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      One picture. One tabloid. Two lives changed forever.

      

      Finian Alexander is one scandalous tabloid photo away from catapulting his acting career onto the A-list. All his bad boy persona needs is an agreeable member of the paparazzi to give him a friendly boost. But vacationing out in the middle of nowhere, the only photographer he knows is way too scrupulous for her own good.

      

      Or is she?

      

      Hailey Summer is desperate for cash—so desperate that she's willing to do just about anything with her photography skills to save her family's cottage and keep her secrets hidden from her sisters. So when sexy and arrogant movie star Finian makes her an offer, Hailey can't resist. But does his proposition take things too far? And when their plans begin to unravel, will Finian and Hailey find the limelight too blinding?

      

      This is the first book in the complete Summer Sisters series, written by New York Times bestselling romance author Jean Oram.
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            A NOTE ON MUSKOKA

          

        

      

    

    
      Muskoka is a real place in Ontario, Canada, however, I have taken artistic license with the area. While the issues presented in this book (such as water shed, endangered animals, heritage preservation, shoreline erosion, taxation, etc.) as well as the towns are real, to my knowledge, there is no Baby Horseshoe Island nor is there a Nymph Island, or a company called Rubicore Developments. The businesses and people are fictional, with the exception of The Kee to Bala, Duke’s Marina, Windermere House, the Segwun and Wenonah, as well as the character Jenni Walker--you can read about how she ended up visiting Muskoka with her family in the acknowledgements.

      

      Muskoka is a wonderful area, full of small towns, pristine woods and lakes, where movie stars and other celebrities do vacation amongst us regular folks. Yet, having spent many summers in the area during my youth and adulthood, I have yet to see a single celebrity--though a man my family presumed to be Kurt Browning’s (a famous Canadian figure skating Olympian) father did offer to help me when the outboard fritzed out on me once. Darn outboard.

      

      You can discover more about Muskoka online at www.discovermuskoka.ca/
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      “Finian Alexander, do something bad,” Hailey Summer whispered. The alley was quiet as she kept herself squeezed against a white catering van, waiting for the actor to make a move outside the town’s black tie gala.

      She pressed her eye against the camera’s viewfinder as a streak of sun broke through the clouds, making her LCD impossible to read. The light was incredible and she was the only one there to see Hollywood’s bad boy break the rules and mess up once again, but she needed him to move faster. Much faster. The light was going to fail when the clouds opened up, or someone was going to interrupt him and send her home with nothing. Again.

      Come on, Finian. Do this for me.

      As a sunbeam shone down on his shoulders, he looked more like an angel in the shadowed alley than someone about to go joyriding in a stolen sports car and make her rich in the process. Well, at least tug her out of her life-swallowing hole of debt.

      Patiently, she waited, lining up shots. Brick and clapboard. Parked cars. Faded jeans resting low on his hips. She couldn’t have asked for a better setting. Better light. She just needed Finian to do something. To flub up in that distinctive way of his so she could cover her past mistakes. Then her three younger sisters would never have to know how close she’d cut things and how their legacy, their birthright, was teetering on the brink of being lost.

      “Come on, hunky-hunk, open it. That’s right.” She smiled as the movie star carefully tried another car door, casting his eyes sideways to see if he was being watched. Door locked. On to the next. One of them had to be unlocked. This was Bala, Ontario, a small town known for cranberries, quaint cottages, tourism and bridges, not crime. He’d find an unlocked vehicle and go for a joyride; she’d capture the image of him breaking the law, sell it for big bucks, and kaboom. Her problems would be solved, without impacting his life other than adding another celebrity-life-gone-wrong story to his bulging portfolio.

      She fidgeted, her anticipation building.

      “Come on, come on…”

      She glanced over her shoulder, half expecting Austin Smith, a local photographer who did occasional paparazzi work in L.A., to appear and ruthlessly scoop her. Hailey had wrestled long and hard with her conscience to get to this point, and now that she was here, ready and waiting, Finian was taking his sweet time, giving the angel on her shoulder plenty of time to make arguments on why she should back out.

      Hailey wriggled and refocused her camera. Finian hunched over as specks of rain started to fall as he tried another door. His hair was disheveled. He looked tired. Rough. As if he’d been up all night--like her.

      Apparently, it was hard work being a party-man celebrity raking in millions.

