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Chapter One
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Greg Toler tugged at the bill of his Carolina Panthers cap before getting out of his car and making a quick surveillance. There were people walking toward him, but their eyes were downcast, their attention focused on the devices in their hands. There was no cry of recognition; no stampede in his direction. Thank goodness for cell phones. 

The Pampered Poodle, relatively new to Monkey Junction, was tucked between a bike shop and vintage clothing store. Snuggled under his arm, Pudge let out a little yip of recognition and began to wag the stub of her tail when Greg opened the door. A bell overhead announced their arrival.

The woman at the counter looked up, thankfully at the dog and not at him. “Hi Pudge,” she crooned, holding out her arms. Then, with a look of alarm as she saw who was holding her, she said, “She is Pudge, isn’t she? You aren’t—”

“No, I’m not Gina Toler and yes, this is her dog. Before you call the cops, I didn’t dognap her and decide she needed a bath before I sent the ransom note.” He relinquished the dog, not without receiving a farewell face lick. “I’m bringing her in for my mother, who made her hair appointment for the same time. When will she be ready?” Greg’s voice was gruff, and he began to back away. Any minute now ...

She laughed.

Surprised, he stopped. “What’s so funny?” Most people didn’t laugh when they realized who he was. 

“A big guy like you carrying this fluffball around. No wonder you’re hiding behind that baseball cap.”

Letting out a breath, Greg forgot his need for discretion and lifted his head in indignation. “I am not embarrassed at being seen with a dog that looks like she could be blown away like a dandelion puff. She’s still a dog, and I happen to like dogs.” He inhaled. “And it’s not a baseball cap. The Panthers are an NFL team.” He didn’t have to say “from Charlotte” because any North Carolinian would know that. Even here in Wilmington.

“But it’s still—” Her eyes widened. “Do you know you look exactly like Doctor Calvin?”

Busted. He didn’t have to ask who Doctor Calvin was. The television prime-time drama, Cutting Edge, had been a hit for the past five years. “I’ve been told there’s a resemblance.” He turned away, but she wasn’t about to let it go.

“Do you watch the show?”

“Never.” 

“It’s very good. I just adore Catherine. She’s the female lead,” she explained. “She’s beautiful, and so smart and sweet. Doctor Calvin keeps breaking her heart on the show. I bet he’s a jerk in real life, too.”

For a second, Greg reacted as if the jab had been directed at him. “You’re basing your opinion on the script. Maybe in real life he’s a perfectly nice guy.” Then he caught himself. “When will Pudge be ready?”

“In about two hours. Come back at three.” She tilted her head. “Come to think of it, you don’t look that much like Dirk Corbin—he’s the actor who plays Doctor Calvin. I think he’s taller, and his eyes are blue, not hazel.”

“Really.” Greg dismissed her observation. “I’ll pick up Pudge around three, then.”

“Fine. She’ll be ready.” Her voice was professional, dismissive, echoing the curtness of his own tone. If he had hoped to quell her enthusiasm he had certainly succeeded. Somehow, it didn’t make him feel better.

Once he was safely inside his black Malibu, Greg headed for home. If his mother hadn’t been so upset at having mixed up the two appointments, he’d never have gone out of the house. The more popular the show got, the greater were his chances of being spotted, with the inevitable crowd of fans demanding selfies. He was relieved that the dog groomer hadn’t realized he had more than a passing resemblance to Doctor Jack Calvin, even though her opinion of the imaginary doctor hurt a little. He shrugged. Frankly, he didn’t like Doctor Calvin that much himself.

He spent the next two hours in his modest home off Piner Road, studying his lines for the next show. Just before three, his cell phone chimed.

“Can you pick Pudgie up for me, please? My hair isn’t done yet and I can’t leave with this tin foil all over my head.”

Trying to block out the mental image her words evoked, Greg said, “Okay, but you know I hate going out in public.”

“It isn’t public, it’s a dog grooming shop. Did anyone see you?”

“Well, yeah, the groomer. But she decided I wasn’t who she thought I was at first because Doctor Calvin has blue eyes.”

Gina chuckled. “The groomer has a name—Emily Donahay. I guess she never heard of tinted contact lenses. But since she’s already decided you aren’t him, you’re pretty safe.”

“Maybe.” He wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction of agreeing. “I’ll get Pudge. See you later.”

