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      For all of my film friends, old and new. I treasure my experiences making movies with you and enjoy using those stories in my books. Never give up on your dreams! And remember, you can always fix it in post.
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      Grace flipped her oversized square sunglasses from where they rested on top of her head down onto the bridge of her nose. They made a great headband, but the midday sun made her squint, and squinting, of course, led to wrinkles. Best to be cautious. Besides, this was Hollywood, anyone who was anyone wore sunglasses practically all of the time.

      “I still can’t believe we got Zac,” Phoenix Sutherland said as she pushed the air fried sweet potatoes on her plate around with a fork before popping one into her mouth. One of Grace’s hand picked producers, Phoenix was in her early 30’s, thin with bland blonde hair that was always pulled back into a limp ponytail, and earnest hazel eyes that were magnified by black framed prescription glasses.

      Roger Rigby, Grace’s other producer, known to his friends and colleagues as plain old ‘Rigby’, nodded emphatically, his mouth full of Portobello burger. A once handsome, maybe not so much anymore, movie producer in his late 40’s, Rigby had been a driving force in Grace’s career since almost the beginning. Still chewing, he grunted his enthusiasm and raised one finger in the air, waving it around like it was a flag and they were in a parade.

      The Zac they were referring to was Zac Foster, a hot young actor who had reached stardom in his late teens and was, many believed, on his way to super-stardom now that he had reached maturity, which was just under 30 in Hollywood years.

      Zac was tall-ish, with natural thick blonde hair, disgracefully attractive blue eyes, and that special mix of masculine and feminine bone structure in his face that made him both handsome and beautiful. Known for his excellent physique, Zac Foster had the body to carry off all of the beach scenes in their script and steal the audience’s heart along the way.

      Grace’s team had landed Zac in the lead role of her newest pet project, tentatively titled, Heart of Mine. Everyone was pleased. Really, really pleased. Grace was just as pleased as her producers, though perhaps not quite as obsessed.

      “Yes, Zac will be perfect,” Grace declared, hoping this would end the praise fest of Zac Foster that had been going on at their table for the past five minutes. They needed to move on to other important details. They were in the middle of lunch at a popular Los Angeles eatery, one of the top locations to have a production meeting. “Now, what do we have locked down in Australia?”

      Phoenix and Rigby both froze mid-chew and stared at her, Phoenix’s eyes grew even bigger than normal behind her glasses. At the exact same moment, they stole a sideways glance at each other then looked back at Grace, still silent and boggle-eyed.

      Rigby finally cleared his throat and said, “We thought Australia was on the back burner…now that we have Zac.”

      “Why would that make any difference?” Grace asked. Again the two producers shared an infuriating sideways glance and Grace gave them a sharp look, which was lost behind her sunglasses. “Would someone please explain to me why we would hit pause on the locations in Australia? And explain it to me quickly?”

      “Well, Grace, it’s just that with Zac as the male lead…well, we thought the obvious choice for the female lead was Indigo,” Phoenix said, looking quickly to Rigby for support.

      Rigby nodded his head enthusiastically. “Right. That’s what we discussed, wasn’t it?” He looked at Grace as if expecting her to agree.

      “Indigo?” Grace’s throat tightened as she said the girl’s name, twice, “Indigo Lee?”

      Indigo Lee was a gorgeous starlet with raven black hair and emerald eyes not dissimilar to her own. She had excellent acting skills and that certain something that charmed an audience through the lens of a camera. The same certain something Grace had always possessed. The same certain something she had felt slipping away of late.

      Still, Indigo was barely out of her teens. Grace wasn’t even sure the girl was 21-years old yet. How could Indigo Lee play Scarlet Kensington, the intense and broken female lead in this romantic drama?

      Anger rose in Grace’s chest as she cocked her head to the side, indicating that she hoped she had misheard what her producers had just suggested.

      Before she had a chance to argue, Rigby spoke quickly, “You know the script, Grace. The beach scenes, the nude scenes, the sex scenes, these are all going to be better…” he searched for the right word and found it, “Received if the female lead is younger than the male lead. You know that.” He gave her a ‘what are you gonna do’ shrug and a wan smile.

      Grace glared at him from behind her sunglasses and wondered briefly what it would feel like to pop him right in the mouth and wipe that smug little smile off of his face. Not the first time she had wondered something similar in their decades long working relationship.

      Instead of punching Rigby, she took a deep breath and in the coolest tone she could muster, which was quite cool, she was a brilliant actress, after all, asked, “Are you saying I’m too old for the part?”

      Denial rose in unison from the two producers, reaching such a crescendo that Grace had to shush them both before they drew too much attention to their table. Rigby, at a loss to explain, took another huge bite of his Portobello burger, leaving Phoenix to do the dirty work.