      The Mercedes he tried was locked, and he moved on to an Audi, his strong hands lifting handles with a care she hadn’t expected. Maybe he was worried about setting off alarms. She could see that being a problem. A problem for both of them. She shifted slightly. Was there a law against watching someone break and enter?

      She could report him later. Right now she needed images. She snapped a few photos of the light bouncing off Finian, then sighed as she lowered her camera. Officer Cranks would seize her photos as evidence. Her late father’s poker buddy would give her that unblinking stare that undid her every time. Teary-eyed, she’d be handing over these shots before he felt the urge to blink. Years after getting busted egging houses with Austin, she still felt guilty buying eggs near Halloween. That night had been the beginning of the end for her and Austin, both as friends and as boyfriend-girlfriend. She’d gone back to being safe and reliable as he’d dived into his newfound persona, a hellion who’d laughed at her for crying in the cops’ office. Not long after that her father had passed away and Hailey had begun to wear safe and reliable as if it was her own personal shield against the pain.

      She cursed Austin under her breath for giving her a taste of fun and freedom before the burden had come. He was still waltzing around, living the life, raking in the dough, and she was barely surviving.

      She propped herself against the old building, leaning her supporting arm on the van so she could line up her shots as Finian moved farther down the alley. She’d hand over the evidence after she got paid by the tabloids. But first, she would take care of her family’s needs.

      Come on, Finian. Do this for both of us. I’ll help you if you help me.

      “You really think he’s going to get into one of those cars?” scoffed a male voice. Hailey jumped, nearly dropping her camera. “You should have set it up ahead of time and led him into it. You’re wasting your time.” Austin leaned over her shoulder, his cheap aftershave familiar in a way that made her distrust him.

      She turned, pinned against the wall, his large build crowding her.

      “Make your trap irresistible to a man like Finian.” Austin’s eyes roved over her and she wondered why on earth she’d pined for the annoying button-pusher after he’d broken up with her. He got under her skin faster than anyone she’d ever met. Although maybe she’d just pined for freedom and a life she could no longer have.

      “I knew it wouldn’t be long before the worm crawled out from under his rock,” Hailey retorted, turning to face Finian again. “Did your mother run out of canned lasagna?”

      “This is my arena and this guy hates the paparazzi,” Austin said, his mouth turning down. “Go back to your pretty art shots and leave this for the real photographers.”

      Hailey gritted her teeth so she didn’t make an enemy out of Austin and took a few haphazard shots as though Finian was doing something intriguing. This was just like with the high school paper, when she’d wanted to take different pictures than he, the photo editor, had demanded. He’d wanted the publication to be a tabloid. She’d wanted it to be a liberal arts paper that covered anything and everything. An outlet and extension of her own artistic needs.

      “I said--” he began.

      She ducked as Finian looked their way. “Shut up! You’re scaring the subject.” She whacked Austin on the chest, just above where it softened into a small beer gut.

      “He won’t stop because we’re here. Movie stars need the paparazzi. Free publicity--and he hasn’t had any in almost a week.” Austin glanced around the corner of the van. “They’re all locked.”

      “I know,” Hailey said darkly.

      “He’s not the joyriding type, you know.”

      “Says who?”

      Austin hitched his camera bag higher on his shoulder. “I’m going for a beer. Call me when he gets desperate enough to do something interesting.”

      “Dream on.”

      “Only if you’re in them and naked.” He gave her a wink.

      Hailey bit back a snort of laughter. “You’re the nightmare and he’s the dream, honey.”

      “Mmm. I love it when you call me honey.” Austin lightly pecked her cheek, then backed away, his arm outstretched, pointing at her. “I know you still have my number.”

      “Only because you live with your mother.”

      He clutched his chest as if shot, and with another wink, disappeared around the corner.

      Austin actually made a pretty decent enemy seeing as he helped motivate Hailey to work harder and follow the path she truly wanted. Well, except when he was a complete you-know-what and she wanted to shove him into the turbulent water near the falls in hopes that he’d drown.

      Shaking her head, she turned to Finian once again. She’d had such a crush on him ever since his first movie--Desperate Cowboy, a low-budget film nobody remembered. But she did. Especially the way his tight little butt had featured in one of the scenes. Mmm. That scene had replayed in many of her fantasies. Add in his black cowboy hat, the swagger and the way his bright blue eyes had blazed out of his dark, tanned skin, and she’d been a goner for life.

