunately, Luke did as well and a sharp pain shot through her as she bumped heads with him.

“Oh!” She rubbed her noggin.

He was massaging his head and biting his lip. “Sorry. I certainly didn’t expect to run into people more on the set than on the stage.”

Maybe this time she’d knocked some sense into him.

The stage. Another “fun fact” Michael shared with the cast. Luke had been the star of several plays. Why couldn’t Luke have stayed in theatre instead of coming here?

“You looking forward to this afternoon?” he asked as they both stood.

Today, Luke was filming his first scene. Fans were eager to see what would become of Jonah.  He was a stalker, obsessed with Cassidy. Jonah was the character that upended Streambrook anytime things seemed to be going well for its residents. 

Luke cocked an eyebrow at her. “You seem deep in thought.”

Shoot. She needed to get herself together. Their first scene was only a few minutes away.

“Excuse me,” she said, hoping she was giving off her best impression as a strong, independent woman. She knew Luke had no interest in women like that. 

She made her way upstairs to her dressing room, eager to get as far away from him as possible.

Her throat suddenly felt like a sauna. She grabbed a water bottle from the mini fridge and sank into the red sectional. If only Luke had found some other soap opera to take him. Why hers?

She jolted up in her seat. He obviously knew she was the star. Why couldn’t he find something else to do, like a good toilet cleaner commercial? Or one for jock itch?

One thing she knew for sure. There was no way she was going to let anyone, especially that guy, interfere with her longtime dream of winning a Daytime Emmy’s award. Or getting her future retirement in order; she’d finally gotten her investments to work for her. 

“Ms. Winters, we’re ready for you.” A loud voice came through the giant speaker suspended above her head.

Ali set her drink on the small square table beside the couch and got to her feet. “And, ready or not, here we go.”

She and Chris took their places on set as Cassidy and Austin, swinging in a hammock that’s tied between two trees in front of his beach home.

“Action!” Michael called out.

Cassidy and Austin’s feet are tangled up together, that “I’m totally in love with you” look distracting them from the rest of the world.

“I love you, Cassidy,” Austin says as he takes her hand and places it over his chest. “With all my heart.”

“I can feel your love,” Cassidy whispers, gazing at his chest rising underneath her palm. Her eyes dip and a single tear escapes. “But I’m afraid.”

Austin gently tilts her chin up with one finger. “I’m right here. Your father and mother and friends are all right here. He’s probably long gone by now. Even if he’s not, we are here to protect you.”

She nods and bites her lip as another tear falls. “I know, Austin. I just wish we knew where he was. I would feel safer if we did.”

An overhead voice cut into the scene as the actors paused. “The role of Jonah is now being played by Luke Carter.”

In spite of herself, Ali’s heartbeat shot up with the anticipation of Luke’s arrival. She supposed she shouldn’t be upset by it since the nervousness she felt lent an accurate sense of reality to Cassidy’s fear. Okay. She could work with that.

Back to the scene, Ali.

“Well, you can relax, because here I am.” Luke, as Jonah, steps out from the tree behind them and grins at them.

Cassidy shrieks as Austin jolts upright, sending the hammock into a rocking motion.

“Cut!” Michael yelled. “Okay, let’s
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