      “It’s not that you’re too old, Grace. Of course not,” the girl gushed before glancing dismally down into her plate and building up the nerve to continue. “It’s just that you’re not…you’re not young.”

      Still cool on the surface, though this conversation sent palpitations through her chest, Grace asked, “I’m not young?”

      Phoenix’s big eyes panicked. “Not that you’re not young…not exactly. You’re not…smooth.” Phoenix’s face froze in shock, as if she was just as surprised as anyone else at the word that had escaped her lips.

      Grace’s facade slipped and she set her jaw so she spoke through nearly clenched teeth. “Not smooth?”

      All of the insults to her looks she had ever received as an actress, which were broad and varied, raced through her mind, temporarily obstructing any chance at a witty comeback. Grace had built up a fairly thick skin after years of putting herself on view to the public and receiving both adoration and negative comments. She knew that both came with the territory.

      Recently, the sting of being automatically set aside for major romantic roles and instead offered what she had always thought of as ‘old lady characters’ had been hard to ignore. That’s why she and her production company had taken on this project, after all, to show that she still had what it took to play a romantic lead and play it well.

      The silence at their little table was heavy. Neither Phoenix nor Rigby were bold enough to continue eating as they waited uncomfortably for Grace to speak.

      Grace lifted her sparkling lemon water, took a dainty sip, placed it back on the table, and let her fingers slide down the glass to rest on the tablecloth. She tapped the base of the glass with one French manicured fingernail thoughtfully.

      “What, exactly, do we have a DP for if it’s not to provide flattering lighting?” she began, her fingernail continuing its slow clicking on the glass as she spoke. “What, exactly, do we have makeup people for if it’s not to…smooth me out?” She emphasized the word ‘smooth’. Phoenix cringed. “I am not hiring Indigo Lee or anybody else to play Scarlet Kensington. I am playing Scarlet Kensington. End of discussion.”

      “Gracy,” Rigby always called her that when he thought she was being unreasonable. “It’s not that we don’t think you’d be a great match with Zac. It’s just…do we…” he opened his arms as if encompassing the other people in the dining room, in Hollywood, in all of Los Angeles and the rest of the world in the royal ‘we’, “…do we think it’s believable?”

      “Believable?” Grace shot back at him. She bent her head lower and gave them both pointed looks over the top of her sunglasses. “I’m an actress. Believable is what I do.”

      He let his arms drop to his sides. “There’s a ten year difference between you and Zac,” he offered, though his tone was more pleading this time.

      “There’s a ten year difference between Zac and Indigo, at least. Is she even 18 yet?” Grace asked sharply. Rigby and Phoenix shared a look and Grace was happy to note it was one of resignation. This conversation could be put to an end and they could go back to her original question. “So tell me why we haven’t locked things down in Australia?”

      Phoenix cleared her throat and responded, “Indigo had a lot of reservations about Australia. Too many poisonous spiders I guess.”

      “I see,” Grace said curtly. Then, in a show of her willingness to put the Indigo Lee conversation behind them forever, Grace let loose with her world famous smile. “So we can move ahead with Australia now, right?” Both Phoenix and Rigby nodded. “Excellent,” Grace said with finality. “I love Australia!”

      “Me too,” a man’s voice came from behind her, and before she could turn around to see who it was, his hands were on her shoulders and he leaned in from behind and gave her a quick peck on the cheek.
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      Nobody in the restaurant would guess that Zac’s anxiety levels were peaking as he casually kissed the amazing, the legendary, the timelessly beautiful, Grace Woods on the cheek. He had mastered the art of covering up his emotions as a child, long before his first acting class. It was one of the reasons he enjoyed acting as a career. If he was constantly pretending to feel one way or another he never had to show his true emotions.

      “Zac,” Grace cooed as she turned in her chair and looked up at him. “So glad you could make it.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” Zac took the empty chair next to Grace and smiled casually at Phoenix and Rigby. Though his stomach twisted with nerves, his hands were steady and his smile, he knew, exuded confidence.

      “We were just finalizing Australia as the location,” Grace explained.

      “That’s great!” he answered. There was no reason to hide his enthusiasm for being the romantic lead in this film. It was a big deal to be chosen by Grace Woods to do anything. He would have said ‘yes’ to being an extra or even a grip on one of her films. Well, maybe not a grip. “So, Fiji was a no?”

      Phoenix and Rigby tensed at his question. Zac held his smile and pretended not to notice, instead focusing his blue eyes on Grace who seemed unmoved.

      “Fiji was never the best option,” Grace informed him. “Australia is gorgeous…with more of a…oh, I don’t know, a rugged vibe. Don’t you agree?”

      Zac’s smile ticked up at the corner of his mouth in a mischievous way. His rakish look. He’d worked on it in the mirror for a solid month before getting it perfect. Grace’s hand had brushed against his when she said ‘rugged’ and an electric charge jolted up his arm. She may be older than him, but dang if Grace Woods wasn’t one of the sexiest women he had ever encountered. On or off the screen.