      She vaguely re-aimed her camera, trying to calm her body’s reactions and thoughts about Finian. For several days she’d been casually tracking him, but all she’d seen was a regular man hanging out on vacation. Which was so wrong. He was supposed to mess up, with only her around to capture it in digital, not be a man she could envision living happily ever after with.

      She was only supposed to catch him screwing up once, then sell it. That was the deal she’d made with herself to justify violating his privacy. Because even though he was a movie star, he was also a human. And in Muskoka there was an unspoken code--a code Austin regularly broke--stating that celebrities in the area were to be left alone if they weren’t obviously seeking attention.

      She almost turned away when something caught her eye. Finian had finally opened the door to a 1950s Jaguar Mark I. She barely dared to breathe. What had she missed while fuming to herself?

      Finian rolled up the car’s window. Closed the door. Gave the roof a little pat, then walked away as the clouds submitted to the weight of their load.

      What had she missed?

      She popped her head above her camera for a ‘real world’ look. Why hadn’t he hot-wired the car? Had he found something to take instead?

      Whatever had happened, she knew one thing for sure: she’d missed her chance to save herself as well as her sisters.
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        * * *

      

      Hailey stood under a shop awning, keeping an eye on Finian, the Big Letdown, as he ambled up the other side of the street, seemingly unaffected by the pouring rain. Which bar had Austin gone to for his beer? She needed to talk to him about a little thing called ruining another photographer’s shot. Preferably while keeping Finian in her sights, but not within Austin’s.

      Hailey tried to sidestep the person who popped up to block her view.

      “Hailey? Hailey?”

      She glanced down to see her youngest sister, Daphne, clutching her arm, peering at her with concern.

      “You okay? You look kinda pale.”

      “Yeah, fine.” She peered around her sister, who was trying to rein in her bouncing five-year-old daughter, Tigger, who resembled Tigger from Winnie-the-Pooh more than her seldom-used given name, Kimberly. Hailey relaxed as Finian paused under an awning across the street. She looked toward a nearby bar. “I was just thinking about how I’d like to rip Austin Smith a new…butthole.”

      “Hailey!” gasped Daphne.

      Tigger looked up with a sparkle in her eyes. “Auntie Hailey said a bad word.”

      Hailey sighed and gave herself a shake. “Sorry, kiddo.” She placed her hands over Tigger’s ears and gently rocked the girl’s head back and forth. The little girl’s long plastic raincoat rustled as she moved, one of her ever-present second-hand party dresses peeking out from under the hem.

      “There.” Hailey held up her fisted hand. “It fell out.” She pretended to throw something on the ground and stomp on it. “It’s like you never heard that word.”

      “Butthole,” replied Tigger.

      “Tigger!” Daphne clutched her daughter’s shoulders. “We don’t use words like that.”

      “Auntie Hailey used it.”

      Hailey winced. “Sorry,” she said again.

      Daphne gave Tigger a stern look and turned to Hailey. “So, what’s up with you and Austin? You’ve barely talked since high school.”

      “Professional complications.”

      Daphne’s nose scrunched and her eyes followed Hailey’s to where Finian, protected from the rain, was leaning against a building as though he had all the time in the world and not a care to burden him.

      He wouldn’t last a second in the real world.

      Daphne laughed. “You still have a crush on Finian Alexander.”

      Hailey snorted and rolled her eyes as though the idea of her harboring a flaming, scorching torch for the movie star was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard.

      Her sister giggled and stared across the street. “I can see why. He’s delicious.”

      “Very delicious,” Tigger agreed.

      “And I heard he just broke up with Jessica Cartmill,” Daphne added. “Hello!”

      Hailey squinted at her niece. “Do you know what we’re talking about?”

      “The ice cream store.”

      Hailey found her attention drawn to Finian again. Yep, he was standing near the sign advertising twelve different flavors.

      “I wouldn’t mind licking that,” Daphne said in a low voice. Hailey placed an arm across her sister’s chest, pretending to hold her back. Daphne let out a sigh of longing. “It’s been over five years. I’m dying here.”

      “Do they have bubble gum ice cream?” Tigger asked.

      “No sugar, Tigger,” her mother answered. Then she clutched Hailey’s arm again. “Tell me you’re not following Austin’s lead on photography. What he does goes against your principles.”