He realized as he hung up that he wasn’t as upset as he’d intimated. He’d kind of like to see that woman again. Not because she was a fan of the show, but because of the gentle way she held Pudge. Admittedly, the miniature poodle was a yappy nuisance ninety percent of the time, but she kept his mother company during the long hours he was on the set.

And, he admitted to himself, because she was kind of cute, with eyes the color of good whiskey, shoulder-length red-brown hair, and a scattering of freckles across a pert nose. Or maybe it was the animated way she had of talking.  Or maybe it was her laugh.

Or, most important, because she had decided he wasn’t Dirk Corbin, and that was a very good thing. Greg had to acknowledge that sometimes he just wanted to talk to someone other than his mother who wasn’t impressed with his so-called fame.

By the time he pulled up in front of the pet salon, he was in a good mood. Jingling his keys, he held his head high and entered the shop. 

This time the woman had on a pink smock. The name “Emily” was embroidered in purple across the left-hand side. The colors matched the walls and curtains. The overload of pink was relieved by the pictures of dogs and cats wearing cute hats and scarves. He wondered how you groomed a cat. Very carefully, he suspected.

“Hi Emily, I’m here for Pudge. Is she ready?”

“She is! I’ll get her.” In a few minutes she returned with the dog. Pudge’s apricot-colored fur was brushed to a sheen, and she wore a pink bandanna around her neck. Her toenails were painted a vibrant rose.

“My gosh, what have you done? You’ve turned Pudge into a girly-girl.”

“She is a girl; a sweet, sweet girl.” Emily held the dog to her cheek and crooned. “I might just have to keep her.”

“You’ve met my mom. You sure you want to tangle with her?”

“Your mother is a sweetie pie, too.” Emily set Pudge on the counter. “That’s fifty dollars.”

He took out his checkbook and scribbled in the amount.

Emily inspected the check when he handed it to her. “I guess some part of me was still suspicious, but now I know you’re really not Dirk Corbin. I’ve never heard of Greg Toler.”

He inspected her left hand as she slid the check into her cash drawer. No ring.

“Uh—what time do you get off work?”

“I have one more appointment. Why?” She brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

“I thought we might grab a bite to eat.”

A frown crossed her features. “I don’t know you.”

“You know my mother. And her dog. Which is partly my dog, too. They can both vouch for me. I’m honest, hardworking, and not a serial killer.”

“Well—” She chewed on her lower lip in indecision. Just then Pudge, now eager to go home, yipped.

“Okay. But I’ll meet you at the restaurant.”

Before he could think of a place where he wasn’t apt to run into any of his fans, she suggested The Cookout. “And I’ll pay for my own meal.” When he started to object, she said firmly, “Please. Or I won’t go.”

He gave in. “See you there at six.”

He was whistling when he got back. Gina had beat him by less than five minutes. He could tell, because she was primping in front of the hall mirror, her purse still slung over her shoulder. Not yet sixty, Gina was an attractive woman, smile lines giving her pretty face character. She was a little over average height and still had a slim figure. He was pleased to note that the shadows under her eyes and her haunted expression had faded in the past year.

Unaware of Greg’s inspection, Gina put her purse down and hugged him, or rather hugged Pudge, who went to her arms without objection. “Who’s a pretty girl?” she simpered and let the little dog lick her face before setting her on the floor. 

“You look great, Mom.” She did, he thought. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes sparkled. It was good to see her smile. She hadn’t done much of that since her husband’s—and his father’s—disgrace and death.

Gina’s gentle laughter brought him back to the present. “You know I meant Pudge is a pretty girl, not me, but I’ll accept the compliment I wasn’t fishing for. Can you let her out back while I start dinner?”

“Sure, but don’t cook for me. I’m meeting someone. C’mon, Pudge, want out?”

Pudge began turning in tight circles, but Gina was not sidetracked.

“Meeting who?”

“Emily. The woman who groomed Pudge. We, uh, seemed to hit it off.” Not exactly true, but close enough.

“She’s a nice person. Her husband died in Iraq a few years ago. No children. She’s thirty-three, a year younger than you.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Unlike you, I actually talk to people. Where are you taking her?”

“Meeting her at The Cookout.” he mumbled.

“Burgers and fries? Why not a nice restaurant? There are plenty of them in Wilmington.”

“She thinks I can’t afford an upscale restaurant. I must have looked shocked at the bill for Pudge’s shampoo and clip.”