      “I do,” he answered. He wondered how Indi was going to take this news. She was not about working in Australia. A distant relative of hers had been bitten by a poisonous spider there once upon a time and almost died. She had all but made a solemn vow never to go to the place. Indi was all about holding grudges, even against entire countries. “I’m sure Indi will warm up to the idea,” he added.

      Phoenix and Rigby tensed up so hard and so fast they looked like they were frozen in place. Only their eyes moved, flicking to Grace then back to each other, waiting for a secret bomb to explode.

      “Do you mean Indigo?” Grace asked coolly.

      Zac nodded, uncertain what was going on, but sure he sensed a problem in the air. He decided not to say anything else unless absolutely necessary. The movie business was run on relationships and personalities. One misstep, one insult, and his career could plummet. He did not want to jeopardize anything by sticking his foot in his mouth, however innocently. He took a sip of water and waited for someone else to continue the conversation.

      Rigby finally picked up the ball, clearing his throat comically before saying, “There’s been a change…” he glanced at Grace whose lips pursed almost imperceptibly. A slight pause while Rigby reorganized his thoughts, then he started again, “We’ve decided to stick with the original casting.” He glanced at Grace, no pursed lips. He grinned like he was about to tell them a secret and continued, “I mean, why bring in just anyone when you have the best there is right at your fingertips?” He gestured both hands palms up towards Grace who dipped her head in the tiniest of bows to his compliment.

      “That’s exactly right!” Phoenix chimed in, her thin ponytail bobbing as she nodded in agreement. “I mean, who else in this world could play Scarlet Kensington any better than our one and only Grace.” Phoenix lifted her water glass to Grace in salute. Rigby followed quickly with his scotch and soda.

      Zac looked back and forth between the two producers. What was happening? Indigo was supposed to play Scarlet Kensington. That’s what all the buzz around town had been for weeks and weeks. That’s why he had befriended her, charmed her, romanced her. That’s why he had declared his feelings for her and given her the key to his apartment just the other day.

      He always worked better if his romantic interest on screen was his romantic partner in real life. That was his process and it worked like a dream. His process had won him MTV’s Award for Best Shirtless Performance, the Teen Choice Award for Male Hottie of the Year, and the People’s Choice Award for Best Sex Scene…two years in a row!

      Zac’s heart raced in his chest. The beginnings of a stress headache pressed against his forehead. Still, he controlled his expression, choosing to don his placid, non-committed look, the one he’d perfected playing the sociopathic bank robber in Dirt Dogs. The look had come in surprisingly handy in a variety of awkward social situations since he made that film.

      Everyone was looking at him, waiting for a response of some kind, but Zac’s mind wasn’t working fast enough. He was still grappling with the fact that his relationship with Indi was all for nothing.

      “Do you have reservations about me playing Scarlet?” Grace asked.

      Her tone was as cool as a cucumber and Zac couldn’t read her eyes because of those damned sunglasses. Not that that would have mattered much. An accomplished actress like Grace Woods wouldn’t give away much in her eyes.

      He cleared his throat and switched to charming mode. “Absolutely not. I’m just a little overwhelmed by this amazing opportunity. I mean,” Zac turned up the humble response and tried to exude earnestness, “I just hope I’m up to the challenge of working opposite someone of your talent.”

      “Hmm,” Grace responded with a quiet smile.

      “Great,” Rigby took over the conversation, wrapping it up for all of them. “Everything’s settled. All you two need to do is study the script and pack for down under.”

      Zac nodded with enthusiasm. He would study the script, learn his lines, and work with Grace. He would also extricate himself from his romance with Indi…and get his key back. He had to remember to get his key back.
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      Grace stared out the window of the private jet as the rays from the rising sun created one single reflected line on the ocean below. No clouds obscured her view and the plane was banking slightly, which allowed her to take in the glimmering beauty of the great wide ocean waking up.

      She was thankful she had been able to hitch a ride on Faye’s jet, leaving hers available to fly her producers and key cast and crew. As much as Grace loved making movies, sometimes the togetherness of it all got to her. Especially this movie.

      The initial insult she had felt about being thought too old for the part by her producers was over and had been replaced by a sadness she couldn’t quite push away. Then there was the awkward moment she had found out Zac and Indigo Lee were romantically involved. Even though he insisted it had been casual and they were no longer an item, Grace had basically fired his girlfriend. Very uncomfortable.

      Then there was Syd. In hindsight she had to admit hiring her ex-boyfriend to direct Heart of Mine may have been a little optimistic. She shifted in her seat, the uncertainty of how that decision would pan out during this shoot made her fidgety.

      “I don’t know how you’re going to survive this experience,” Faye had said to her over dinner on the plane the night before. “I can’t imagine working with one of my exes.”