      “I know.”

      “You said the paparazzi are the ambulance chasers of the photography world.”

      “They are.”

      “Use your powers of photography for good, not evil.”

      Hailey laughed and adjusted the heavy bag digging into her shoulder. If only her sister knew how out of options she was. It was either become an ambulance chaser or lose the one place that had always brought the four sisters together. The place where not only their great-grandmother had fallen in love, but their grandmother and mother, as well. It was the very place where little Tigger had been conceived. And as much as the grown sisters teased Tigger for thinking the small family-owned island was enchanted, Hailey knew they all secretly agreed. There was something about Nymph Island and their cottage, Trixie Hollow, that grounded people. The place had kept the family together when they could have easily ended up spread across the country, barely speaking to each other.

      “You’re up to something,” Daphne said.

      “Nope.”

      “You won’t meet my eyes.”

      Hailey stared into her sister’s blue eyes, willing her to realize that her own slim tax contributions toward the cottage hadn’t been enough. That none of what the four of them--especially Hailey, who held the cottage in trust--had done over the years had been enough, and that by the end of August the whole kit and caboodle would be sold off to cover years of back taxes. And it would be Hailey’s fault. For failing their ailing mother, her sisters and niece, and most of all, herself.

      The jokingly used nickname Hailey-Failey would finally fit. Big time.

      Familiar anxiety swirled within her and she tightened her hold on her camera bag’s strap. She needed something lucrative, and fast, or she’d be forced to ask her sisters for help. And she couldn’t. Just couldn’t.

      Not yet.

      She glanced across the street to where Finian was still standing. Maybe it was true, what her mother always said--that if the cottage was meant to stay in the family, a solution would present itself. Maybe Finian wasn’t in Muskoka by coincidence. It was fate. Destiny. Karma giving Hailey a hand up for her years of taking care of the family.

      Tigger whispered to her, “Mom always finds out if someone is up to something.”

      “Not always,” Hailey whispered back.

      Especially since she was going to solve this problem. Right now. Before anyone knew the gambles and risks she’d taken, and how she’d messed it all up.

      She straightened her spine. If anyone in the family were to be voted most likely to succeed in solving this dilemma, she was. She’d pulled them through their father’s death when they were teens and kept the family afloat with after-school jobs. Then five years ago, after their mother’s debilitating stroke, Hailey had moved in with her and taken over responsibility for the cottage. When it came to the point where their mother needed more care than Hailey could provide, she’d found the perfect nursing home offering the right balance of support and independence.

      Not only that, but Hailey had been there for Daphne when her sister’s summer boyfriend went home, never to be heard from again, leaving her heartbroken and pregnant. And she’d been there to help however she could when their two middle sisters, Maya and Melanie, went off to university.

      Their mother had placed the cottage in her trust for a reason. Hailey solved problems and made things happen. And yeah, things looked bad right now. Really bad for the 110-year-old cottage. But she’d solve this problem just as she had all the others, and her sisters would never have to learn how close she’d come to losing the place they all loved.

      Besides, telling them would just stress them all out, and they’d start running around in a panic, distracting her from getting the job done.

      She could do this.

      Her solution was waiting for her across the street.

      Easy as drooling over apple pie.

      “What’s wrong?” Daphne repeated. “What did Austin do?”

      Hailey waved a hand. “He pissed me off, that’s all.”

      “Auntie Hailey said ‘pissed’!”

      “You didn’t hear that,” she replied quickly. “I meant ticked.”

      “How did he rub you the wrong way?” Daphne asked, head tilted.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I heard he moved home to chill out for a while after that last fight with George Clooney.” She leaned closer. “Did Austin ask you out? I don’t think he ever got over you, you know.”

      Hailey scoffed and pushed her away. “Don’t you have a protest to organize?”

      “Oh, that reminds me. Can you join us for the picnic and protest for the dam?”

      “Picnic?”

      “It brings out more families.”

      “Um, I think I have a…” Hailey scrambled for an excuse.

      “It’s tomorrow and we desperately need a good photographer.”

      “Please?” Tigger asked, jumping up and down as she yanked on Hailey’s hand.

      “I think I have to take Grandma to an appointment, hon. Sorry.”

      “I already asked Maya to take her,” Daphne said. “It’s just a few shots for a brochure and the website. Please?”