“Or her opinion might be based on the ripped jeans and grungy shirt you’re wearing. I’d change first, if I were you.”

Greg looked down at himself. That was actually a good idea.

“C’mon Pudge,” he said, and escaped before Gina had any other suggestions.

Emily Donahay watched her last customer of the day, a standard poodle, prance out the door with his owner. Her feet hurt from standing on them for so many hours, and she looked forward to getting into her recliner and relaxing with a glass of wine. Why on Earth had she agreed to go to dinner with a scruffy stranger?

Because he’s sorta cute. Well, there was that. Not drop-dead gorgeous like Dirk Corbin, whom he vaguely resembled, but good-looking in his own way. And she guessed his gruff manner was due more to shyness than lack of manners. In addition, she liked Gina Toler, who reminded her a little of her own mother. How far from the tree could this particular apple have fallen? He seemed nice enough and a quick meal wouldn’t hurt. People had been after her to start dating after Bill’s death, but she told them she wasn’t ready yet. That wasn’t quite true. She just hadn’t met anyone who interested her enough to make the effort.

She looked around her shop, the result of years of saving and planning. It felt good to be independent. She never wanted to give that up, not for the best-looking guy in the universe.

But one date didn’t mean they were headed for the altar. She’d go, and if they hit it off, maybe see where it went. And if it looked like it was getting serious, she’d break it off. Gently, of course, because men could get hurt as much as women. 

She locked the door behind her and went home to shower and change clothes. She knew she smelled like dog. She didn’t object to it, but some people did. She wondered if Greg was as fond of dogs as he claimed. 

Well, she’d soon find out. 

Greg spotted Emily before she saw him and watched for a minute as she chatted with another woman in line. She was as cute as he remembered, using both hands to make air illustrations of whatever she was talking about. When she saw him, she waved.

He joined her in line. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“I let three families get in front of me.” Her eyes crinkled. “They were happy you were late.”

By now they’d reached the counter. The tattooed and pierced teen behind the counter gave him a searching stare and he waited for the inevitable double-take. Instead, she nodded at Emily in some secret code, and said to Greg, “What’ll you have?”

Remembering his mother’s jibe about burgers and fries, he ordered the barbecue plate. Emily got a burger and shake, and as she had insisted, paid for her order.

They took their food and found a table. Emily slid across from him and smiled. There was a dimple in her right cheek that he hadn’t noticed before. She leaned forward. “While I was waiting there was a lull and I talked to our server. She wondered why I didn’t go ahead and order and I told her I was meeting a guy who was almost a dead ringer for Dirk Corbin. I didn’t want her to make the same mistake I did and go all star-struck on you.”

“Oh, thanks.”  Unable to think of anything to say beyond the two words, he took a bite of his pork barbecue. 

As they ate, Emily talked a little about her business that she had started six years ago. “I love animals, so it seemed a good fit for me. And I can juggle my hours to suit customers.”

No husband or kids, he remembered.

“Now tell me about you,” she demanded, popping the last French fry in her mouth.

Greg had a story ready. “I’m a free-lance writer. I came into some money a while back that let me quit my job and concentrate on my book. You know I live with my mom, but it sounds better to say she lives with me.” Which was true.

“What was your job before you quit?”

Greg hadn’t thought that far. “Uh, I was a truck driver.”

“Cool. What’s the book about?”

He shook his head. “I don’t talk about it. If I do, I lose the incentive to sit down and write.”  He’d heard a legitimate writer say that once. Hoping to nudge her away from the subject, he said, “Look, would you like to see a movie or something?”

Glancing at her watch, she said, “No, thanks. My girlfriend and I meet at her house and watch Cutting Edge every Thursday. She’ll be expecting me.” She grinned. “Wait until I tell her I had dinner with Dirk Corbin’s doppelgänger. And an author!”

Disappointed, he placed his napkin on his empty plate. “Can I call you? I’d like to see you again.” 

There was no hesitation as she gave him her number, which made him hope she was as interested as he was in furthering their acquaintance. They said goodbye awkwardly in the parking lot and he watched her drive away before getting into his own car.

Once home, he grabbed a Bud Lite and settled into his recliner with the TV remote.

“Don’t change the channel.  I’m watching your show.” Gina ordered. “And then I want to hear about your date.”