      Grace had wanted to point out that Faye had never had anything even resembling a real job, so it would be difficult for her to imagine working with anyone, let alone an ex-boyfriend, but she held her tongue. It was no good to start a tiff with Faye while stuck on a jet flying somewhere over the Pacific Ocean.

      Still, Faye’s comments had given rise to a nugget of doubt in Grace’s mind. She had made the decision to have Syd direct because of his talent and their previous success working together. She was counting on both of them to act like professionals. After all, in their world it wasn’t unheard of to end up on set or on location with former lovers or spouses. It was a common occurrence.

      But…what if it went badly? That sudden thought made her stomach sink. What if Syd took revenge on her by purposely making her look bad? Grace had a lot riding on Heart of Mine. A lot of money, as always, but it was also her chance to prove that a woman didn’t have to be in her early twenties to carry a romantic movie.

      She shook her head as if warding off the possibility of Syd sabotaging the film, silently scolding her overactive imagination.

      Don’t be ridiculous. Maybe Syd and the DP, the extremely talented Kendra Piotto, would have to work a little harder to ‘smooth’ her out, but they were more than equipped to make her look good next to her younger leading man. Besides, it had been Syd who had broken up their romance. He had no reason to take revenge. Or at least none that she could imagine.

      To take her mind off of Syd and their failed relationship, Grace allowed it to wander to Zac. A few butterflies flitted around her stomach. What a handsome young man.

      “Handsome man, Grace. You don’t have to call him young,” she said softly to herself. The sound of her voice met the nearly silent hum of the jet engines and she glanced around the seating area.

      She was alone. Faye was still zonked out in the jet’s master bedroom, softly snoring her little heart out. And the crew had disappeared after bringing Grace a fresh cup of coffee when she woke before dawn. Though they were most likely hovering nearby, perhaps close enough to hear her talking to herself.

      She set her lips together to keep from speaking out loud again and allowed her inner voice to continue the chastising commentary. She had to stop calling Zac a young man, it took away from her ability to see him as a love interest. She had to focus on how attractive he was, how sexy and appealing.

      Grace smiled to herself. What an assignment. If she could get over the needling thought that she was too old for him, it wouldn’t be at all difficult to fall a little bit in love with Zac Foster. For the good of the movie of course.

      Grace leaned back and snuggled into the plush leather of her seat, allowing Zac to fill her mind. Again, she smiled. This acting life wasn’t half bad once you got past your insecurities. Maybe her and Zac’s on screen love affair was too much for stuffy old suits at big studios, but Grace thought the dynamic between them would be extremely believable. It might even be Oscar material by the time they were done.

      “You’re gonna have to sell this, Gracy,” Rigby had warned her. The press release about her starring with Zac had created a flurry of media attention, most of it focusing on their age difference, and Rigby had been all wound up about it. “You’ve got their attention, you need to make sure you keep it.”

      Grace had shooed his concerns away with the wave of her hand. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know,” she answered, trying to appease his worrying spirit. Still, the wrinkle of concern remained on his forehead. Sometimes Rigby appeared to be in a continual state of wincing, especially when they were embarking on a new project. Grace had to laugh. “Try not to worry so much. It’s all in place. We have Zac, we have a beautiful location, Syd will do a great job, and the script is brilliant. Really brilliant. Everything will be wonderful.”

      The jet straightened, forcing her view away from the reflections of the sunrise on the water below to the sunrise itself. Pink and orange and utterly gorgeous, Grace took it as a good omen. Everything would be wonderful indeed.

      “Did I miss it?” Faye asked, her voice still thick with sleep. She came out of the master bedroom wearing a sweeping silk dressing gown that reminded Grace of a black and white 1940’s movie. Though sleekly dressed, Faye was unsteady on her feet.

      “What are you doing up so early?” Grace asked, trying to think of the last time she had seen her friend rise before 10:00am.

      Faye plopped down in the leather seat opposite Grace so she, too, could look out the window. “I want to see the swirly water,” she answered with a yawn. A brisk crew member brought hot coffee, cream, and croissants to them without Faye uttering a request. “I didn’t miss it, did I?”

      “No, I don’t think we can see anything yet,” Grace said.

      Faye harrumphed and let her head fall back against the seat. Her blonde hair was pulled up into a loose knot and she didn’t have a speck of makeup on. “I told them to be sure to fly over it before we land. It’s so pretty.”

      Grace had seen pictures of the famous hill inlet at Whitehaven Beach that swept turquoise water in wide undulating swirls over pure white sand, creating an incredible sight, especially from the air. She had never seen it in person, however.

      “Have you been to Whitehaven Beach often?” she asked Faye as she tore one of the croissants in half. Days before she was scheduled to be in front of the camera Grace didn’t want to overeat, but the croissants were warm and smelled delicious.

      “Oh, a gazillion times,” Faye answered, taking a sip of her coffee.

