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      Remember what it feels like to put on a show? Whether your experience was in high school, college, community theatre or pro, there’s nothing like joining a found-family, inclusive community of like-minded and quirky people to create live theatre. Adele Buck’s Acting Up, the first book in her Center Stage series, captures the very essence—the warmth and heart—of that world in this charming friends-to-lovers story. I can’t wait for more!
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      Alicia hustled into her charge’s room, urging the girl to wake, get dressed, and greet the day. Moving rapidly around the room, she opened the curtains and chattered about the events to come. She marveled that the girl still slept.

      Teenagers.

      Alicia bent over and shook her—then froze, her heart thudding, nausea crawling up her throat. The young woman did not move. Did not breathe.

      Angels and ministers of grace…Grace… Her mind stuttered and spun for what seemed like an age, time slowing almost to a standstill, then rushing into double time.

      Screaming for help, Alicia almost ran into the girl’s mother, who was racing in to see what was wrong. Unable to do more than point at the still form of the girl on the bed, Alicia spoke barely intelligible words, tears sliding down her cheeks as the other woman gripped her in a vain attempt at understanding or comfort.

      The girl’s father entered, seeming to dismiss both weeping women at the same time as he demanded why his daughter was not already at the wedding.

      Useless man. Alicia didn’t bother to keep the sneer from her face, despite the fact he was her employer. What did she care, now that the child she had raised, nursed, comforted and corrected, was gone?

      Pointing at the bed with a shaking hand, Alicia swiped at her tears. “She's dead, deceased, she's dead.” Punctuating each mention of death with a stab of her finger, her mouth crumpled as she saw the realization finally flow across his face. “Alack the day,” she choked out, a lump lodging in her throat.

      The priest and the bridegroom entered on the heels of the father’s next flowery, pointless words.

      His fault. All of it. Love and insistence on blind adherence to duty. This is what comes of it.
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      Colin leaned back in his chair, his brows coming together in a slight frown as he watched the play unfold in front of him.

      Interesting.

      Most actresses playing The Nurse broke down here, wailing and helpless at the sight of the apparently dead Juliet. This one was different.

      She was angry.

      Specifically, she was furious with Lord Capulet, her face contorted in a rage-filled sneer at his next lines. The actor playing Juliet’s father seemed nervous of her, as if he was afraid she would grab the sword from Paris’ hip as he entered and run the older man through.

      Her dark eyes practically glittered with malice as she spat her final speech in the scene, a lament for the lost Juliet, her proclamations of the horror of the day seeming to contain more rage than grief. And when she intoned, “Never was seen so black a day as this,” she pointed a long, shaking finger at Capulet, threatening him, her subtext clear to Colin.

      Today may be my blackest day, but yours is yet to come.

      Colin was disappointed when the final act of the play didn’t bring further surprises. He half expected a new plot twist added to the old story—The Nurse murdering Lord Capulet. When the cast filed out for their curtain call, he found his eyes straying to the woman who had startled him. The position where she took her bows was at the opposite end of the stage from where he sat and he couldn’t make out her features clearly. He wondered if the actress was as interesting as the character she had created.

      Her performance had been the only thing to distract him from the empty seat next to him for the entire production.
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      To: Alicia Johnson

      From: Susan Vernon

      Subject: Ugh.

      Sorry about the radio silence, sweetie. Thanks for coming up to see the show. You left before you saw the real show—the cast party was completely, idiotically hijacked by Paul proposing marriage to Cath. The stupidest, most vulgar thing I’ve ever seen. He didn’t even get her a real diamond or anything. It was like that hippie-dippy ring Emma Thompson wore in The Song of Lunch. Not that I saw it closely. They were mobbed by everyone who wanted to say how incredibly happy they were for them.

      Nauseating.

      Anyway, you guys must be getting close to previews. Or have you already started performances? You need to tell me how everything is going! How’s DC? How’s your love life? Snagged yourself a wealthy lobbyist or something yet?

      Xoxo—Susan
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      Alicia re-read the e-mail from Susan, one eyebrow arched in amusement. I guess I’m out of the doghouse, she mused. Where most people would be thrilled that someone traveled all the way from D.C. to Connecticut to see their show, Susan and Alicia’s “friendly” rivalry over the years meant the other actress saw competition instead of support. Given the rumors about that production and Susan’s behavior in it, though, her insecurity was probably understandable. Especially since the rumor mill had hinted that Alicia herself was the second choice for that role and that she’d nearly gotten a call to replace the other actress.

      Standing, Alicia tucked her phone in the pocket of her full-skirted black dress. While her dressing room-mates had gotten dolled up swiftly and left, chattering in happy anticipation of free champagne, Alicia had lagged behind, trying to shake off the vestiges of emotion that lingered after the performance. Thinking of grace…or to be more truthful, Gracie, during Juliet’s death scene made worry flutter in her belly like a wounded bird. She’s eighteen now. She shoved the thought away, years of practice asserting itself, and examined her reflection in the dressing room mirror. After cleaning off the makeup that had aged her for this afternoon’s matinée, she applied subtle, glamorous eyeshadow and paired it with a deep red lip. The short hair she wore under an ugly cap for performances she finger-combed until the longer strands dropped across one eye, glinting silvery blond in the makeup mirror lights.

      “Buh-bye, crone.” She waggled her fingers at her own reflection, regretting that she hadn’t had time to put on nail polish, and took a deep breath, straightening her spine.

      Showtime, part two.

      She would far rather be heading home for a long shower and an early bedtime, but the job required her to socialize, and socialize she would.

      Her shiny red heels made brittle tapping sounds on the tile floor as she entered the Folger Theater’s Great Hall. The party was in full swing, waiters circulating, the rest of the cast mingling with wealthy, high-powered donors. Alicia snagged a glass of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray and sipped it, scanning the room. The back of her neck prickled as she continued to turn. A few yards away, standing in front of a display case containing an Elizabethan manuscript, a tall man observed her.

      She took in his tanned skin, eyes that appeared almost black, and black hair a little long and shaggy. Dark stubble shadowed his cheeks in stark contrast to the sensuous curves of his lips. His nose was almost too large, but the strength of the rest of his features balanced the overall impression of magnetic masculinity. His shoulders appeared broad, filling out his suit jacket.

      Well.

      Alicia met his gaze. He didn’t look away. She lofted an eyebrow inquiringly. At this, he looked slightly abashed and walked toward her.

      “I apologize for staring,” he said, extending a hand. “Colin St. Cyr. I know it sounds terribly corny, but have we met before?” A British accent tantalized Alicia’s ears, plummy and smooth. She loved accents. Loved guessing where someone had grown up, how their voice was shaped by the places they lived. Loved reproducing them in later performances, her mouth caressing the strange vowels.

      “Alicia Johnson,” she said, accepting his hand and shaking it briefly. “But if you saw the play, you just saw me in there.” Alicia tilted her head toward the door of the theater.

      Colin’s eyes narrowed and flicked toward the theater. “You were…wait. Why don’t I remember you?”

      Alicia smiled. She could be reconciled to having to socialize if she could entertain herself.

      One handed, he flipped open his program to the cast pages, his eyes scanning the names and the headshots. Alicia was gratified to see his large, dark eyes grow even larger, his jaw going slightly slack.

      He pointed at the now-empty theater with the hand holding the champagne glass. “But…you just played the old lady? Juliet’s nurse?”

      Alicia made the ghost of a curtsy, fingertips tugging her skirt sideways, head dipping to one side in an ironic, coquettish gesture, hair falling into her eyes.

      Colin blinked a couple of times and took a long drink. “You pronounce your name the British way.”

      “I do.” She’d met someone as a teenager who had a British mother and pronounced her name Ah-lyss-ee-a, and Alicia had decided on the spot that that was how she would as well.

      “Wow. I…I am amazed. Gobsmacked, even.”

      “Thanks.” Alicia’s voice sounded inadequate and overly American in her own ears compared to his. With those looks and that voice, he was like the love child of GQ and the BBC.

      “No, really. I thought I had been observing your performance very closely, but I have clearly not been paying anywhere near close enough attention. Not only a great actress but a beautiful one.”

      Raising her glass, Alicia tilted it at him, her expression flat. “Thanks.”

      He squinted at her. “Why do I get the feeling I somehow just said the wrong thing?”

      Alicia gave him a level look. “Exactly how much truth do you want me to lay on you?”
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      Colin’s eyebrows lifted at her proposed frankness. Inhaling, he looked at her glossy heels and the slightly messy, sexy shock of blond hair. Alicia’s features were fine-boned and fragile, but her eyes were challenging and steely. She wasn’t conventionally pretty. Her nose was slightly too long, her jaw too firm for mere prettiness. But she was beautiful, captivating. In fact, she looked as if she had been designed in a laboratory to misdirect Colin, befuddle him, and lead him astray.

      He was still having a hard time reconciling this mercurial woman with Juliet’s rage-filled nurse.

      Considering her question for a moment, he took a sip of champagne. She had already tricked him and seemed to enjoy it. And then she offered the option—apparently—to shade the truth.

      “Are actresses ever honest? Isn’t it your job to lie?”

      Alicia’s expression shuttered, her mouth going hard. She inhaled sharply. “Do you accuse everyone you’ve just met of being a liar?”

      He blinked. “Well, you do pretend to be someone else for a living.”

      “Yeah, but everyone knows that acting is an act. Everyone’s in on the supposed ‘lie.’”

      “I’m not sure I take your meaning,” he said, feeling uncharacteristically thickheaded.

      “Other professions are called upon to lie and are much sneakier about it. But they get to be respectable.”

      “Such as?”

      “Are you telling me lawyers who defend people they know are guilty aren’t lying in their jobs but might be honest people otherwise? Or do you reserve that sort of judgment for low-class trades like actors?”

      Colin closed his eyes briefly as shame washed over him, the shaft hitting far too close to home. “I am so sorry, please…” He reached out a hand, fingertips just brushing her bare arm as she turned away. She looked at his hand, and he removed it. “I am sorry. Truly. That was glib and idiotic. I don’t usually dine out on my own feet. Can we begin again?”

      Her gaze lifted to his eyes, her expression sardonic. “Now that would be dishonest, don’t you think?”

      He bit his lip, chagrined. “True. I can only say I’m sorry. Again.”