“Nothing to tell. We ate, she went to a friend’s house to watch the same show you’re watching. And that I’m not.” He picked up a book and pretended to read. Instead, he covertly watched the program, criticizing himself in one scene and wishing he’d said a line differently in another.

When the show was over, he let his mind drift back to Emily and their impromptu “date.” It’d felt good to relax and just be himself. Being Dirk Corbin was almost as exhausting a role as being Doctor Jack Calvin. Except, a little voice whispered in his head, you weren’t exactly yourself were you, Mister Truck Driver-slash-Author?

He told the little voice to shut up. He had to make up something, didn’t he?

And what did it matter? A few dates, and he’d break it off before things got serious. He’d let her down gently, of course. He didn’t want to hurt her.

His phone chimed a series of discordant notes. He tapped on the messages icon and saw “Urgent meeting 6 a.m. Be there.” It was from the show’s producer.

Now what?

Unlike most actors, his first thought wasn’t that the show’s ratings had slipped and he was about to be replaced.

He worried that his past life had somehow been exposed. 
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The set for Cutting Edge was inside a former warehouse located two blocks from the Cape Fear River and surrounded by similar buildings, most of which were legitimate warehouses for the Port of Wilmington. Still, fans managed to find the place and several of them hung around the gate now, hoping to glimpse one of the show’s stars. No one paid attention to the shabby Malibu as the guard waved him through.

Josh Maharas, manager, agent, sometime bodyguard, and longtime friend, met him in the parking lot. They entered the corrugated steel building and walked in silence to the set. Greg knew Josh would speak when he had something to say, which didn’t appear to be now. A table out of camera range held a Keurig, a basket of pods, a stack of white foam cups, creamer, and sugar substitute. 

Greg inserted a pod in the basket and stuck a cup underneath while a small group of men waited: Bob Craft, producer; Stan Jacobs, director; and two of the show’s writers. The rest of the cast and crew were scattered around the room. It always amazed Greg that it took so many people to create a one-hour TV show. Less than an hour if you subtracted time for commercials.

One person was conspicuously absent: Gloria Kasky, the show’s star. 

Which was ominous.

He waited for his coffee to cool, bleary-eyed after a sleepless night, wishing there was somewhere to sit. The mock emergency room didn’t have any chairs.

Craft lifted his right arm and instantly any conversations stopped. “I called you here to let you know what’s going on before the media gets wind of it. As of now, Gloria is off the show.”

There were gasps of shock. Someone said “What?” in a loud, incredulous voice. Greg heard a grip mutter, “Saw it coming a mile off.”

“She was terminated because of the morals clause in her contract. You’ll probably see it in the papers. She got busted in a club last night for heroin possession.”

“I thought she acted high a few times lately,” Josh muttered to Greg, who shrugged and whispered back, “She wasn’t acting.”

“That’s it, folks.” Craft clapped his hands. “We’ll shoot the scenes she’s not in today.” He gestured toward the two lead writers, who were listening with matching worried expressions. “Okay. You have until six a.m. tomorrow to come up with a new storyline.” The cast and crew, under Stan’s direction, took their places. Not appearing in this particular scene, Greg stayed where he was, saying a silent prayer of thanks that his fears had been groundless. Nothing in his expression revealed either his trepidation or his relief.

Craft, the writers, and Josh still stood in a little circle, victims of a soundless catastrophe. Craft chewed his cigar end to shreds. Josh waited, arms crossed over his chest, calm as always in the midst of the storm.  

Greg broke the thick silence. “Does anyone remember that episode where Catherine’s crazy mother showed up and kept Jack hostage until he promised to marry her daughter?” Greg was careful to use his and Gloria’s stage names. He had a fear of becoming his character.

“And the fake wedding? Yeah,” one of the writers said, nodding.

“Maybe she was in a terrible accident and Catherine rushed to her side.”

“We’ll play with it,” the other writer said. The two wandered off, heads together. Tweedledee and Tweedledum, Greg thought. Both bald and pot-bellied.

“I’ll shoot the new scripts to the cast tomorrow morning, give everyone a few hours to go over their lines, then we’ll start rehearsing at one.” Stan said. 

So much for learning all those lines yesterday. Greg shook it off. It wasn’t the first time, and he could roll with it. He walked off the set to his dressing room to put on his scrubs. Then he’d go to makeup. It no longer surprised him that it took a half hour to make his face and hair look “natural.”