      Grace grinned. Sleepy morning Faye reminded her of teenage Faye, making this trip feel like something between a girl’s night out and a sleepover.

      “I hope it’s as magical as they say it is,” Grace said.

      Faye nodded. “You’ll love it. And your movie will be gorgeous because of it…and because of you, darling.” Faye took another sip of coffee and, obviously waking up, added, “And because of that Zac person. I understand he is unbelievably attractive in person?” Faye’s eyes twinkled mischievously over her coffee cup.

      “That he is,” Grace said, trying to appear nonchalant.

      “Tell me, since you and Syd are old news do you think you might end up involved with Mr. Tall Blonde and Handsome?”

      Grace deflected the question by shrugging noncommittally and looking out the window again. Her tendency to become involved with the men she made films with was a well known fact, but she didn’t want to give Faye too much fodder for her imagination. Relationships on set could be delicate, she didn’t need Faye, or anyone else, spreading rumors and causing problems.

      Daylight grew stronger by the minute, revealing bright blue waters beneath them. So blue they didn’t seem real.

      A crewman appeared suddenly beside them and announced, “The Captain wants you to know we’ll be flying over the inlet in just a few minutes.”

      Faye nodded and waved at their empty coffee cups indicating they needed refills. “Good, good, I didn’t miss it.” Faye was almost fully awake and delighted.

      Within a few minutes, both of them sipped fresh hot coffee and peered out of the window as their pilot skillfully maneuvered the plane so they were at the best angle to see the inlet below. The view was truly magical. It looked to Grace like an angel had spilled paint of the deepest turquoise and purest white then swirled them slowly, lazily together from one side of the inlet to the other.

      Except it wasn’t paint, it was water and sand, a completely natural phenomenon that seemed like something created in heaven instead of on earth.

      A flicker of excitement moved through Grace. Then another.

      No matter how many times she started working on a film the thrill of the creative process gave her a tingling sensation. The magnificent view below them added that special intangible element she always found especially inspiring. Definitely a good omen of what was to come.

      “My goodness,” was all she could think to say while Faye, for once, remained silent.
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      Lincoln Reeves stood knee-deep in a gaping hole right in the middle of his kitchen floor.

      He was annoyed.

      Not so much at the fact that his six-foot three-inch frame had caused the rotting spot in the original Mackay cedar flooring of his Granddad’s house to give way right under his feet, although that was a problem. No, Lincoln was annoyed at a bigger problem, his younger brother, Luke, whose phone call had caused him to reach for his cell and take the one misstep that caused the cedar to crack and crumble.

      Plus, Luke was whining on the other end of the phone. Lincoln hated it when Luke whined.

      “Come on, Link, just this one time,” Luke asked for what seemed to Lincoln like the millionth time.

      “No, I don’t have time to cover for your mistakes.”

      Luke groaned and coughed. The sound was wet and phlegmy. He sounded as hungover as he claimed to be, but that wasn’t Lincoln’s problem.

      “What are you doing today that’s so important?” Luke wanted to know.

      Lincoln looked down into the hole in the floor where his feet had disappeared. “I’m busy at Grandad’s.”

      “Jeez, Link, you’re always gonna be busy up there at that dump.”

      Hackles on the back of Lincoln’s neck stood up at the insult. The hill house on Hamilton Island was old and in disrepair, but it was not a dump.

      His eyes roved up from the rotten flooring to the handmade cabinets and the solid wood beams in the cathedral ceiling that encompassed both the kitchen and the great room. He glanced at one of the long windows lining the living room seating area. They opened out onto a wide deck that stretched the length of the house and provided a view of the thick groves of palm and gumtrees just outside and the beautiful Whitsunday waters stretching out from the island far below.

      Their Grandad had built this house with his own hands and though it had suffered from neglect for quite a few years, Lincoln considered the hill house a diamond in the rough. Not to mention that it was the only connection he still had with his Grandad. Besides Luke, of course, and the boat they had inherited, which Luke had taken charge of…for the most part.

      “It’s not a dump. It needs a lot of work, though,” Lincoln answered. “Which is why I don’t have time to cover for you every time you hit the bottle a little too hard.”

      Luke groaned again, a mixture of his hangover and the frustration of not getting his way.

      Lincoln carefully lifted one leg out of the hole, found more solid footing, and climbed out of the mess, balancing his cell between his shoulder and chin as he did. “Why don’t you just cancel the charter if you can’t do it?”

      Luke scoffed. “Give up the money? That’s no way to run a business.”

      Lincoln was too busy dusting off his legs and inspecting the brand new hole in the floor to point out that getting hammered and being too hungover to take a bunch of rich tourists around on a boat was no way to run a business either. Besides, it would have fallen on deaf ears. Luke never listened to anybody, least of all him.