      She leaned in, her voice low and confidential. “Here’s a tip from someone who has been a waitress more than I like to think about: Apologize once, people remember the apology. Apologize multiple times, they remember what you had to apologize for.” He waited for her to turn and walk off. After all, that would have been a perfect exit line. But she didn’t move.

      Taking a deep breath, Colin nodded. “Fine. I’ll stop apologizing unless—until—I say something stupid again. But please don’t go.”

      Alicia’s eyes roamed over his face, and she nodded, one fingertip moving her hair away from her eyes. “Okay.”

      “Before I truly took a big bite of my foot, I appeared to nibble on one of my own toes in an attempt to compliment you. Why was that?”

      She looked at him for a long moment, still seeming to consider whether or not she wanted to continue the conversation. Her chin came up as she apparently came to a decision. “Beauty is a lot of actresses’ stock in trade. It’s pretty much everything. Until, either suddenly or gradually, it isn’t. It’s gone. It’s temporary and unearned, but something that is frequently valued over talent and work. I’m in my thirties and getting cast in ‘old lady’ roles. The Nurse probably isn’t more than forty to Juliet’s fourteen. Let’s just say that an actress’s relationship to youth and beauty is complicated.”

      “I can see how that would be,” he said. “It’s too bad.”

      Alicia shrugged, one shoulder lifting as she took a sip of her champagne. “It’s okay. I originally auditioned for the role of Lady Capulet. The Nurse may not be as glamorous, but it’s a much better part. More interesting.”

      He looked at her face to see if she was having him on, but her large brown eyes were guileless and clear. God forgive me if I ever thought actresses were shallow. “So, you’re enjoying the role?”

      A real smile flooded her face, and warmth expanded in his stomach to see her glow like that. “I am. It doesn’t hurt that I’m told my reviews are good too.”

      “You haven’t read them?”

      She shook her head. “Never. I ask other actors to give me the gist. It’s something we do for each other. Otherwise, the reviewer’s actual words get stuck in your head. Anyway, enough about me. What do you do?”

      Colin took a sip of champagne, delaying the inevitable, even if only for a moment. “I’m a lobbyist.”
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      Alicia stared at him for a few moments, mouth open.

      Susan, you witch. I could almost believe you set this up.

      “I know, I know.” He waved one large hand deprecatingly. “I had the cheek to question your honesty based on your career. And yet. Here I am. Used to be a criminal defense barrister in London, so your comment there was spot on the mark.”

      Shaking her head at his misunderstanding of her shocked look, Alicia nodded. “I’ll do you the favor of not making the same mistake,” she said. “Though I have to say, in my experience people who are suspicious about other people’s honesty tend to have honesty problems of their own.”

      “Would you believe me if I said my automatic suspicions have more to do with living in this bloody town than anything else?”

      Alicia shrugged. “I guess I have to believe you. I already said I wasn’t going to suspect your honesty. And I’m enjoying D.C. So far, at least. I haven’t found a lot of reason to distrust it.”

      “It has its compensations.” A hint of a warm smile lurked in his eyes.

      Alicia felt a small rush of heat zing through her. “Mr. St. Cyr, are you flirting with me?”

      He laughed outright at that. “Forgive me for ever believing you were less than one hundred percent straightforward.”

      “We already went over the apologizing once thing,” she said, but she was smiling too. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

      “Forget acting—you would have made an impressive lawyer,” he said. “And yes. I’ve already told you I find you beautiful. It surprises you that I would try to flirt?”

      Alicia shrugged again. “Just establishing what’s really going on here.”

      “You have very clear boundaries, don’t you?”

      You have no idea. “Something like that.” Time to take this in a different direction. Something less personal. “I take it you must be a donor if you’re here today. What led you to give your money away? Love of theater? Love of Shakespeare? A tax deduction?”

      “My mother,” he said, his dark eyes solemn.

      Alicia blinked. “I don’t follow.”

      “She loved Shakespeare. She died a few years ago. My gifts have been in her memory.”

      “Oh. I’m so sorry.” She felt the inadequacy of the words, even as she spoke them. So much for taking the conversation in a less personal direction.

      A brief, tight smile passed over his face. “Thank you.”

      Sipping her drink, Alicia’s eyes roamed over the dark wood paneling of the long room, at a loss for something to say.

      “I don’t usually end conversations so effectively,” he said.

      Alicia’s ears grew hot. “No, I’m sorry. I…just didn’t know what to say.”

      He leaned forward. “Are you apologizing for a second time?”

      Thinking she could detect a glint of humor lurking in his eyes, Alicia relaxed a little, the awkwardness of the moment fading. “No, I expressed condolences with one sorry and was apologizing for being awkward with the second. Two totally different things. Completely.”

      Colin nodded. “For someone who claims to be awkward, you’re terrifyingly quick.”
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      Alicia smiled, and Colin felt his own shoulders ease. He appeared to be doing a damn good job of trying to scare her away, even though that was the last thing he wanted right now. Her looks drew his eye, but her prickly intelligence held an even stronger appeal. As an added bonus, she was so different from Tressa. His mind strayed to the empty seat next to him in the theater. This was the only event that had mattered to him in what had seemed like a never-ending calendar of activities–all part of Tressa’s quest to make them Washington’s next hot power couple. Tressa would have been disappointed this evening. Only one photographer circulated among the attendees, and he probably worked for the theater. A snap of her in a Folger fundraising e-mail would never have enough social cachet for Tressa Lloyd-Hudson.

      Thank God that was over.

      “So, Mr. St. Cyr. What or who do you lobby for, anyway?”

      “Education. STEM. Science, Technology, Engineering—”

      “—And Math. Nice.” Her smile was the most open and genuine he had yet seen from her, and her approval washed over him in a pleasurable wave.

      “All right,” he said, “let’s shift to different ground. How did you become an actress?”

      “Here’s where I’m supposed to say because I was driven to create great art or something,” she said, brown eyes twinkling with humor.

      “But?”

      She shrugged. “Truth is, I just always wanted to. I just can’t think of anything else I’d rather do,” she said. “Except maybe sing and dance.”

      “And you…” Colin hesitated, wondering if he would be offending her. Again. “…Can’t sing and dance?”

      She shot him a sly, sidelong smile. “Oh, no. I can. There’s just not as much call for that in most Shakespeare productions. At least not in the tragedies. The Folger apparently does a lot of classic plays with original music these days, but mostly comedies.”

      “I’ve enjoyed those quite a bit. But I gather I’ve never seen you in one.”

      “No. I’m based in New York.”

      “Multitalented,” he said, unable to keep from smiling at her. “And do you keep your hand—or your voice—in while you’re here?”

      “Well, I would normally be singing at Club Zanzibar on a Sunday night, but…duty called.” She angled the champagne glass, indicating the long, paneled hall and the well-dressed crowd. Her eyes roamed over the barrel ceiling with its plaster ornamentation and returned to him. “Which, all things being equal, not a bad trade.”

      Colin wondered if she was talking about the event, the room, or him. Perhaps all three. He was surprised to realize he hoped she was talking about him, as little as he believed she would be, given their strange discussion.

      “Well, I for one am glad that you are here,” Colin said. “What kind of music do you sing at Club Zanzibar?”

      “Jazz standards, mostly. Some show tunes. Some pop. It varies. Whatever Pat and I feel like doing on any given evening.”

      “And Pat—he’s your…collaborator? Agent? I don’t know how this works.”

      “She. She’s my accompanist. Piano.”

      “Ah.” Colin felt off balance. Every time he thought he was assembling a settled picture of this woman, another detail would land that shifted the image. Unease pooled in his belly. A speculative smile was playing at the corners of her mouth. She seemed to enjoy him always being on the back foot, never able to find his balance. She was like mercury: impossible to pin down.

      He wondered if she was as toxic as well.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Alicia registered a tiny shift in Colin’s expression. She wasn’t sure she could put a name to it, but she didn’t like it. A slight shuttering of the eyes, a minuscule angling away where formerly he had leaned toward her. His smile turned polite and cool and she thought she could put her finger on the reaction.

      He didn’t trust her. And for no reason that she could discern from the content of their conversation, which, as far as she could tell, was completely commonplace. A bit teasing, but nothing out of the ordinary.

      Well fuck that noise.

      Her own smile going tight and artificial, Alicia drained her champagne glass, looking past Colin in the direction of the gift shop. Focusing on Kathleen, the woman who played Lady Capulet, she willed the other woman to look at her. Kathleen, seeming to feel the weight of Alicia’s gaze, glanced up. Alicia fingered an earring and Kathleen smiled, gesturing for her to come over. Alicia returned her attention to Colin. His disapproval now seemed to radiate from every pore.

      To hell with it.

      “Mr. St. Cyr, I do hope you enjoyed the show. I’m being called over by my castmate, so if you will please excuse me…”

      Colin inclined his head in a gesture that was almost a bow. For a moment, Alicia wondered if she had misread his other reaction. But when he raised his head, his dark eyes were still chilly and distant.

      Fine. Take your snobbish attitudes about actors and your fancy-pants accent and shove them up your ass. Alicia turned away, trading her empty champagne glass for a full one as she made her way across the floor to Kathleen.

      “What’s the problem?” Kathleen asked, frowning at Alicia. Kathleen was tall and slim, with a wide, laughing mouth and a mass of wavy auburn hair. “Gotta say a distress signal from you is surprising enough, but when you were talking to someone that good looking...” She fanned herself with an open palm and then squinted at Alicia. “Was he a perv? Please tell me he wasn’t a perv.”

      “No,” Alicia said, the single syllable coming out even more angrily than she had intended. She took a deep breath and strove for a lighter tone. “He was one of those ‘actors lie for a living, therefore I can’t trust them’ people.”

      Kathleen wrinkled her nose as she looked around the glittering crowd. “Ugh. That’s a drag. Well, now that I’ve rescued you, fair damsel, we’d better find some other dragons to talk to. Can’t risk getting in trouble for chatting like we’re at a cast party. These people paid for the privilege of hobnobbing with the players…”

      “I know. Thanks again,” Alicia said.

      “Any time, sweetie. You’d do it for me, I’m sure.” Kathleen’s eyes crinkled with humor, and Alicia realized she was still fingering her earring. “Careful, girl. You keep yanking on that thing and someone is going to think you need rescuing from me.”

      “Right. The show must go on.” Alicia saluted Kathleen with her champagne glass before turning toward an elderly couple a few feet away. “Hello, I’m Alicia Johnson. I hope you enjoyed the show…”

      Her mask of comedy was firmly back in place.
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      “Colin, your…your former…Tressa is on the line.” Jeanette gave Colin a terse smile as he returned from lunch the next day.