      Hailey felt like a poser when she went to rallies. Yes, she usually believed in whatever her sister was protesting, but felt awkward yelling and shouting and making a scene about it. Although maybe if she helped her, Daphne would speak up for Hailey if she lost it all. The cottage. Her business. Her home. She gulped for air and squeezed her hips like a runner after a sprint, knocking her swinging camera bag out of the way. This wasn’t good. Not good at all. She was going to default on all the promises she’d made their mother. All her cover-ups were going to be revealed. She was going to fail.

      “Relax. Maya will take good care of Mom.” Daphne rested a hand on Hailey’s shoulder. “She only forgot her that time by accident. She won’t forget again. And besides, she didn’t even get all the way out of the parking lot.” Her sister squeezed her shoulder. “It’s okay, Hailey, we can all take turns helping. It doesn’t always have to be you.”

      Hailey sucked in a deep breath, her mind tangled in the complications of allowing Maya to help. “It’s faster and easier--”

      “On your own. We know. But she’s our mother, too, and we’ve all grown up. The doctor has all her medical info, you don’t have to be there to tell him everything. Let us show our love for you, Hailey. Let us help.”

      Hailey cringed, knowing her sister was about to launch into her sappy, let-love-cure-the-world philosophy which in her current mood would make her say something that would hurt Daphne’s feelings.

      Across the street, Finian was stretching, looking as though he was preparing to vanish on her. Hailey tried to breathe past the tightness in her chest as the pressure built within her. She squeezed her eyes shut until the burning passed. “I have to go. Now.”

      Finian was walking away, as the rain let up to a light drizzle. She was going to lose him.

      “Hailey, I love you.”

      She turned to her sister and niece. “I’ve got to run. I have work to do.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” Daphne said. “We’re rescheduling the Canada Day picnic on Nymph Island because of the rain, and because Maya got called into work.”

      “Okay.” Hailey stepped away.

      “We’re thinking of having it in a day or two.”

      “Okay.”

      “When do you need this year’s tax money for the cottage?”

      She paused and cleared her throat. “Um, before the end of the month.” Guilt rose within her as she thought about how Daphne’s portion of the annual tax bill and back taxes would not only clear out her savings for taking Tigger to Florida, but would make going to the cottage the only vacation she could afford from now until her daughter grew up and went off to college.

      “I heard taxes went up. How bad are they?” Daphne drew Tigger close.

      “Not too bad,” Hailey lied. “Maybe you can call in some honorariums with your environmental work or something?” Her niece’s bright eyes flicked between the two, and Hailey stepped closer to lightly tap Tigger’s nose. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you to Florida little monkey.”

      Tigger grinned and began bouncing on the sidewalk, singing about airplanes, Disney World and her mom.

      Hailey glanced down the street, her shoulders sagging. Finian was strolling along, hands in his pockets, kicking an empty Tim Horton’s coffee cup. He caught her eye over his shoulder, beckoning her to go save her family.
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        * * *

      

      What kind of cut-rate paparazzo was this girl with the crazy hair, anyway? Finn had seen her following him off and on all week, her massive camera bag always over her shoulder. A few minutes ago, he’d ducked into an alley, hoping she’d follow, and mindlessly tried door handles on fancy cars as though seeking a joyride. Thankfully, none of them had opened. Until the Jag. But by then he’d given up on her helping him into the tabloids and had, instead, walked away.

      What did he have to do to get her to take shots of him?

      Right now, when she could easily be stalking him, she was across the street chatting with someone, her hair growing frizzy from the rain. He began to stroll away, noting her panic and how she tried to extricate herself from her conversation with the woman and child.

      Gotcha.

      Maybe she had potential after all. He paused for a little fake window-shopping, allowing her to catch up. In the reflection he watched as she stopped at a food truck to purchase a cup of coffee, chatting with the vendor as though they were friends.

      How was she going to aim that big camera at him if she was drinking coffee? What kind of paparazzi did they have in Canada, anyway? He ought to stomp over there and give her a few tips.

      He hadn’t been mentioned in a single tabloid--other than the odd post-breakup speculative whisper--since coming to Bala. Even after three days of this lady tailing him.

      And yeah, sure, he’d selected Canada because he needed downtime to sort out who he was and where he was going with his life. But he hadn’t been expecting to slip out of the spotlight in doing so. He’d just broken up with Jessica Cartmill and finished a movie. It shouldn’t be easy to lie low.