      “And it’s not just any old group of tourists,” Luke continued. “It’s a Hollywood movie studio. For the movie they’re making on Whitehaven Beach.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know about that.” Everybody on Hamilton and all of the surrounding islands knew about the movie. The locals talked about it incessantly. It didn’t surprise Lincoln that Luke had gotten in on some of that action. Though Lincoln was a little surprised a big movie studio would bother hiring a one-off charter boat when there were whole fleets available.

      “It’s a big deal, Link. Grace Woods and Zac Foster are starring in it. Syd Masters is directing.”

      Lincoln knew who Grace Woods was, but the other names didn’t ring a bell. “If it’s such a big deal you should throw back some coffee and do it yourself,” he suggested.

      “I can’t,” Luke whined. “I’ll get sick on the water.”

      Lincoln didn’t respond.

      “That’s no kind of first impression,” Luke continued. He sensed an opening in his brother’s silence. “It could be a big break for me and the boat.”

      Lincoln sighed. He ran his hand through his hair, looking around the kitchen and living room of the hill house. There was so much work to be done. Weeks, even months’ worth, and it would cost a lot of money. He had talked to the bank about helping him out with some of the raw materials costs. He could do the labor. He’d trained under his Grandad as a carpenter until drink had taken over his Grandad’s personality and eventually sent him to his grave, much like it had he and Luke’s father decades ago. But the bank hadn’t given him a solid answer yet.

      “Link?” Luke’s voice nudged him hopefully.

      Lincoln sighed again. A sigh of resignation. Any money Luke could bring in on the boat would be that much less he would ask Lincoln to loan him, which would help keep him on track with the repairs until the bank came through. He supposed delaying construction work on the house by one day wouldn’t make that big of a difference in the end.

      “Is that a yes?” Luke pressed.

      “All right, but just this once.”

      “Beauty! I’ll text you the details,” Luke said quickly, then hung up before Lincoln could change his mind.

      Lincoln scowled, grumbling to himself, “A fine thank you, little brother.”

      He took one last look at the hole in the floor, his eyes flicking to the pile of unused supplies in the corner of the room. Some he had picked up from the hardware store and some had been ferried to the island. It had taken weeks to get everything in place in order to get started on the floor, the plumbing, and the electrical that needed fixing. He did have loads of work to do on this place, but once it was done it would be his to enjoy. A little piece of paradise on earth, gifted to him by his Grandad.

      His phone buzzed with Luke’s text.

      8:15am. 6 people. Full tour. Sell them on another booking before they get off the boat!

      Lincoln mumbled a few choice words about his brother as he grabbed his keys to leave. It seemed like he had been cleaning up after Luke’s irresponsible messes his whole life. Today was no different. The last thing he wanted to do was stop everything, trek down to the dock, and ferry a boatload of spoiled Hollywood types around the island like they owned the place and he was their chauffeur.

      He stepped out into the morning that was just beginning to break and climbed into the old golf cart he used to get around the island. It was a little dinged up, but it got the job done on a car free island. The cart buzzed heartily as he drove it down the long driveway onto the winding road that led down the hill.

      Lincoln took in a deep breath of the fresh morning air and steered the cart deftly around the sharp curves in the road. He would bite the bullet and get this tour done, then be back at the house by mid-afternoon. How bad could it be?
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      Zac couldn’t sleep. He never could sleep on an airplane, no matter how exhausting the trip.

      The private jet made things nice at least. Definitely nicer than coach on a commercial flight. And flying on Grace Woods’ private jet was even better. Minus Grace Woods, though. That was a bummer.

      He wondered about that fact as he stretched out in one of the reclining seats in the main cabin. Worried about it was more like it. Had he done something already to offend her? Or…maybe she was pissed at someone else on the flight.

      Zac dropped his head to the side and craned his neck to get a better view of some of his fellow passengers. Kendra, the DP, and the assistant director, Max, were sitting side-by-side. Rigby’s assistant was sitting next to Rigby, though Zac’s view of the producer was obstructed by the high backs of the reclining chairs. Syd and his girlfriend, Shandra, a sappy younger actress Zac knew from a previous project, were in the main bedroom. The other producer, Phoenix, had the smaller bedroom. It was still early in the morning, barely daylight, and all of them were asleep.

      He let his mind wander with the possibilities of what any of them might have done to make Grace so upset she didn’t want to fly with them. He quickly concluded it was probably Syd bringing his girlfriend. He sighed. Women made things difficult.

      “You up?”

      A voice came from behind Zac, startling him.

      Rigby’s face appeared, looming over the back of Zac’s chair, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” Rigby said in a hoarse whisper.

      “No problem,” Zac said. “I didn’t know anyone else was awake.”

      “Want some coffee?”

      Zac nodded and Rigby’s looming face disappeared. Moments later he was at Zac’s side, settling into the empty seat next to him. Moments after that a member of the staff brought them a coffee service with two cups and placed it gently on the table between them.