      Pinching the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger, he heaved a deep sigh. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to tell her to bugger off forever for me?”

      Jeanette shot him a sarcastic look. “Colin, I may be your personal assistant, but that doesn’t mean I assist you in personal matters. And considering she’s Will Lloyd-Hudson’s daughter, it’s not fair to even ask me to get involved.”

      Colin raised a hand, “It’s not fair of her to call at the office at all. But the woman is impossible.”

      “That doesn’t make her my problem. You almost got engaged to her; you can tell her it’s over.”

      “I have done,” Colin said as he went through to his office. “Repeatedly. She doesn’t listen.” The quiet Federal-style décor was intended to communicate a soothing and reassuring stability to clients and visitors, but Colin felt anything but soothed and reassured as he slid behind his massive mahogany desk.

      Taking a deep breath before picking up the receiver, Colin went on the offensive immediately. “Tressa, I’ve told you, I have absolutely nothing to say to you anymore. And you have nothing to say to me that I would ever want to hear.”

      “Colin, I thought we could get past this. I made a mistake. I admitted it.” Tressa at least did not waste any energy with denials or evasions this time. A lawyer’s daughter, she knew where to cut her adversarial losses.

      “That’s right. You admitted to the one ‘mistake’ that I find unforgivable. Honesty is crucial to me, and sexual fidelity is paramount. Apparently, you don’t see things the same way. That’s what your father would call a ‘deal breaker.’”

      “Colin, it’s been two months…”

      “And in two years or two decades, I will still feel the same way.”

      “But I am so incredibly sorry—”

      “As I’ve heard before. I appreciate your apology, but it doesn’t change anything. And as someone recently said to me, when you apologize once, people remember the apology. When you apologize repeatedly, they remember what you had to apologize for. Not that I could forget in either case.” He swiveled in his chair, looked out the window. An uninspiring view of the generic office building on the other side of K Street.

      “But—”

      “No.” Colin squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You seem to think I’m going to change my mind. I am not. Once my trust is lost, it’s lost forever. I won’t be taking your calls again. Goodbye.”

      He rang off, cradling the receiver softly. Where did that come from? Why had he remembered that woman’s—Alicia’s—words at that moment? Remembering her impish smile, her quickness, made him take a deep breath. Never mind. She was probably trouble. And he had hopefully just said his last goodbye to trouble.

      Jeanette walked through the door he had left open, glancing at his credenza with the photos of his father, brother, and sister. She reached out a hand to move a photo to the still-empty spot where a picture of him and Tressa on holiday in the Bahamas had once sat. Colin looked at the photo of his family, the four of them in front of the Washington Monument, a souvenir from a visit the year before. Their smiles were warm and genuine. He did miss them.

      “Your dad also called earlier,” Jeanette said.

      “And what did Dr. St. Cyr have to say?” Colin sighed and rubbed his eyes.

      “The usual. He wanted to know when you’re coming home. Tried to dig any inside information I might have out of me, in fact.”

      “Dad’s not subtle,” Colin said. “And it appears he may never understand that I am home.” He’d made a new home here, one that was his own, free of the shadow of unmet expectation. “I’ll call Gemma tonight.” Maybe his sister could give him some insight on whatever new lever his father had decided to pressure him with.
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      Alicia shucked off her sweaty spandex capris and pulled on a pair of shorts in the dressing room of the barre studio. Sitting to tie her sneakers, she went through the rest of her plans for the day. The theater was dark on Monday, her one day off of the week. She didn’t mind the busy schedule. To be honest, she welcomed it.

      In fact, having the entire day to fill wasn’t something she relished.

      Yanking on her shoelaces, she stood up and riffled her fingers through her hair. Glancing in the mirror, she saw that it was sticking up in strange, sweaty tufts. “Ugh.” She moved to the sink to splash water on her face, running her wet hands through and over her hair to smooth it down.

      “At least water works for you, not against you,” a voice said as Alicia patted her face with a towel. Opening her eyes, she looked in the mirror and saw a good-humored, freckled face grinning at her. The other woman’s curly, strawberry-blond hair was nominally pulled back in a ponytail, but frizzy wisps curled over her head like a halo.

      “I think your hair is pretty,” Alicia said. “Like a Botticelli angel or something.” There was something about the curls that made her think of Gracie. Her throat threatened to close up at the memory, and Alicia swallowed hard.

      Gracie again.

      The other woman pouted at her own reflection. “I guess we always want the opposite of what we have. I thought I would outgrow that. Everyone always said, ‘Oh, mark my words: you’ll love your curly hair one day!’” She fingered a fuzzy strand. “They were wrong. Especially in the humidity.”

      “Which there is more than enough of here,” Alicia said.

      “You said it.” The other woman’s open, friendly expression seemed to be paving the way for more conversation, so Alicia grabbed her bag and waved as she left the dressing room.

      “Nice talking to you,” Alicia said as she walked toward the door to the street. The day was sunny and hot and yes, humid, but she was already sweaty from her workout. She didn’t care how she looked. She could be as anonymous as she liked.

      And Alicia liked anonymity.

      Taking a long pull on her water bottle, she strode down Ninth Street. She was still unexpectedly charmed by the low buildings of D.C., in stark contrast to the steel and concrete canyons that she had grown used to in New York. She liked the greater view of the sky, the utter whimsicality of a solid, neoclassical building squatting across the street from an airy, modernist confection seemingly spun out of glass.

      Alicia swung her arms to stretch and loosen her muscles and settled her gym bag more securely on her shoulder. She thought about the possibility of actually living here full-time. What would it mean? Would she be able to get enough work? She relished the sunshine pouring over her body, reveling in the heat. Would she ever be truly cold again if she lived here?
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      “And…fifteen. Nice.” Russell helped Colin rack the barbell, and Colin wiped the sweat off his face with a towel.

      “Ready to see if you can top that?” Colin grinned up at Russell and stood to spot his friend as the other man lay down on the bench, lifting the weight from the rack. Watching the fall and rise of the bar, a shock of pale blond hair in the corner of his eye made him jerk his head to the right. Embarrassed to see it was not a lithe woman, but rather a young guy with an unfortunate man bun, Colin’s eyes flicked back to Russell.

      Too late. The other man had noticed his wandering attention.

      “Cruising for something…or someone, my friend?” Russell’s upside-down face grinned and he winked. “Good thing I was keeping count. That’s fifty for me.”

      “Bullshit,” Colin replied. “Unless you’ve turned into a comic book character with super speed-lifting powers, that’s the biggest load of bollocks ever. Even from you.”

      “Aaagghhh,” Russell grunted, and Colin hovered his hands under the bar as his friend racked the weight. “No,” he said, sitting up and shaking out his trembling arms then scrubbed a towel over the dark brown skin of his shaved head. “Not even close. Just eight to your fifteen.”

      “You’re all in from the looks of it. Ready to shower and grab a beer?”

      “Finer words were never spoken.” Russell grabbed his towel, and the two headed for the locker rooms.

      Stepping out onto the street a short time later, they headed for a bar a couple of blocks away by longstanding mutual habit. Colin held the door as Russell stepped inside.

      “Two Sam Adams,” Russell said to the bartender as they slid onto stools. “Now. What was with the distracted act back there?”

      “I have no idea what you mean,” Colin said, lifting the pint the bartender handed him to his lips and looking straight back at the rows of bottles behind the bar.

      Russell leaned forward onto the bar, craning his neck to look his friend in the face. “Don’t even try that with me. I know distraction when I see it. Professors are experts in watching people zone out. And if I were to guess…I’d say there was a woman involved.”

      “Oh, would you?” Colin turned to look at Russell.

      “Unless you’ve suddenly got a thing for skinny blond dudes? Yeah. But hey. I don’t judge.” Russell winked and sipped his beer.

      Colin set his pint down on the cardboard coaster in front of him. “I’m not interested in anything but work these days.”

      “Just because Tressa did a number on you doesn’t mean you have to check out on the human race, my friend. Especially the female half. It’s been two months. Time to get back in the game.”

      Colin huffed a laugh. “And Tressa called me today seeming to think that two months was the correct amount of time for me to forgive and forget what she had done.”

      Russell grimaced at the mention of Colin’s ex. “Slim to no chance of that ever happening if I know you.”

      “Exactly. Anyway, I’m not checking out. Just taking a break.”

      “Right. Which is why you were checking out a random dude because you thought he might be a woman. Makes perfect sense.”

      Colin sighed and rolled his eyes. “Fine. I met a woman last night at the Folger party. She was attractive. But she seemed like trouble. That’s it.”

      “Right,” Russell drawled again, picking up his beer. “Trouble.”
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      Alicia propped her iPad on the wobbly little café table in the shady garden in front of her apartment. Reviewing Susan’s e-mail again, she chewed on one fingertip. Susan always had to have someone to confide in, and that role rotated, usually to the newest person who hadn’t figured out her games yet.

      Alicia was the only one Susan ever returned to, when all other options were exhausted. Alicia supposed she should be insulted by this, but somehow, she never was. Susan’s bitchy competitiveness with its thin veneer of false friendliness amused Alicia.

      Susan would hate that if she knew.

      Not that Alicia would ever tell her. Alicia’s few friendships were loose, light things, reflecting the nomadic nature of her life. But keeping tabs on Susan was professionally smart. They were all too often up for the same roles.

      She tapped “Reply” and thought for another minute before starting to type.

      To: Susan Vernon

      From: Alicia Johnson

      Subject: Re: Ugh.

      Oh, don’t worry about the silence. What kind of friends would we be if we didn’t let each other focus on ourselves from time to time? Sorry I couldn’t stay for much of the party. The reviews are FABULOUS, though. I hear there’s a possibility it will transfer to New York?

      Alicia paused here, well aware that Susan’s tantrums had probably sunk her chances of staying with the show for an extended run, and thinking of New York, glanced down the quiet Capitol Hill street. Could she really stay here? For a while at least? She’d have to leave the cozy garden apartment in the old town house at the end of the summer when the professor who owned it returned from her summer abroad, but that didn’t bother Alicia, as much as she liked its charm. Moving on was nothing new to her. Alicia decided to table that thought and returned to her e-mail.

      And Cath and Paul are getting married? Frankly, it’s about time those two crazy kids got serious.