      Either that, or him breaking up with Jessica, a beloved star since the day of her debut, back when she was three years old, wasn’t earth-shattering news as he’d assumed. Their breakup had come as a shock to the public, but instead of milking it he’d fled to what turned out to be backwoods Canada, where the paparazzi preferred to drink coffee rather than snap shots of him.

      Maybe Jessica had been right. Maybe he was nothing without her.

      His phone rang and he whipped it out, frowning as the rain started up again. His agent, Derek Penn, probably wondering why Finn hadn’t delivered anything fresh for the celebrity news.

      As if he needed that kick in the nuts right now.

      “Yo! Finnegan!”

      “Finian. Finn,” he reminded him kindly. Finn cooled his temper, telling himself that he worked with Derek because the man was great at building stars. Derek knew who Finn needed to align himself with. What to do--and when--in order to keep his name out there, build his image, and which rung he should climb to take him up the ladder to A-list notoriety. Then on to the Hot List. No more B or C, or heck, D list for him. He was so close he could smell it. And it smelled like irresistible women hungry for him. Redemption. And cash. Lots of much needed cash.

      “You haven’t been in the rags in almost a week, man. What’s up? I know you’re chilling out and mending your broken heart and all that B.S., but you can’t leave the planet. People will forget you exist.”

      Finn’s heart thundered at the thought. If fans started wondering what had happened to that guy who was in all those action movies, everything would crumble. Not just his finances, but his promises. He’d be a broken man sent right back to the horrible place he’d struggled to escape.

      He spun in a slow circle on the sidewalk. Not a camera in sight.

      He kicked over a trash can and stalked on down the street. When he turned, a family was clustered around the barrel, righting it and placing the refuse inside. Canadians. They were making him feel guilty when he was supposed to be a man with no regrets and certainly no remorse.

      Finn paused, spotting his little shadow with her face buried behind her phone as she sipped her coffee. She glanced at him, frowned at her cell, and continued on past him.

      Maybe she wasn’t a paparazzo. Maybe she was just a fan. A stalker. Though, she seemed much too indifferent for that. Those women did a lot more giggling and bumping into him. He’d be eating a meal, lost in his own world, and suddenly look up to see an excited face shining with the thrill of having locked eyes with him.

      That was surreal in a way that made him shudder every time. It was as though they were looking into a pool where their own wishes and dreams were being reflected back at them. They weren’t seeing him, they were seeing a man he could never truly be, and they expected so much from him. Things he couldn’t give.

      “And dude, what’s up with your tweets? They’re like friggin’ cotton candy, they’re so sweet,” Derek said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “A puppy? Really?”

      “What? It was cute.”

      “Yeah, but a golden retriever? Are you trying to kill me?”

      Finn smiled. “I’ll have you know that got over seven hundred retweets.”

      “Finn, man, listen to me. Bad boys don’t tweet cute puppy photos. They tweet beer bongs and cleavage, and their hundred-and-forty characters are loaded with swears. Got it?”

      “Yeah.” Finn stared at the cracked sidewalk. He knew what men from the wrong side of the tracks did. He just couldn’t seem to stay in that role. That was probably why he had fallen off the planet. He sucked as an actor.

      He let out a jagged sigh and stared up at the rain clouds. Cool drizzle landed on his face, weaving its way through his stubble.

      Maybe that was the problem. If he pretended to be a bad boy long enough, he might succeed and become the people back home. The people he’d promised not to become. And tweeting out crap felt like going back on the promises he’d made himself. It was though he’d be taking a step back to the place he’d struggled to leave behind.

      “Find someone with a camera and get back in the rags, man,” Derek continued. “You can’t afford a vacation, not for the next five years. You’ve got to get high in the rankings or your next paycheck will see a decrease. You gotta keep dry-humping the ladder until you own the Hot List. You want it, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then get your butt in gear. Do you need me to leak part five of the plan? Because if you can’t handle this and I leak it now--”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know, Derek. The fall will come too soon. I won’t stick to the top, career is over, et cetera, et cetera.”