      “Can’t sleep?” Rigby asked.

      Zac nodded, shrugging it off as no big deal.

      Rigby chuckled as he poured his coffee. “At your age, I don’t imagine it makes that big a difference. Me? If I don’t sleep I gotta take all kinds of stuff to get me through jet lag.” He offered to pour Zac a cup and Zac nodded. Rigby paused mid-pour and gave him a pointed look. “If you need anything…you know…to help you through jet lag…let me know.”

      “I will,” Zac said. He understood what Rigby was offering, assistance in getting medication, legal or illegal, but Zac didn’t partake in pharmaceuticals. They tended to age the user, add unwanted bags under the eyes, plus wrinkles. Zac valued his looks too highly to do anything that might damage them. His looks made him a lot of money and offered him the possibility of a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. Not worth the risk. “I should be fine. I brought some vitamins and herbal tea,” he said.

      Rigby paused and blinked a few times. Zac noticed that the older man had those dreaded bags and wrinkles. Producers didn’t have to worry so much about their appearance.

      Suddenly, Rigby burst out laughing. He tried to hold it in, keep it quiet so as not to wake everyone else up, but it was definitely a belly laugh. Constraining it made the laughter come out in short, whining bursts.

      Zac smiled his best camaraderie smile, as if he and Rigby were old friends and agreed on the humor in all situations. He held the smile as Rigby’s laughter continued long after Zac considered the appropriate amount of time. He kept thinking that if they were in a scene the director would have already yelled cut.

      Finally, wiping his eyes, Rigby stopped laughing and sighed happily, saying, “You’re funny, kid.” Rigby eyed Zac with some newfound respect and gave his knee a meaty smack. “You get it. I can tell.” Rigby nodded with satisfaction.

      Zac wasn’t sure how to respond. So he didn’t. He toned down his camaraderie smile to a contented listening expression and waited to see if Rigby would keep talking. Not surprisingly, he did.

      “You know, that’s the thing that’s gonna make your career. Not everyone gets it. But you do,” Rigby pointed a thick finger at Zac and stabbed the air between them. He leaned back contentedly in his chair, still turned in Zac’s direction. Watching him. Waiting for a response.

      “That means a lot coming from you,” Zac said.

      Rigby’s eyes glittered with amusement and he gave his head a shake, as if conceding to Zac’s superior intellect. “You see? That’s the perfect thing to say. You always know exactly what to say.”

      Zac touched his forehead as if tipping an invisible hat.

      Rigby kept gazing at him. He seemed to be weighing something heavy in his mind. For one instant Zac wondered if the older man was going to hit on him, but when Rigby leaned in closer to speak again it felt more like he was about to share a secret than make a pass.

      “I’ve been thinking about you and Grace,” Rigby said.

      Zac raised his eyebrows. “Me and Grace?”

      Rigby nodded, glancing past Zac, making sure everyone else was still asleep. “You and Grace are gonna make a great couple on screen. I really think your styles are gonna mesh, you know?”

      Zac nodded. Not sure where this was going.

      “The thing is, Zac, I don’t think the world,” he moved his hands around in tight circles through the air in front of them, “is ready to accept the age difference.”

      Zac raised his eyebrows again. He had decided not to bring the younger man older woman thing up since he heard that Indigo was out. He wasn’t in a position to insult anyone, especially not Grace Woods.

      Rigby leaned in closer, intent on getting his point across. “I was thinking that if you and she were…you know…” Rigby wiggled his eyebrows up and down, “…an item in the real world, then maybe the whole thing will play out better with the audience.” Rigby leaned back in his chair and studied Zac’s reaction.

      Zac, for his part, thought he was taking the suggestion very well. He didn’t let his calm, contented expression falter. Instead, he allowed the corners of his mouth to lift ever so slightly, indicating he was secretly enthralled with the idea.

      He was, in a way.

      Zac had pondered that very thought himself, though he had pushed it aside as too risky. What if his attempts at engaging Grace in a real life romance failed? That might affect the filming and, worse, crumble his reputation as one of the most desirable bachelors in Hollywood. But if he had a powerful man like Rigby helping him along the way, maybe it would work.

      “You think Grace and I should get together? Date?”

      Rigby nodded, eyes still glittering with the possibility of it all.

      Zac shifted in his chair and cleared his throat, letting the producer believe that his idea was a brand new concept.

      “You like her well enough, don’t you?” Rigby asked.

      Zac nodded. “Yeah, yeah, of course. She’s…well, she’s Grace Woods.”

      Rigby laughed. It was almost a giggle and Zac wished he hadn’t heard it, it kind of gave him the creeps. He shook it off. Even if the delivery was less than perfect, Rigby’s idea was palatable. If he and Grace were a couple it would also solve his dilemma of giving his best performance in the film.