      Alicia liked the pair, what she knew of them. And Susan’s claims that Paul had always been into her had seemed all too…well, all too Susan to be true. A feral grin spread across Alicia’s face when she thought how much her bland acknowledgement of a thing that had been almost inevitable would tick Susan off.

      We’re beyond previews, sweetie. A week into the run, if you can believe it. We had a big shindig for donors last night. You know the kind of thing: let people get a thrill from talking to actual actors. Balance a ball on your nose for some rich people. And I did meet a lobbyist! Tall, dark, handsome, and…kind of an asshole, to be honest. Oh, well. What can you expect from rich people anyway?

      Realizing she was chewing on her nail again, Alicia whipped the finger out of her mouth and wiped it on her shorts. She wondered if she should keep that last piece. It was a bit more open than she usually was in her e-mails to Susan. Shrugging one shoulder, she let it stand.

      Anyway, enjoying a day off. Hot and sunny here. How is it in your rural hideaway?

      Xoxo-’Lis

      Alicia tapped “Send” without reviewing the e-mail again. Either it would enrage Susan and Alicia wouldn’t hear from her again for a few weeks or months, or she would get a nice, gossipy message in a day or so. Either outcome was fine with her.
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      “So, this ‘trouble’ woman. Why so troubling?” Russell’s deep brown eyes filled with humor as he looked at Colin.

      “I’m not sure. I thought we were having a nice conversation, if a bit confusing, and suddenly she just scarpered.”

      “Scarpered.”

      “Yes.”

      “That British for ‘fucked off’?”

      “Quite.”

      “Can you think of anything you might have done to make her…er, scarper?”

      Colin rubbed his chin. “I don’t think so. I mean, I got off on the wrong foot with her initially, but then I thought the conversation was going rather well.”

      “Wait, wait, back up—what wrong foot?” Russell’s expression was amused. “And did you use that wrong foot to step on her toes?”

      Colin grimaced. “Well, she is an actress in the production. And…I might have intimated that I thought actors were…not trustworthy.”

      Russell blinked. “You called her a liar and were surprised that scarpering happened?”

      “You’ve become all too fond of that word in a very short amount of time, my friend.”

      “Don’t change the subject,” Russell said. “How the hell did you walk back from that? And don’t tell me it was British charm.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t. It was an abject apology.”

      “Abject?” Russell’s eyes crinkled. He was enjoying this too much, damn him.

      Colin pinched his thumb and forefinger close together. “This close to a complete grovel.”

      “Okay.” Russell took a long sip of beer. “And you managed to grovel, walk back from that, and still piss her off? How?”

      Shrugging, Colin set his own glass down. “I have no idea. We were talking, I was a bit baffled. Every time I would think I had her figured out a little, she would surprise me. I was…off balance around her.”

      “Hm. And she just walked off?”

      “Well she said her castmate was calling her over.”

      “You sound like you don’t believe her. Again.”

      Colin shrugged.

      “Let me get this straight,” Russell said, extending one finger. “You call the woman a liar having barely met her.” Another finger joined the first. “You managed to apologize well enough that she didn’t tell you to fuck off forever.” A third finger. “You still somehow don’t trust her when she says a colleague is calling her over and she has to leave.” Russell studied Colin’s face. “And if you looked anything like that,” he said, waving the three fingers at Colin’s expression, “she probably saw this distrust in your eyes. You should never play poker.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Good.” Russell picked up his pint again. “But I’ll tell you what as someone who’s been married, divorced, and live to tell the tale. This sounds like Tressa living rent-free in your head.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “You meet someone new and the first thing you think of is what broke up your last relationship.”

      “You’re saying I think she shagged the doorman of her condo like Tressa did?”

      “Cute. No. I’m saying this woman…does she have a name, anyway?” Russell asked.

      “Alicia.”

      “You meet Alicia and the first thing you assume is that she’s lying to you. Like Tressa did. You’re looking for patterns.”

      Colin shifted on the bar stool, turning this truth over in his mind.

      Russell jabbed him in the ribs with an index finger. “Seems like Alicia got under your skin, dude. Any plans to see her again?”

      “What would I do? Go to the play again? Wait at the stage door?”

      “Yeah. No. That’s stalker territory.” Russell frowned, staring at nothing.

      “But…” Almost against his will, Colin felt his lips curling up in a smile.

      “Yes?”

      “She told me she sings every Sunday night at Club Zanzibar.”

      Russell’s face split in a wide grin. “Need a wingman?”
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      Alicia bowed as applause rang out through the club. Standing and tossing her hair out of her eyes, she said, “Thank you. Pat and I really appreciate you being here on a school night.” She tilted her head as a low chuckle ran through the room and continued. “This is going to be our last song for this evening. We’re here every Sunday, though, so if you like what you hear, please come back and bring your friends.”

      Looking at her tuxedoed accompanist, Alicia nodded. Pat’s fingers ran briskly over the keyboard with the first few chords of The Girl from Ipanema. It was a bit of a trick, using this as her closer. This song got people jazzed, making them want more. Well, she was ready for that too.

      Alicia’s eyes scanned the crowd as she sang. The lights illuminating the tiny stage had finally dimmed a bit, so she could see past the first few tables into the club. A waitress stopping at one table caught her eye as Alicia deepened her breath, getting ready for the run at the end of the chorus.

      Her voice almost broke on the next part about giving her heart gladly. That guy. The lobbyist from last weekend’s donor party. He was sitting at a table toward the back of the club, his large, dark eyes fixed on her, a handsome Black man next to him.

      Fuck. She strove for the sorrow she usually invested in the next lyrics about looking straight ahead and walking to the sea, but they came out almost defiantly instead.

      Alicia finished out the song with its repetitions of, “And she doesn’t see…” determinedly looking at anyone but That Guy. The applause that met the end of this song was the loudest of the night, and Alicia bowed deeply, standing with a flourish and throwing out her hand to include Pat in the accolades. The applause only intensified, whistles and some stomping punctuating the pounding of hands. Half the room was standing.

      Bringing the microphone back to her mouth, Alicia waved a hand. “Okay. Just one more,” she said, as if making a concession. She glanced at Pat, who nodded at her and started playing, one corner of her mouth quirking up. Pat hadn’t been convinced that this was the right end to the set, unconvinced that it would trigger an encore, but she had lost the ten dollars she bet Alicia that it wouldn’t work.

      Pat hit the opening chords to The Party’s Over. This song was perfectly suited to the comfortable part of Alicia’s dark, alto voice. She snuck another look at the table with That Guy.
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      “Okay.” Russell’s breath tickled Colin’s ear, and he reared his head away from his friend. “I thought you said this woman was ‘attractive.’”

      “What, you don’t think so?” Colin said, surprised, his eyes darting back to the stage. Alicia’s clinging black top glittered in the stage lights and her face was alight as she sang. The sight made Colin’s breath snag in his throat.

      “Col, she’s a fucking knockout. You have a talent for understatement.”

      “It’s a British thing,” Colin said. “Perhaps I should have said that she’s rather beautiful.”

      “Hush, let the rather beautiful lady sing.” Russell admonished him with a wink.

      Colin let his eyes settle on Alicia’s slim form again. She had spent much of the set making eye contact with various members of the audience, mostly up front. He assumed that was as far as she could see with the stage lights in her eyes. When the lights had dimmed for the last number, he thought she might have seen him, but he couldn’t be sure. Her voice was surprisingly deep and smoky as it wended its way through the last of the melancholy lyrics, rising to an unexpected high note at the conclusion of the song.

      A hushed pause hung in the air as the last notes from the piano faded away and Alicia stood with the microphone still poised at her lips, eyes fixed over the heads of the audience as if she could see something far in the distance. Then the room erupted and she bowed again, settling the microphone with finality into its stand with a wave and walking over to say something to the accompanist, silky black trousers swirling around her legs as she moved.

      The crowd milled, some moving toward the exits, others settling back into their seats for one more drink. “So, you brave enough to try again with this woman?” Russell said, leaning back in his chair.

      “What do you mean, ‘brave’?” Colin asked, annoyed.

      Russell waved a hand at the stage where Alicia was laughing at something. Her accompanist was grinning wryly and gathering sheet music together. “She’s beautiful, she’s talented…”

      “What’s your point?”

      Russell continued as if he hadn’t heard Colin speak. “…She’s poised, she’s funny. I’m just saying she’s clearly out of your league. Maybe you should be my wingman.”

      “Says the man who can only do eight reps at my top weight on the bench press.” Colin’s teeth gritted together as he glared at his friend.

      “Bench press isn’t everything, my friend. There’s also charm. Real charm. Not just leaning on an accent. Something you could stand to learn a thing or two about.” Russell picked up his glass and swirled the remaining bourbon in it, ice clinking.

      The sultry voice that had fixed his attention all evening was suddenly in his ear. “Well, if it isn’t Mr. ‘Are Actresses Ever Honest?’”
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      That Guy’s head whipped around, and his lips tightened in annoyance. “Usually I prefer ‘Colin,’ but I will defer to the lady’s choice.”

      Alicia’s heart beat a rapid tattoo as she watched him rise from his seat. She affected a casual attitude, wondering why she had decided to confront him. Her usual style was to run, to disappear.

      But something about this guy made her want to stand her ground.

      Another voice cut in. “Sounds like you were a really smooth operator, Col. Good work.”

      Alicia had noticed before That Guy…Colin, she reluctantly told herself, was sitting with someone, but she hadn’t focused on him. Now she turned with a wary smile to see the other man getting to his feet, and registered a broad grin creating a deep dimple in one cheek.

      “Russell King,” the other man said, extending a hand.

      Alicia shook it with a smile. “Alicia Johnson.”

      “I know. That was a great performance. You have some pipes.”

      “Thank you.” Alicia said. Normally the compliment, the handsome face, and the easy charm would have warmed her more, but she was cautious. This guy was with That Guy. Colin.

      “Well, I’m going to get one more drink. Can I get anything for either of you?” Russell cocked a thumb over his shoulder at the bar.

      “Whiskey.” Colin didn’t even look at his friend, and Alicia found herself giving an example of almost exaggerated politeness in contrast.

      “Gin and tonic, thank you so much. Please let Leo know that it’s for me. He won’t charge you,” she said with a grateful smile.