      Finn didn’t like Derek’s elaborate plan for falling from grace, but it had worked for a ton of his stars when their careers were starting to flag. Stars who never quite made the A-list, but nevertheless enjoyed one last hip-hip-hooray joyride on the fame train before drifting off into oblivion where they belonged. Washed-up nobodies living in obscurity. People like him who just missed becoming a household name.

      But Finn wasn’t ready for that. He wanted to climb to the top and hang in there for as long as he could. He had too many changes he’d vowed to make in the neighborhood where he grew up. Once he fulfilled those promises, then he could fall from grace. Then he could let Derek give him that little bonus bump before vanishing into obscurity, his bank account bursting. His promises and family taken care of.

      Finn studied his little shadow with the wild curly hair. She had to be more than a nature photographer which was what he’d first suspected since tourists didn’t walk around with that kind of equipment slung over their shoulder. And she wasn’t taking pictures of the stunning woods and water scenery that surrounded them. No, this girl was a serious photographer. The problem was, he’d yet to see her take a single shot of anything.

      He shook his head, phone still clutched to his ear. It didn’t matter who she was. It mattered who she would become.

      He stepped out from under a green and white striped awning, wishing for some crazy drunken revelry he could crash. It was their Canada Day long weekend, which should mean party time, but he hadn’t come across a single party to dig into. They were having cake.

      Politicians, who nobody had heard of, were cutting cake and taking complaints about garbage pickup. Kids eating cotton candy, with red maple leaves fake tattooed on their cheeks. No floozies in short skirts. No drugs. No booze. Just beautiful nature and a sleepy town sandwiched between rocks, trees, and water. A bunch of kind, warm-hearted people doing lovely, family-oriented things.

      No wonder Derek wanted to hold his hand through all of this. Finn had come to familyland for his vacation, not bad-boy nirvana. His cottage might be crazy expensive, but he was having a tough time finding temptation.

      He “uh-huhed” into his phone as his agent rambled on about his image. Running a hand through his hair, Finian shook off the light drops of rain. Only a cloud or two remained in the sky. Nothing to spoil the face painting.

      “I’ll get a flight out of here soon if I can’t scare up some stories, but I think I might be onto something,” he promised just before he pocketed his cell, the devil on his shoulder drumming up a plan to get him into the tabloids.

      If he couldn’t get this gal following him to take shots on her own and sell them, then maybe they could collaborate. Stars did it with paparazzi all the time. He could have his quiet vacation and still get in the tabloids.

      He changed course suddenly, heading to the first bar he saw. The woman with the windswept hair noted his movements and followed.

      Gotcha again.

      He reached the steps to the bar, planning to go inside, have five rye and Cokes in quick succession, and see what Canada had in store for a drunken celebrity early in the afternoon. A throng of people suddenly surrounded him, cameras raised. He flinched, adrenaline surging through his veins.

      Where had they come from and how had they trapped him so quickly? They’d slipped out of the bush like moose or mice or something.

      He shook off the fear and gave the crowd a crooked grin, knowing his two-day stubble was making his blue eyes sparkle in contrast.

      Finn waited. Nobody snapped a photo. What on earth? Had he stunned them all with his craggy good looks?

      “Uh…” He held open the screen door, making an ushering motion so the crowd could enter the bar. “Going in?”

      “Are you Finian Alexander?” asked a teenager.

      “Yup.”

      “Can we take your photo?” asked a breathless granny, a camera clutched to her ample chest.

      “Yeah.” He nodded slowly. What the heck was up with these people? They appeared out nowhere, pressed in on him, all eerie and silent, and then asked if they could take photos? Didn’t they realize his fame had put him in the public domain, and they could take a shot of him taking a crap in the woods and he wouldn’t have a case for them invading his privacy?

      They lined up like obedient kindergarteners, making room for each other, polite and quiet. His nature-nut shadow wove through the group, her hair still in knots, her face buried behind her phone. She glanced at him with dazzling eyes that took his breath away, then frowned at her phone again as she came up the steps to where he was holding the door. She apologized to someone nearby, although he couldn’t figure out why.

      Finn gave her a little bow and smile as she met him on the landing, and shot her a wink. She blushed and looked away. So very cute.

      He began envisioning ways he could woo her. Have a little affair, wrap her around his finger so he could break up the boredom of this peacefulness. They could collaborate, or if that didn’t work, he’d get her to betray him by releasing a story of how he was a trouble-making bad-boy. Somehow he’d find a way to get her to spin a story of his making, which would hit the rags and thrust him into the limelight. Just in time for his upcoming summer blockbuster release.