Craft followed him. “My office for a minute?”

“Sure.” 

Craft’s office was a small windowless room that smelled strongly of cigar. The producer sat down and gestured toward a folding chair. Greg sat obediently, still holding his cup of coffee. Had it been less than two minutes since he’d poured it? He took a cautious sip. Still too hot.

“Just to let you know, Gloria was on her way out before this happened. Her ratings have been steadily dropping. People don’t like what they’re reading about her late-night partying and drug use. It doesn’t jibe with Catherine’s image.”

“I kinda figured.”

“Yeah. Our stars don’t need to be squeaky clean, but we don’t want any scandal associated with their names, either.” It wasn’t a comment, but a warning. “You got something you need to tell me?”

Greg felt his stomach turn to ice even as he attempted a nonchalant lift of a shoulder. “I haven’t gotten so much as a parking ticket in the past five years.” He smiled wryly. “I’ll make sure I don’t do anything stupid.”

“You understand. Gloria didn’t.” Stan waved his cigar and Greg stood, dismissed.

The cold sensation in his stomach didn’t go away, and he unconsciously squeezed the foam cup so hard it split, splashing the hot coffee on his arm and hand. He let out a yelp, then bit his lip, hoping no one had noticed.  Grabbing a paper towel, he sponged up the worst of the spill

He’d been telling the truth when he claimed his life had been squeaky-clean since he’d first auditioned for the lead role in the show.  

It was the years before the onset of Cutting Edge that he hoped never came to light.

Josh met him halfway to the set. “Mitch wants to see you.”  Josh’s blond hair was cut short and the tint of his dark blue eyes owed nothing to contacts. An athletic build hinted at his college football background.

“Okay.” Greg had expected the summons from the show’s publicist. The new story line, Gloria’s departure, and everything else had to be carefully spun for the press. As he walked to the end of the hangar-like building, he wondered who they’d get for the new female lead. Thankfully, there was time. This was the last show to be taped before the summer hiatus. 

Josh trotted behind him, the shorter man unable to keep up with Greg’s stride. He followed Greg into the office, ignoring Mitch’s glare. 

Mitch was not a person to indulge in small talk. “We need to work around this snafu,” he started before either of the men could sit. “Once they announce Gloria’s replacement, we’ll have plenty to work with. Right now, we need to remind viewers that Doctor Jack Calvin is the star of the show. We haven’t done a story on you for several months. We need to get you in the public’s eye again. A photo story in one of the fanzines, maybe an interview on one of the late-night shows.”

“What kind of story?” Greg was wary. The last one had been “Dirk Corbin at Home” and involved renting a Wilmington McMansion from a couple who were willing to keep their mouths shut for a grandiose sum and allow the set crew to completely redecorate their home and then un-decorate it and replace the original furniture. Even millionaires weren’t averse to earning a few thousand dollars for simply going to their mountain retreat for a day or two. The outside shots of the house were so altered by a photo-editing program no one would ever recognize it.

“I’ll think of something. I just want to give you fair warning.” Mitch paused and puffed up, his go-to attitude when uttering a directive.

Greg felt the little hairs on the back of his neck stand up. After Craft’s not-so-veiled warning, all his defenses were on guard. This wasn’t going to be good.

“Everyone knows you and Gloria didn’t hit it off in person, but they were willing to turn a blind eye because of your chemistry on set. I don’t know who this new girl will be yet. I do know this.” He pointed his index finger at Greg’s chest. “There will be an off-screen romance. Dating. First kiss. All that goes with it.”

“No!” Greg leaped to his feet. “No, no, and no.”

“You will be seen at Wilmington’s fanciest restaurants, and wading on the beach, and anything else I can think of. I cut a deal with the Chamber of Commerce to boost the city’s hot spots. Win-win.” He spread his hands as if everything had been accomplished and he was waiting for the applause.

“Ya gotta do it, Greg. No publicity, people forget about the show over the summer. We have to keep their interest until it starts up again in September. You know that.” Josh sounded sympathetic, but firm.

Greg knew when he was defeated. He’d put off publicity shots long enough. “Just as long as she knows it’s fake,” he snarled. “Let’s go, Josh. I haven’t had breakfast yet.” 

The two went to a nearby diner where the novelty of having the stars stop by for coffee or a sandwich had worn off. 