      Russell looked from Alicia’s smile to Colin, who now appeared annoyed. Good. She wanted him to be annoyed. “Right. I’ll just get those drinks, then…”

      Alicia realized her mistake as Russell moved away. She was now not only committed to stay for the duration of a drink, but she was also alone with Colin. Again.

      Time to brave it out.

      “Well,” she said, affecting a brightness she didn’t feel. “What brings you all the way to this neck of the woods?”

      “It’s Logan Circle, not Mars.” Yes, Colin was still peevish. Again, good. For some reason, she liked getting a rise out of him. Maybe it was because he had antagonized her from the start. Or maybe it was because he seemed like the kind of guy who was always in control. The stereotype of a British stiff, in dire need of shaking up.

      Alicia lifted an eyebrow. “Well. I may be new in town, but you are a lobbyist and I did meet you on Capitol Hill. I just thought you might have a natural habitat you didn’t stray out of.”

      The muscles at Colin’s temples bulged as he gritted his teeth, and Alicia repressed a gleeful smile. This guy was too easy to needle. Appearing to rein in his temper, he flashed a tight imitation of a polite smile. “You did mention you sang here on Sundays, so I thought I would drop by. See the talents you boasted of that were not on display the other night.”

      Shit. She had mentioned that, hadn’t she? Well, he didn’t have to be snotty about it. She hadn’t boasted.

      “It’s so nice of you to remember,” she said.

      His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t respond to the bait this time. “Not at all,” he said. “I do love music.”

      “Really?” She looked him up and down. Instead of a suit, he was wearing a crisp white cotton button-down shirt, his cuffs rolled back to expose defined, muscular forearms. His shoulders were broad and solid too, she realized with chagrin. Suit jackets like the one he’d worn a week ago could give any man a nice set of shoulders, but his were the real deal.

      That wouldn’t do at all.

      “I guess I had you pegged as a symphony-only kind of guy,” she said.
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      What exactly is this woman’s problem? Colin thought with exasperation. She spoke as if he was some sort of poncy twit. He wasn’t like those stuffy, boring guys from upper-crust families he had gone to Oxford with.

      Was he?

      Russell returned at that moment, carefully carrying three drinks, the third glass wedged between the other two. Carefully setting the assemblage on the table, he handed Alicia hers with a smile and a wink.

      “Ladies first.”

      Annoyance rose up in Colin again. Was Russell really trying to edge him out? Glancing at his friend, he realized Russ was messing with him. A self-satisfied smile had spread across the other man’s face. Gotcha, it seemed to say.

      Settling his tense shoulders, Colin received his whiskey from Russell with a half-bow. “Thank you,” he said. “Very kind of you.”

      Russell rolled his eyes and turned back to Alicia. “So, where did you learn to sing like that? You from a musical family?”

      Alicia seemed caught off guard by the question, though it seemed normal enough to Colin. “Um. No. I guess I always did sing. And then when I started to get small roles in musicals, I would pick up what I could from the leads, the musical directors, whatever I could get. I’m pretty self-taught in general.”

      “Well, you’re a good student, I can tell.”

      Alicia laughed at this, a blush reddening her cheeks. “You can, huh?”

      “Trust me, I’m a professional.”

      “Oh really?” Alicia appeared skeptical, but amused. Colin couldn’t figure a way into the conversation, but much as he hated to be a spectator, he also thought he might learn something from the interchange. He sipped his drink and settled in to watch.

      “Yeah. That’s how I met this guy.” Russell bumped Colin with his elbow.

      “You were his…teacher?” Alicia looked from one man to the other, eyebrows lifted questioningly.

      “Classmate, actually. I was getting an advanced tax degree when Colin was getting his U.S. legal degree. Somehow, we became friends. I teach there now. That’s how I know you’re a good student. Anyone who can teach herself a thing so well is bound to be.”

      “You teach ‘there’ now? Where is there?”

      “Georgetown Law.”

      “Ah.” Alicia seemed to retreat in on herself and she scanned the now near-empty club with thoughtful eyes.

      “It’s not that bad,” Russell said.

      Alicia laughed, a sharp, brittle sound. “No, I was just wondering what a girl with a high-school equivalency is doing talking to two guys who have really fancy degrees, that’s all.”

      Russell rolled his eyes again. “It’s not as fancy as all that.”

      A tight smile passed over her face. “We’ll just have to agree to disagree on that one.”
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      “Do you really have no college degree?” Colin asked.

      Alicia tensed. She didn’t usually open up about her education—or lack thereof—at all. It was too much of a window on her past, her family, all the things she normally didn’t talk about to anyone. But she had gone and given the show away. Again. He was here because she had mentioned she performed here, and on what night she did it. What was it about him that caused her to blurt out any old thing?

      Well, nothing to do but brazen it out. If she couldn’t run, she fell back on bravado.

      “Yes. I didn’t finish at eighteen, but I got my GED.” Eventually.

      “That’s very impressive,” he said.

      Don’t patronize me, asshole. A bolt of energetic fury shot through her, but she maintained her cool veneer as best she could. “Oh, yes. Very impressive to someone with a fancy Georgetown degree.”

      He looked puzzled. “You seem to mistake a degree for something it’s not. I merely meant that most people find Shakespeare difficult. You not only understand it, you play it. And with, I assume, very little of the formal training that everyone else seems to find so necessary. So, yes. I do find that impressive.”

      Cut off at the knees, Alicia floundered. She had been prepared for condescension. She hadn’t expected a compliment. She glanced at Russell to see if he could give her a clue to the real situation. Was she being mocked and she was just too stupid to know it? No. His eyes were sincere and he nodded in agreement with his friend.

      “I agree. Impressive,” Russell said, cocking a thumb at Colin. “This guy is always trying to get me to go with him to the Folger for productions, and I always find something else to do. I just don’t get it.”

      “You haven’t tried it.” Colin’s response was almost a growl. This was obviously an old argument between the two.

      “Wait, you have all this education, and you haven’t tried Shakespeare?” Alicia asked.

      Russell shrugged. “I mean, I did what I had to do in high school. I read Hamlet. I didn’t get it, but I read it.”

      “Such a well-rounded man, you are, Russ. A cultural paragon,” Colin said.

      “Oh, for shame, Russell,” Alicia said, her equilibrium returning. “You really should try at least one show.”

      “I’m getting ganged up on now, aren’t I?” Russell grumbled. “I liked it better when you two were annoyed with each other.”

      Alicia darted a surprised look at Colin, realizing that they were allies. At least for the moment. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but she pushed that aside. She had been off-balance enough for one evening. It was time to reclaim her usual control.

      “Well,” she said to Russell. “I only have a small part, but you’ve met me now and you’re just going to have to come see the play before it closes. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised as to how much you enjoy it.”

      Russell looked wide-eyed from Alicia to Colin and back again.

      “Don’t worry,” Colin said. “I’ll go with you to translate if you need it. And I’ll buy you the Cliff’s Notes.”
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      “She really took the drug?” Russell whispered in Colin’s ear.

      Colin held a finger to his lips. Russell had seen Juliet open the bottle and drink the potion. How much did he need spelled out to him?

      “But Romeo’s going to figure it out, right?” Russell’s whisper rasped.

      Colin turned with wide eyes on his friend. “You’re serious?”

      “Well, I thought maybe they changed it for this production. Like…a reboot or something.” Russell’s face looked truly anxious. Colin was aghast—then remembered his own belief that the production might spin in an entirely new direction based on Alicia’s performance. His skin prickled with anticipation.

      A woman in the row in front of them turned and glared at them. Colin mouthed a silent Sorry, and she returned her eyes to the stage.

      “Just be quiet and watch,” Colin commanded in the barest murmur, pointing at the stage.

      Alicia bustled in, rebuked the sleeping girl, shook her, discovered the girl’s supposed death. Followed by the entrance of Juliet’s mother, the sorrow.

      And then, there it was. The rage. The unshielded fury directed at Juliet’s father. It was plainly visible even from their back-row seats in the little theater. Colin found it both unnerving and riveting. Stealing a glance at Russell, he saw that his friend was also captivated.

      The all-too-brief scene was over, and the play moved on. Colin found himself restless for the curtain call, the opportunity to see her after. She had grudgingly given him her e-mail address before they left the jazz club, and his message that they would be there that evening and would love to see her afterwards had received a brief reply:

      Wait for me in the Great Hall after. I’ll come out when I’ve had a chance to clean up and change.

      When the curtain call began, Russell leaped to his feet, pounding his hands together and cheering as Alicia took her bows with the actor who played the Friar. Clearly hearing his holler, she peered out into the house and pointed a finger at Russell, winking as she moved off for the next group to claim their share of the applause. Russell whooped in triumph.

      “She saw me, did you see that? She saw me!” Russell smacked his hands together even harder.

      “Russell, you’ve met the woman.” Colin watched as the cast took their final bows together. How did he ever not recognize her? In or out of the makeup that aged her and the costume that attempted to transform her into a lumpen, anonymous servant, he should have known her.

      “I know, but it’s different now somehow,” Russell said as the applause died down and he gathered up his program.

      “How?” Colin was amused, almost in spite of himself.

      “I don’t know.” Russell waved his program at the stage. “I guess, just seeing what she can do…it’s kind of amazing. Even more than the singing. I…I don’t know how to explain it,” he trailed off as they shuffled out of their seats and into the aisle.

      “Well, get ready to meet her again, Mr. Starstruck. And get ready to get gone.”

      “I still think you should have been my wingman,” Russell said.
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      Alicia stopped, straightening her shoulders before rounding the corner to step into the Great Hall and smoothing one hand over her hair. She had worked product through it and combed the longer part into a sort of pompadour high off her forehead. No coquettish strands falling across her eyes this evening. She didn’t feel flirty. She wanted to feel in control, strong.

      Stepping around the stone wall into the long room, she almost ran into Colin and Russell. For some reason, she had expected them to be at the other end near the lobby, but they were close to the stairs that led to the dressing rooms.

      “Hi,” she said, reining in her startled reaction.

      The two men smiled at her in unison, Russell’s mouth stretching joyfully, miming applause, his program flapping in one hand. “I don’t know what I was expecting,” he said, “but that was phenomenal.”

      A reluctant grin spread across her face. “Thanks. It’s a great cast and a great director. Needless to say, it’s also a great play.”

      “Well, I think you were especially fantastic,” Russell said.

      Alicia chuckled. “I think it’s just that you already knew me. You were bound to be biased.”