      He shot her a massive grin as she moved through the doorway, and gave her a playful tap on the butt. Her eyes grew wide and she took a quick, unsteady sidestep before making it into the dimly lit bar.

      Easy bait.

      Plus she looked like she needed a drink. Even easier.

      Finn shook his head and followed her inside. She looked so serious he wanted to pry her open, expose her to fun and make her smile.

      Preferably while naked.

      Yep. This vacation was about to get a whole lot more promising.
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        * * *

      

      Finn followed the woman through the bar, ignoring the rough floorboards under his sandals as he watched her narrow hips sway. There was something about her beanpole body that did strange things to his mind. He wanted to bend her around him. Feel those long limbs. Skin to skin.

      He gave himself a shake. Booty call later. Right now he had to friend her, draw out her photography skills, plant the idea that she could, and should, sell photos of him and get rich. Everyone wanted money.

      He paused. This region, Muskoka, was a summer playground for the rich. Did that mean she was wealthy? Was that why she wasn’t snapping photos of him? She was an heiress to a multibillion-dollar company, and didn’t need to sell photos of the rich and famous because she was one of them?

      If so, then he’d take the fame angle. Who wouldn’t want the prestige of selling an exclusive photo for thousands of dollars? He took another look at her swaying hips. Her jean shorts were faded white in the butt. They were a tad past “fashionable” and heading toward worn-out. Her sandals looked as though they should have been replaced a few seasons ago.

      Hmm. Maybe not an heiress, then. Which meant he could likely sell her on fame and money. He grinned. This was too easy.

      She turned suddenly, and Finn almost ran into her. “Whoa there.” He grabbed her elbows, his eyes meeting hers as he moved into her space, barely avoiding knocking her down. Mmm. She smelled nice. Outdoorsy. Fresh. Like rain and apple pie.

      He glanced at her hands, looking for the coffee she’d had earlier, and found his eyes stuck on the cleavage exposed by her low-cut tank top.

      Her knees buckled slightly as he leaned toward her heat, and her face paled.

      What could he say? He had that effect on women. Although the pale face was odd. Usually they flushed. He glanced past her and realized he’d followed her--entranced by her sweet, worn-out butt--straight into a corner. There was no excuse for having followed her this closely. For cornering her. For holding her so close. For ogling her chest.

      He gave her a dazzling smile. “Sorry, thought you were my sister.”

      “You don’t have a sister,” she breathed. She blinked, eyes wide, catching herself.

      Well, hello pretty lady. She knew who he was. After days of being practically anonymous, he found it refreshing. A relief. Scratch that; it was sexy. Very sexy.

      “How do you know?” he asked with a grin.

      “You’re a horrible liar.” She pushed him away, but he held on tight.

      “What do you mean? I’m a fantastic liar. I get paid big money to lie every day.”

      “To lie?” She crossed her arms in the sliver of space between them, eyebrow raised, her camera bag’s strap digging a swath into her shoulder’s skin.

      She was challenging him. How interesting. He propped a hand on the wall beside her head, leaning close. Her eyes narrowed as he trapped her. Oh, this was fun. He’d forgotten how much fun a challenge was. He’d gotten used to women dropping their panties as soon as he shot them the right flavor of grin.

      Time to pour it on.

      He dropped his voice so it was low, gravelly. “Wouldn’t you like that?”

      “What?”

      He ran a finger down the side of her jaw and watched, mesmerized, as her eyes fluttered shut and her breathing stuttered. “To pretend to be someone else. Pretend to be mine for the night. Hot for me to touch you in ways that will make you pant.”

      He ran a fingertip over her bottom lip, closing in. Any second now she’d suck on his finger, pull him into the bathroom….

      He didn’t expect the slap.

      And he certainly didn’t expect someone as slight as her to be strong enough to leave him seeing white spots. Wow.

      She hadn’t even hinted that she was going to move.

      Her mouth dropped open in horror, before she clamped her hands over it. He watched as she wrestled with herself, her back pushed against the wall. If he played his cards right he’d bet his new BMW she’d get him ice for his cheek.

      But there was something else behind her eyes. Something real. Something he’d forgotten.

      Oh…right.

      He was one of those big cocky jerks women hated.
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