      Zac had one more question. “Do you think she’ll go for it? I mean, do you think I really have a chance with someone like her?”

      Rigby chuckled and patted Zac’s knee again reassuringly. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, kid. If you’re up to it, I will make it happen.”
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      Grace parted ways with Faye after they landed. The former wanted to check into their luxury hotel and freshen up, which probably meant taking a nap until late morning. Grace, however, wanted to get out onto the island. Being cramped up on the plane all night had given her cabin fever and seeing the beautiful water from the sky had been a literal inspiration.

      Lucky for her she had a boat ride around the island scheduled just after 8 o’clock on a small charter boat named the Lady Jane.

      With all of the last minute arrangements being made for their trip to Australia, someone had booked the boat ride much too early in the morning.

      “I can reschedule,” Phoenix had told her over the phone, calling from Grace’s jet to Faye’s.

      “No, don’t do that,” Grace had told her. “Book something that everyone can attend after you land. I’ll go on this one alone.”

      She didn’t tell Phoenix, but she was glad for the mistake. She wanted to go alone, sans producers, sans Syd and his girlfriend, sans Zac. She wanted to decompress from her trip. A solo boat trip would do just the trick.

      As she stepped onto the pier a few minutes before 8:00 she had the sense of a thrilling new adventure. A balmy tropical breeze lifted her hair off of her face and she breathed it in, letting the beauty of this place fill her lungs and feed her creative soul.

      Grace needed to immerse herself in this world. To play Scarlet Kensington who, according to the script, ran a beachfront gourmet restaurant, Grace needed to become an islander. The sights, smells, and sounds of this place needed to permeate her body just as Scarlet’s character permeated her mind.

      She took slow, careful steps down the long pier, taking in the shining white boats tied to their docks with thick ropes while French blue waves lapped at their sides. She smiled quietly at the sound of sea birds on the water and closed her eyes for a moment, inhaling another deep breath of this amazing place. Grace could almost feel the spirit of Scarlet Kensington in the soft peaceful breeze.

      “Excuse me,” a man’s voice sounded sharp and loud from behind her, accompanied by the hollow thumping of someone running on the pier.

      Grace’s eyes flew open. In the instant it took to turn around and see the man her mind raced through all of the security protocols she had broken to get to the pier. She had left her security team behind to travel in Faye’s private jet. Then, dismissing Faye’s offer to have one of her people escort her, Grace had opted not to take the shuttle. Instead, she had hired a seemingly nice man with a golf cart, or buggy as they called them on this car free island, to take her to the marina.

      As the thumping runner fast approached, fear rose in her chest. Years of living with fame and the money that came with it had made Grace cautious of the outside world…normally. Had she let her guard down on this enchanting little island only to be robbed, kidnapped, or worse, within an hour of landing? On the other hand, would a kidnapper say ‘excuse me’?

      She wasn’t sure, so she grit her teeth, gripped her Chanel tote firmly with both hands, and silently cursed her mistake as the man rushed towards her.

      He was tall and well built despite being a little shaggy and unkempt. His olive green cargo shorts were spattered with paint splotches and his shoes were actually worn work boots. He carried a raggedy knapsack that clunked as he ran. He was fumbling with a white polo shirt, trying to pull it down over his bare chest. The action made his forward progress awkward, but he didn’t slow down, even when the shirt was wrapped almost completely around his neck and face, obstructing his view.

      Grace gasped. The wild man was barreling blindly towards her on a pier with no room for her to escape, but that wasn’t why she gasped. The gasp came from somewhere deep in her chest near her heart, a purely visceral reaction to the sight of him.

      His bare chest was tan and extremely well formed. A lean, muscled, stomach practically stared her in the face as he moved closer, wrestling with his shirt. Not the rock hard six-pack that would lead her to believe he spent too much time worrying about his appearance, but the sexy hard stomach of a man who built his muscle from real manual labor. His abdomen and torso flexed and writhed as he tried to twist the white polo into place.

      He was almost on top of her and Grace couldn’t move. Frozen in shock, she tried and tried, but could not get her breath. She couldn’t even call out a warning to tell him he was about to run smack into her.

      Just as she thought they were doomed to collide and go careening off the pier into the blue water, he freed the shirt and yanked it down so it was out of his face. Grace had half  a heartbeat to take in the shock of blonde hair, the 5 o’clock shadow on a strong jaw, and the perfect white teeth in a surprised smile.

      “Whoops,” he exclaimed as he saw her right in front of him. Without slowing down, he turned sideways, sucked his stomach in to keep their bodies from bumping, raised his awkward knapsack high in the air so it just skimmed over the top of her head, and carried on past her, still running. He called out over his shoulder in an unmistakable Australian accent, “Excuse me, sorry!”

      Grace was dizzy as she watched him run away. Even though she hadn’t moved as he passed by, somehow she felt as if she had
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