      “Actually, no,” Colin said. “I noticed your performance particularly the first time I saw the play. It was rather incredible.”

      “Um, thanks,” Alicia said, examining the toes of her shoes, her pulse picking up. She wasn’t usually this awkward with compliments.

      A swift motion at the periphery of her vision caught her attention and Russell coughed. “Um. So, I have a morning class tomorrow. Have to be up early to prepare. I just wanted to say how great you were. So. Um. Hope to see you again, Alicia; you were really, really great.”

      Alicia smiled, surprised at his sudden awkwardness. “No, thanks for coming, Russell. It was nice to see you again.”

      “Right. Great.” Russell leaned forward, and to her surprise, gave her a brief peck on the cheek. “Have a good night.”

      Alicia watched as he hurried across the Great Hall and down the short set of stairs to the lobby. “That was…weird.”

      Colin’s expression as he watched his friend leave was grim. “Well, that’s Russell for you.” He took a deep breath and looked at her. “I don’t suppose you have time for a drink?”

      Blinking, Alicia took a deep breath. Ah. Russell’s sudden exit now made a lot more sense. “Are you sure?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be sure?”

      “I don’t know, you tell me. You seem to think actresses are inherently untrustworthy. Aren’t you worried about consorting with such a dangerous type as me?”

      “Are you going to hold that against me forever?”

      “Depends.”

      “On what?” Colin asked.

      “On how honest you are yourself.”
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      Colin just looked at her for a moment, stunned. “Of course I’m honest,” he said.

      She returned his look with the same intensity. “Okay,” she said at last. “Where do you want to go for a drink?”

      Nonplussed, he blinked. “That’s it?”

      “What, you want me not to trust you?” She cocked her head at him, one hand on her hip. Her appearance this evening was different. Her hair was swept back off her forehead, and her clothes were simple to the point of severity. High heels and slim black jeans topped by a clinging black tank top were sexy, but also intimidatingly tough. She looked like a biker chick on her evening off.

      “Um. Not at all.” A small smirk played about Alicia’s lips as he fumbled. “I mean, it’s just that…” His words ran down to nothing as he searched for something articulate to say and came up empty.

      “Yeah. I know what you mean,” she said, starting to walk toward the lobby, not looking back to see if he was following. The high heels made her hips sway as she moved. His eyes fixed on her ass, round and tight in her jeans, and he almost groaned. Oh yes, he was following. She turned at that moment and caught him ogling her body, smirking as his eyes snapped up, his face burning.

      “You coming?” she asked, her face suddenly a mask of innocence.

      “Yes.” Colin cleared his throat, realizing that she had done it again. She had thrown him off balance with nothing more than words and looks. The difference was, this time he didn’t care.

      In fact, he was slightly worried that he might start to like it.
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      Alicia breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that guilty look on Colin’s face. Fancy education or no, he was still just a man. He hurried to catch up with her, and she slid her eyes sideways at him, gratified at the slight flush she could see on his cheekbones. When they reached the lobby door, he held it open for her, and she could feel her eyebrows rise in surprise. They nearly reached her hairline when he paused at the top of the stone steps to the sidewalk and offered his elbow.

      “Very…courtly of you,” she said.

      “Blame it on my very British mother. She was a stickler for etiquette,” he said, holding the elbow steady, his dark eyes fixed on hers.

      Unsettled, Alicia slid her fingertips into the angle of his arm, trying to ignore the heat radiating from his body. He was so…hard. And warm. His arm settled back against his side and she could feel the rise and fall of his ribcage against the back of her hand as they walked.

      Turning down the street, the illuminated Capitol Dome rose against the darkened sky. Alicia’s breath almost caught in her throat. It was astonishingly lovely and ethereal, despite the stone solidity of the structure.

      “What’s the matter?” Colin asked.

      “Nothing.” She felt a nervous smile slide across her face, which annoyed her.

      His gaze swiveled to face front, and he smiled slightly. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “I haven’t gotten used to it yet,” she admitted. “It’s so different from New York.”

      “Yes,” he said. “One of the reasons why it feels like home. It’s a bit more like London than a lot of other American cities.”

      “It’s nothing like Minneapolis, that’s for sure.” Alicia’s jaw clamped down.

      What was wrong with her?
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      Colin didn’t miss the sudden tension in Alicia’s hand just after she mentioned Minneapolis. They turned the corner and started to walk past the Supreme Court building, wide stairs and stern statues directing the way up toward the imposing columns of the highest court in the country. Colin admired how the capitol buildings’ white stone façades made for beautiful, if ghostly, pictures against the summer night sky.

      “So, you come from the American Midwest,” he said.

      The barest pressure of her hand against his arm informed Colin that he had struck a nerve. He was about to say something inconsequential to defuse the moment when Alicia spoke.

      “Yeah. A Swedish blonde named Johnson. There’s only about a zillion of us.”

      “Are there?” he said.

      “Yeah. Minnesota, Wisconsin…Scandinavians are apparently attracted to a place that’s just as frigid as the places they came from.”

      He chuckled. “Have you been to Sweden?”

      “No. Never traveled abroad at all.”

      “Are you serious?” He stopped and turned to her.

      “As a heart attack. Don’t even have a passport.” Her eyes were clear and without guile.

      “Oh.” She shot him a sardonic look as they began to walk again, and he felt like a heel. She had told him that she wasn’t educated. But she was a Shakespearean actress. How was he to know where her sophistication began or ended?

      Then he remembered Russell’s ingenuous questions about Romeo and Juliet. His friend’s education was top notch. And yet, Russell claimed not to “get” Shakespeare.

      “What made you leave England? I’m guessing England isn’t much like D.C., so you’re not like my ancestors.”

      He coughed, wondering how much to tell her. “Again, my mother. When she died, I didn’t want to be in England anymore. I needed a fresh start. America is the land of fresh starts. So here I am.”
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      Entering the bar, Alicia found that she was feeling an emotion she couldn’t have predicted.

      Sympathy.

      Colin seemed so confident. Cultured. Smart. Powerful, even. But he had confessed to something painful. Alicia wondered if he had done it on purpose for some strategic reason. Sliding onto a bar stool, she cut her eyes sideways to look at him. He was raising a confident hand. This was more what she had expected. Someone like him always knew they could get the attention of a bartender. She waited for him to order a gin and tonic, her drink at the club. That’s what guys like this did. They noted the first thing you ordered and would order it for you forever, without ever asking if it was what you really wanted. It was like they wanted to fix you in place so you couldn’t move, couldn’t change, couldn’t be a real person.

      “What would you like?” His large, dark eyes filled her vision, and she was confused for a moment.

      Okay. So, scratch that notion, then.

      “Um. White wine. Thank you,” she said, choosing at random.

      He placed the order, and their drinks came almost immediately, the bartender moving efficiently down the bar to take the next order. Colin tipped his glass to clink against hers. A noisy party of people pushed to the bar beside him and he moved his stool closer, his knee brushing against hers.

      “To our resuscitation of a cultural illiterate. Dear old Russell may never be the same.” The ghost of a mischievous smile hovered at the corners of his lips.

      “Hear, hear,” she replied, sipping her wine. “How is it that someone like him, with that much education, has never seen a Shakespeare play, anyway?”

      Colin tipped his head, considering. “I think you’re confusing culture with education. Russell was always driven to excel in his field. He specialized. His education was intensive and good, but not broad.” He took a sip of his whiskey and set it back down on the bar.

      “And what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “What was your education like?” Alicia felt like she was walking a tightrope. This was a conversation that could never be anything more than one-sided. But she was curious.

      Colin shrugged. “A decent boarding school, A-levels, Oxford to read law.”

      Alicia bit her lip, decided to be the dummy. “What do you mean, ‘read’ law?” She braced herself for derision.

      Colin grimaced. “Sorry. I studied law. ‘Majored in it,’ as you would say about your college experiences here. Not a terribly exciting or novel tale.”

      “And then?”

      “Then I was a barrister in London. Then my mother died and I…needed to make a change. I came here to get an L.L.M.—an advanced degree in American law for lawyers from other countries—and never left. What about you?”

      “What about me?” Alicia asked, sipping her wine and fixing her gaze past his ear. “You already know all I have is a high school equivalency.”

      Colin waved a hand, seeming to dismiss education as irrelevant. Or something he took for granted. “But what’s the rest of your story? Your family?”
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      Colin wondered what about his seemingly innocuous question made Alicia freeze up. She looked like a cornered rabbit, her brown eyes wide, her mouth a flat line. Slowly, and with what appeared to be an effort, a more relaxed expression softened her features. Colin regarded her, wondering how she managed that kind of control, if it cost her anything.

      “I don’t…I’m not in touch with my family. At all,” she said finally, placing her wine glass with careful precision on the bar, as if it would fall and shatter if she did not position it just so.

      Curiosity shot through Colin, but he restrained his impulse to interrogate her like a witness. Instead, he nodded. “Hm. Sometimes I wish I could be estranged from my family. Well, my father. But not even an ocean can do that. He calls at least weekly asking when I’m moving back to England.”

      She relaxed another fraction. “How long has it been?”

      “Five years.”

      “And are you going back?”

      “No.”

      She bit her lip, her eyes scanning his face. “Brothers and sisters?”

      “One of each. Both older. Both went into the family trade, of a sort.”

      Alicia smirked. “Right. So, your old man is…a plumber.”

      Colin barked a brief laugh. “More than you know. He’s a urologist. My brother went into practice with him.”

      Alicia’s eyebrows went up. “And your sister?”

      “Research scientist. Studying cancer treatments.”

      “And you were the black sheep, being a lawyer.”

      “A veritable reprobate. You have grasped the issue,” he said, winking and sipping his whiskey, appreciating the slight flush and lowering of her eyes in response.

      “You being a lawyer is an issue?”

      He paused, considering how much he wanted to say. “Being a lawyer wasn’t a popular decision with my father. But specializing in criminal defense was unforgivable. And then, moving here… Let’s just say that was also not a decision my father understands.” A pang went through him. “My parents had been deeply in love, but that didn’t stop my mother from supporting me in my career choices. And then she was gone. And I couldn’t bear it.”

      “Why don’t you go back after all this time, though?” she asked.

      “Why don’t you?”

      Her jaw tightened. “I can guarantee you my reasons are nothing like yours.”

      “Tell me?”