While they ate, Greg shared his concern over the possibility of his being fired.

“Won’t happen,” Josh said. “You’re too popular.”

“Popularity doesn't keep characters from being killed off. I remember one in particular whose demise shocked everyone, especially him.  He was still under contract.”

“The official line was that he wanted to pursue other interests.”

“We both know what that means,” Greg said.

“You aren’t being killed off or anything like that. One character leaving is enough of a blow to any show. Forget it. Why don’t you want to play along with this fake romance with the new female lead?”

Greg gripped his cup so tightly his knuckles turned white “I hate fake.”

“Says the actor,” Josh guffawed. He stopped when he saw Greg’s glowering expression.

“And besides ...” Greg glanced at his longtime friend. “I just met a woman I kinda like. I want to get to know her better. How can I be expected to juggle two relationships at the same time? One public and one private?”

“Will your girlfriend understand it’s just business?” Josh frowned. “Or are you afraid the public will think you’re two-timing one or the other of them? Would that be so bad? Jack Calvin is a player, after all. It’d be right in character.”

“Calvin’s character, not Corbin’s.” Grew blew out a breath. Even his best friend confused the two. “The thing is, she doesn’t know I’m Dirk Corbin. I used my real name.” He saw Josh’s smirk, but went on. “She noted a resemblance to her favorite TV star, but I wasn’t wearing my contacts and was dressed casually, not like a celebrity. She actually thinks I’m a struggling writer living with his mother to save money.”

“You do live with your mother,” Josh pointed out unnecessarily. “So what’s the problem?”

“How do I explain to Emily why I’m not available when I’m wining and dining Miss Whoever?”

“Tell her you’re engrossed in your book. Deadlines or something. Or you could tell her the truth.”

Greg shook his head. “I want her to like me for myself, not because I’m a star. And, she’s a great girl, but not the kind to want to put up with the crazy life I lead. She’d want to leave the house without autograph hounds or paparazzi dogging her steps. I’m afraid she’d decide it wasn’t worth it.”

“Greg, you’ve been my friend since our days at UNC-W, but I have to tell you I think you are going about this all wrong. She’s going to tumble sooner or later. Then what?”

“I’ll tell her when the time is right. I’d like to enjoy a tiny bit of normal for a little while. I know it won’t last, but is that so wrong?”

“I guess not.” Josh signaled to the waitress for a refill by holding his empty cup in the air. “Listen, I think I got you a job doing a voice-over for a new animated film. A dragon or something. It’ll keep you in bucks until the show starts up again.”

“Thanks, Josh. I guess I’ll be making a few trips to California.”

“Yeah. You can tell your girlfriend you’re doing research for your book.”

The alarm’s strident ring jolted Greg from a sound sleep. He’d been dreaming of skiing down a slope, only to realize he was headed for a deep crevasse and unable to stop. He turned off the alarm and got up, wondering what might have happened in his dream if he’d slept a few minutes longer. He shuddered.

After a shower and shave, he went to the kitchen where Gina had fixed his breakfast and gone back to bed to sleep a few more hours. Greg opened his laptop and checked his mail. The new script was in his inbox. Opening it, he learned that Catherine had suffered a terrible and tragic fate, the innocent victim of a drive-by shooting. He printed the pages and sat down to learn his lines. There would be no rehearsal for him, they were set to tape that afternoon.

Made up as Jack, dressed in scrubs and blue contacts in place, Greg had to pull out all the stops as he portrayed a gamut of emotions ranging from anger to gut-wrenching despair. It was easy. All he had to do was remember his father, and the rage and tears of regret for what might have been arrived on cue.

One of the cameramen whistled when the scene ended. “That one’s got Emmy written all over it.”

Greg pretended not to hear, but he thought he’d done a decent job. Thankfully, it was the show’s season ender. Fans would have all summer to wonder what Jack would do, now that his on-again, off-again love was gone. Some would hope it was a terrible mistake and she’d be back in the fall, while others would try to guess who her replacement would be. Either way, they’d be sure to tune in when the show resumed. In the meantime, the faux romance would keep Dirk’s name in the papers. 

When he finally had time to call Emily, she sounded pleased to hear his voice. They made another dinner date. Greg made reservations at Aubriana’s, hoping to convince her that he could afford to splurge now and again.