      Her eyes locked on his in a flat, angry glare and if he hadn’t been sitting on a bar stool, he would have stepped back. “I wasn’t anything more than a walking uterus to my family. But luckily, I was…one among many. And a girl, so not really worth paying attention to. I flew under the radar a lot. And then…I just flew.” Her hand fluttered out, illustrating her flight.

      Colin tried to sort out the implications of what she had said. “How many of you were there that you ‘flew under the radar’?”

      “When I left? Ten.”

      “Ten…children?” He blinked, trying to imagine a household with that many children.

      “Well, eleven. I had ten siblings. I was number three. The oldest girl. But Mom was pregnant when I left. There are probably more now. Dad kept her that way. Pregnant. All the time.”

      Colin passed a hand over his mouth, unable to fathom the scene she was describing. “But…why?”

      “According to them? God.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Alicia’s shoulders shrugged up, and she inhaled deeply. “If my parents made enough babies that grew up to make more babies who all prayed in just the right way and believed the right things, then they would repopulate the world with people who thought just like they did.”

      “That’s mathematically improbable, at best,” Colin said. He’d heard of this kind of religion, but never met someone who had been raised in it. She was right. Her reasons for leaving were nothing like his own. And despite not wanting to live in England, he did love his family.

      “Yeah, well. I never said it made sense. And Mom was resigned to it. She saw it as her duty and that it would be mine. I disagreed.” Alicia tipped her glass back, emptying it. “Now, for some reason I’ve told you something I haven’t talked about in years. I should go home before I spill all my deepest, darkest secrets.”

      “Do you have a lot more?”

      She looked at him in silence long enough that he fidgeted with his glass, uncomfortable. “A few,” she said at last.
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      Sliding off the bar stool, Alicia smiled tightly at Colin. “Thanks for the drink.”

      Pulling some bills out of his wallet and tossing them on the bar, Colin touched her arm. “Let me get you a taxi.”

      “No need,” Alicia waved a hand. “I only live a short way away.”

      “Then let me walk you home?”

      Alicia paused, her automatic “no” dying on her lips. If his words had come out as a command, she would have walked away and that would have been it.

      But it wasn’t a command. It was a definite question. Considering it, she looked at his face. Large brown eyes, smooth, tanned skin stretched over high cheekbones. The slight dimple in his chin. Thick black hair that held just the hint of a wave.

      Good grief, but he’s handsome. The thought came to her as if it were someone else’s. She almost looked around the bar to identify the speaker.

      “Okay. If it isn’t out of your way.”

      He blinked in evident surprise, and Alicia felt pleasure bloom in her chest. He had expected her to say no. But he had asked anyway.

      That took some guts.

      “I don’t live far from here either. Let’s go.”

      Leaving the bar, he held the door for her again, and this time Alicia wasn’t surprised. And she didn’t wait for him to offer his elbow to curl her fingertips into the crook of his arm.
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      Colin nearly jumped with surprise when she slid her hand into his elbow. He would have offered as he had when they left the theater, but she seemed so jittery now, so nervous.

      He stole a sideways glance at her profile. Her nose was straight and delicate and a touch too long for classical beauty, but he liked it. Her surprisingly dark eyes were fixed on the pavement ahead of them. Her fine blond hair had started to fall, collapsing out of the high, tough style that she had affected and seeking to drift across her eyes where it seemed to normally live.

      They walked together in a companionable silence for several minutes. Finally, turning on to a narrow, darker street, Alicia stopped in front of a row house, stepping away and pulling her hand free of his arm. “This is me,” she said, waving at a pocket handkerchief front garden, a front door several steps down from the street.

      “Basement flat?”

      “Well, they call it a ‘garden apartment,’ but yeah. Sublet for the summer. Then probably back to New York.”

      Colin shifted restlessly and swallowed, an insistent, nervous feeling starting in his stomach. She just looked at him, her eyes shadowed in the half light of the street.

      “May I kiss you?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” Her voice was husky and low.

      Closing the small distance between them, he bent and brushed his lips softly across her cheek.

      “Is that all you got?” she said, looking at him from underneath her lashes.

      “Do you want more?” he asked, his heart starting to thump hard. Up until now, control had been—well, not easy, but well within his grasp. But standing this close to her, smelling the elusive fragrance of her hair or perfume, he was painfully tempted to throw caution and control to the wind.

      “Yeah, more would be…nice,” she murmured, her lips curving in a provocative half-smile.

      He took her face in his hands and lowered his head, gently brushing his lips across hers. A jolt of desire ran through him, and he almost groaned. Her hands lifted, spread across his chest. For a moment, he thought she had changed her mind, would push him away.

      Her fingers tightened, gripped his shirt and pulled him closer. This time, he did moan as their lips touched, then pressed together firmly. His fingers brushed the soft, slightly bristly texture of the short hair behind her ear, but some sane part of him told him that gripping the back of her head would cause her to flee.

      Instead, he slid his hands away from her face, replacing them gently at the small of her back, pressing but not insisting. Her lips parted, mouth welcoming his, as her hips swayed toward him.
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      Every nerve ending in Alicia buzzed. Colin held her as gently as if she were an egg, and the lightest touches trailed electrical charges crackling through her skin. His tongue swept softly into her mouth, and she met it with her own. He tasted of whiskey and…him. His body was large and solid. She liked that he smelled faintly of soap and starch, no cologne invading her nose and overpowering her senses.

      She felt safe, treasured.

      It was terrifying. And exhilarating.

      The heels that she wore put her just a couple of inches below his height, and Alicia leaned into him, her breasts pressing against the solid mass of his chest. Registering his sharp intake of breath, she smiled against his mouth and felt him chuckle in response. She slid her hands behind his neck as he pressed kisses up one cheekbone to her ear.

      “Miss Johnson, you are a very wicked woman,” he whispered. His lips and breath tickled her ear, and a shiver started at the base of her spine, working its way up to her neck.

      “Yes?” She let the question hang in the warm night air.

      He leaned back, his eyes scanning her face.

      “Yes.” His touch ran delicious shivers up her back, then along her arms. Disengaging her hands from behind his neck, he tucked her fingers into the corner of his arm again and unlatched the garden gate, walking her to her front door.

      “Key?” he asked.

      Well this is going somewhere fast. She produced it from her pocket almost as if he were Prospero and she were his spirit servant, Ariel. He took the key from her fingers, inserted it into the lock, and opened the door.

      “I would like to see you again, Alicia,” he said, his eyes large and solemn in the dimness.

      “I’d like that too,” she said, not caring about the absurd, breathy way her voice came out.

      “Good. Goodnight.” Brushing her lips once more with his own, he turned and walked to the sidewalk, leaving Alicia half appreciative of his restraint, half frustrated with desire.
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      Colin’s alarm woke him before dawn as usual, but instead of sitting up immediately as he normally did, he lay on his back for a few long moments, staring at the ceiling. Downstairs, he could hear his coffeemaker spring into life, burrs whirring to automatically grind beans. A fresh pot would be ready and waiting for him by the time he made his way into the kitchen.

      Ticking over his schedule in his head, he sat up, putting his feet on the cool hardwood and stretching his arms overhead, his back arching. Standing, he flicked the bedcovers back. It was the day for his cleaning service, so no need to smooth the duvet and tug the sheet straight. Padding into the bathroom, he turned on the shower and considered his reflection while he waited for the water to heat.

      He didn’t look like he had spent half the night thinking about a woman instead of sleeping. So at least there was that. His eyes were remarkably clear; he didn’t look a fraction as fatigued as he felt.

      Maybe it was the fact that the thought of her: her toughness, her intelligence, the way she kissed—all of it created an tingling in his nerves that overcame whatever fatigue he should feel from the sleep he lost.

      Stepping into the shower, Colin lifted his face to the spray and then dipped his head down, letting the hot water flow through his hair and run down his chin. The memory of kissing her, of the way her hips had swayed toward him when he gently caressed the small of her back with his hands. He groaned as arousal stiffened his cock, heat suffusing him as he gripped and stroked himself to climax. He tried to tell himself that a quick wank would get her out of his head, but images of her elusive smile, the curve of her breasts, and that coy drift of fringe across her eyes lingered after he finished.

      Enough. He reached for the shampoo and scrubbed his fingers across his scalp. There’s a time and a place for this, he told himself as he toweled off. Focus, he thought ferociously at his own reflection as he shaved.

      Fetching the Post from his doorstep in his bathrobe while the sun began to make its appearance for the day, he admitted the truth to himself: the woman had gotten under his skin. He took the paper to the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee, perching on a stool at the high counter to drink it and peruse the headlines. Nothing of particular note for him. The usual partisan political grandstanding, a few local pieces of moderate interest. Turning to the Style section, he saw an article about Romeo and Juliet. He was incensed to see no mention of her performance. What sort of idiot was this so-called journalist, anyway?

      He sighed. Yeah. He was in deep.
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      Sunlight in her face made Alicia screw her eyes shut and throw a forearm across her face to shield herself from the brightness. She couldn’t decide if she was glad of the light waking her or disappointed. Her dream had been one of those vivid, hyper-real ones that sometimes played through her mind just before waking.

      It had started with Colin opening her door for her and walking away, same as last night. But when she locked up and turned into her apartment, he had been inside. For some dream-logic reason, this had neither surprised nor alarmed her. Nor had she been thrown off when the scene shifted them to her bedroom, touching, kissing, undressing each other…

      And then the sun had sent the whole thing dissolving into fragments of light and hard-edged reality.

      Hard-edged reality that included a relentless, restless throb between her thighs. Removing the forearm from her eyes, she slid her hand down her naked body under the light sheet, fingers seeking to release the ache.

      Her phone shrilled on the nightstand. Groaning, Alicia rolled to her belly, blowing up the hair that flopped into her eyes with an irritated puff of breath. She grabbed the ringing phone and unplugged it from the charging cable, looking at the screen to see who was calling. Swiping her thumb to answer, she flopped over and lay back against the pillow.

      “Morning, Melissa.”

      “Almost afternoon, Alicia.” Her agent’s voice crackled.

      Alicia brought the phone back in front of her face to squint at the time and said, “Even for you, ten in the morning is not afternoon.”

      “Fine, whatever.”

      Alicia’s jaw clenched at the smoker’s rasp in Melissa’s voice. “Regardless of the time, what’s up?”

      “Well, if you can get your sleepy ass in gear, I may have something big for you.”

      Alicia sat up, the sheet spilling into her lap, fingers spearing back through her hair. “What is it?”