The truth was, her assessment of his financial status was the only correct fact she knew about him, other than the fact that he lived with his mother. He was living on a budget, in spite of his handsome salary. And that was something he preferred no one know about, especially anyone associated with the show. When Craft or Jacobs asked where his money went, he told them straight off it wasn’t any of their business. Rumors were that he supported several gold-digger ex-wives; financed an orphanage in South America; or was investing in a top-secret mission in outer space.

When Craft asked him once if he’d like the name of a therapist who specialized in gambling addiction, he’d pretended an injured innocence that he hoped was convincing. 

He’d rather let people think he was betting on horses or football games than explain where the money really was going. And for the most part they left him alone except when Mitch deemed it time for “Dirk” to make a public appearance, arriving in a silver Porsche with the latest starlet on his arm.

No one had to know both the Porsche and the starlet were borrowed. 
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Chapter Three
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Emily was even prettier than he remembered, wearing a flirty dress that revealed her calves. Greg wasn’t a leg man, but he thought hers were very nice and he gave them an appreciative glance as he held the car door open for her.

She protested at his choice of restaurant, but he overruled her. “I can afford it this once,” he told her. “Just don’t expect it every time.”

“Next time, I’ll treat.”

He felt an unexpected warmth at her words, next time. After they were seated and made their dinner choices, he asked if she had any pets. Emily pulled out her phone and showed him pictures of her rescue cats, Tiger and Doolittle, predictably a striped orange tabby and a diminutive calico. He made the appropriate comments.

As he had known it would, the conversation turned to Cutting Edge. The title had a double meaning: Greg’s character was a surgeon, and each week the story highlighted a new technique he invented in order to save a patient’s life. No one knew of the staff of researchers kept busy trying to find new medical mysteries for Doctor Calvin to solve with his scalpel.

“It’s just that you look so much like Jack Calvin, I can’t help thinking of the show,” she apologized.

It was the perfect time to jump in with the truth, but he let it pass. 

Coward.

“Next Thursday is the end of the season, and I can’t wait. I just know Jack is going to propose to Catherine, and this time he’ll mean it. They’ll have a lovely wedding to make up for the one he faked two seasons ago.”

“No, they won’t.” Greg blurted this without thinking and instantly realized his mistake.

“Why? It’s been a dance for five years now; they’ve got to move forward.”

“That’s just it. The back-and-forth between them drives the show. Marriage would end that dynamic.”

“And set up a new one. People are ready for the story to take a new turn.” She stopped and her eyes narrowed. “I thought you didn’t watch the show.”

“I don’t. I do, however, have to listen to a scene-by-scene commentary from Mom every Friday morning.”

She didn’t look satisfied with his answer, but let it go. The rest of the evening went well. As he drove to her apartment door he wondered if it was too early to kiss her goodnight.

It wasn’t.

Emily touched her lips. She didn’t know why she’d let him kiss her, but it had felt right. She’d wanted him to do it again, but she’d pulled away, unable to explain her unease or why she felt Greg was holding something back. Then she pushed the thought away, blaming her suspicious nature. The night had been fun and had passed by much too quickly. She hoped he’d call as he’d promised. It had been a long time since she’d had any fun and Greg was just the right person to have it with—not too serious, not too flirty. They could become friends she mused as she fished her chirping cell phone from her purse.

“Hi Ashley. What are you doing up so late?”

“Waiting to hear about your date. How did it go?”

“Great.” Emily kicked off her shoes, sat down on her sofa, and tucked her feet under her. “He’s a great conversationalist and interesting company. Plus, we ate at Aubriana’s.”

“Wow. I’m impressed. Wait, I thought you said he wasn’t all that well off. Didn’t you say he lives with his mother?”

“He says she lives with him,” Emily said with a grin.

“I suppose there is some fine distinction I’m not aware of,” Ashley drawled. “What else? Did he kiss you goodnight?”

“Yes. Very politely.”

“Hmm. No fireworks?”

“Maybe a little spark.” Emily’s voice got serious. “I’m not looking for romance. You know that, Ash.”

“I know that. Does he?”

“He can’t afford a romance which is why I decided to go out with him.”

“Okay. Just a little flirtation to liven up the humdrum life you lead.”

“My life is all I want it to be,” Emily warned. “I worked hard to get where I am, and I’m not interested in rocking the boat.”

“Funny way to put it.”

“I have to go to work in the morning
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