      “Well, before I give you the details, how would you feel about staying down in D.C. for a while?”

      Alicia, remembering her idle thoughts about how she enjoyed the city, smiled to herself. “Totally fine. I like it down here. What’s the gig?”

      “Well, if you’re good with being that far from civilization…”

      Alicia gritted her teeth. “I know. Everything west of Riverside Drive is wilderness to you. The gig?”

      “Prestige cable series. Political. Those are all the rage nowadays, it seems. The role is an up and coming Congresswoman. ‘Buttoned up in the House Chamber, a tigress in the bedchamber.’ I’m reading from the casting sheet, in case you think I could possibly come up with anything that ridiculous.”

      Scooting off the bed, Alicia raced to the closet, leafing through her clothes to find a conservative suit. “When’s the audition?”

      “Today. Someone in the cast dropped out and they had to hold an emergency audition. You have a slot at 12:15. Can you do it?”

      Alicia threw her clothes on the bed and raced to the bathroom to turn on the shower. “Just e-mail me the sides and the address. I’ll be there.”
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      A tap on his open office door arrested Colin’s attention from his computer screen. “Am I interrupting?” Brandon Oberst, one of his partners in the firm, stood in the doorway.

      “Not at all.” Colin gestured to the pair of guest chairs in front of his desk. “How are the wedding arrangements progressing?”

      Brandon sat and scrubbed a hand across his face. “To be honest, it’s a nightmare.”

      “Mari’s mother?” Colin schooled his expression away from his natural inclination of “horrified” toward something more closely resembling “sympathetic.” Brandon’s fiancée Mari was sweet and geeky, but it had only taken Colin one instance of meeting her mother to decide the woman was a veritable harpy.

      Brandon leaned back, the leather guest chair squeaking. “That’s about the size of it. And I can usually handle Nancy just fine. But this…it’s a whole other level of meddling. She’s involved in everything. We should have just eloped like her sister Ellie did. I think we’re getting the backlash because they sidestepped Nancy completely.”

      Colin waved an airy hand. “So, just let her plan everything. Show up. Be the groom. Get married and go home and be happy with Mari.”

      “You make it sound so easy. But Mari’s got opinions.” His expression grew pensive and he ran his fingers through his sandy brown hair. “Yet, with a limited application…the strategy could have merit.” Brandon’s eyes creased with humor. “But I didn’t come over to discuss my impending marital drama or my mother-in-law to be. How are things with the table for the USA Science Fair Gala? The assistant to Austen Software’s CEO called to ask. I think they’re worried about their sponsorship.”

      “Full.” Jeanette had given him the good news earlier in the day that the firm’s table for the annual black-tie event celebrating extraordinary high school students’ achievements in science was sold out.

      “If only we get such a response with the RSVPs for our wedding.” He paused, his face cautious. “I don’t mean to be insensitive, what with…everything that’s happened in the last few months, but…you have a date, right?”

      Colin blinked. “A date?” He hadn’t even considered trying to get a date for his colleague’s wedding. He floundered, trying to remember when Brandon was getting married. Surely it wasn’t so soon? He couldn’t remember getting an invitation yet.

      “For the gala.” Brandon looked at him with wry amusement. “A date. You know. A woman you bring with you. Or a man, but I didn’t think you swung that way.”

      “Ah.” Colin smirked at nothing at all.

      “Indeed.” Brandon rose to his feet. “Make sure your tux still fits. Looks like you’ve been hitting the gym.”

      “Like you’re a stranger to the weight room.” Colin nodded at Brandon, who was thick with muscle.

      “I’ve abandoned it for my real loves. Table placement and floral arrangements,” Brandon said with a wink as he walked out of Colin’s office. But for all of his joking, Brandon seemed relaxed and happy.

      Colin couldn’t decide if he felt jealous or relieved that he wasn’t in Brandon’s shoes.
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      Alicia looked around the small, bleak waiting room and took stock of the competition. It looked to her like there was little consensus on what sort of look the production was going for. In addition to Alicia, the room held two brunettes and a redhead, all in their mid-thirties, all of whom were pretending to peruse their printed sides and ignore everyone else. The only thing they seemed to have in common other than their age was that they were all slim and attractive.

      Alicia sat in a chair and looked at the sides she had stopped at a copy shop to print off. She had already read the script pages three times on the Metro, but this time she focused on the character description.

      Well, I’ll be damned. Melissa hadn’t been kidding when she said it contained, “Buttoned up in the House Chamber, a tigress in the bedchamber.” Alicia bit her lip and let her eyes lose focus, imagining this woman, her inner life. She didn’t know much more than that and what the scene’s lines gave her, which was a bantering, flirtatious exchange with a lobbyist.

      Well. She actually knew how that could go, didn’t she? She could and would use her time with Colin to her advantage, imagining it was his low voice and cultured accent saying the lobbyist’s lines, his handsome face focusing on her, heating her through. She wondered if the character’s interest was genuine or a means to some other end.

      Flipping through the pages, she decided that this woman really did like the man in question. It was there in the text, though she was being coy, unsure if her interest was returned. Deniability. That’s what this woman needed. That was why she included a bit of misdirection with her flirtation.

      One of the brunettes was called into the audition room by a production assistant with a clipboard as a blonde left. The blonde looked demoralized, her shoulders rounded as she walked out.

      Sorry, Alicia thought without irony. Auditioning was a tough business. It could do a number on your ego, your confidence, and your career.

      Casting another glance over the pages, Alicia focused again on the silly phrase her agent had derided. She felt it was like a shiny pebble in a stream, a promise of something special.

      Aha. Her shoulders released tension she hadn’t realized she was holding. Standing, she walked to the bored young woman who was taking names at the door.

      “Excuse me, where’s the bathroom?” she asked.

      “Take a right, down the hall, on your left.” The young woman didn’t even look up as she gave her response by rote, her ball-point pen jabbing out the directions she described.

      “Thank you.” The woman’s eyes fluttered up in surprise, and Alicia felt sympathy for her. Actors could be such shits sometimes. Common courtesy, people. How hard is it?

      Almost running down the hall, she pushed the bathroom door open and darted into a stall. Hanging her bag on the hook, she hiked up her skirt and shucked off her panties, stuffing the wisp of lace and satin into the bottom of her bag. Smoothing her skirt back down over her hips, she let a small smile curve her lips as she shouldered her bag and walked back to the waiting room.

      She barely had time to sit again, crossing her legs and almost giggling at the juxtaposition of conservative skirt and bare ass when her name was called.

      Colin, we’re up.
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      Colin frowned at his computer screen. He had never had so much trouble composing an e-mail in his life.

      Why didn’t I get her number when I had the chance? He read through what he had written again. It was too stiff, too formal. He just wanted her to put on a dress and come with him to celebrate incredibly smart, hard-working young people. Why was that so damned difficult?

      “That scowl could peel the paint off the walls.” Brandon’s voice from the doorway pulled Colin’s attention from his screen. His friend looked amused.

      “Well, you try to invite a woman to a formal affair by e-mail and see how that works out for you,” Colin said, pushing his chair back from his desk in frustration.

      “Join the twenty-first century and text her,” Brandon said, his expression bland and tone reasonable.

      “I would, but I don’t have her number.”

      Brandon’s eyebrows flew up, and a faint, incredulous smile crossed his face. “Really? When did you meet this woman, anyway?”

      Colin’s eyes rolled to the ceiling as he thought. “Um…two weeks ago? Approximately? The party for Folger donors.”

      Settling his shoulder against the doorframe, Brandon considered Colin as if he were an interesting specimen in a glass case. “And have you seen her since?”

      “Yes. Twice.” Colin was aware that his jaw was getting tight.

      “…And you didn’t get her number.”

      “No.”

      “But you have her e-mail.”

      “Yes.”

      “Unusual.”

      “She’s an unusual woman,” Colin said, his eyes returning to the e-mail.

      “Does she like pop culture? If she does, it might reconcile Mari to attending this thing.”

      Colin rubbed his chin. “Not sure. She’s a Shakespearean actress who also sings in a jazz club. We haven’t covered current cultural touchstones yet.”

      “Sounds interesting.” Brandon folded his arms across his chest, his shoulder still digging into the doorframe.

      “She’s bloody fascinating. Frankly, I wish she were a bit less interesting. It would make my life easier.”

      Brandon grinned at this, hazel eyes twinkling. “Good luck. But if she’s willing to wear Chuck Taylors with an evening dress, Mari will love her forever.”

      “Get out of here and let me compose an incredibly stilted, ineffective e-mail to an incredibly beautiful, maddening woman,” Colin said, waving Brandon away.

      “I hope she says yes,” Brandon replied as he straightened to move down the hall. “I want to meet her.”
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      Alicia locked the front door of her apartment and took a deep breath, scrubbing her fingernails through her hair. Tossing her bag onto the sofa, she walked back to the bedroom, unbuttoning her suit jacket and shrugging it off as she went.

      With most auditions, she immediately banished all thought of the experience from her mind when she tossed her pages in the trash and walked out the door. It was pointless to dwell on it: either she had impressed them or not. She was either what they had in mind or she wasn’t. There wasn’t a thing she could do about it once they had thanked her and said, “We’ll be in touch.” The clean-slate-ness of it all appealed to her in a perverse sort of way. She had built her life as a perpetually rolling stone, growing comfortable with never knowing what was next, rootless and ranging.

      She hung up the jacket and smiled to herself as she undid the zipper at the back of her skirt, her fingers brushing bare flesh as she let the garment drop to the floor. Her naughty little secret had done the trick, she reflected. Or she hoped it had. It had felt right, anyway.

      Stop. Thinking. About. The. Audition.

      Seriously, this wasn’t like her at all.

      Putting away her suit, Alicia grabbed a light jersey tank dress and dropped it over her head, ruffling her fingers through her hair and stretching her arms overhead.

      Sod the knickers, Colin’s deep voice said in her imagination. The thought sent a wicked thrill through her and she closed her eyes, envisioning his solid body pressed up behind her, his head lowered to taste her neck…

      Her phone rang.

      Huffing a frustrated breath through her nose, Alicia hurried back into the living room and dug her phone out of her bag. Glancing at the screen, her eyebrows shot up. “Hey Melissa, what’s up?”

      “What the hell did you do in that audition?”

      Alicia froze, eyes wide, gut churning. “Um. Why?”

      “They called me right after you left. It’s yours if you want it. They were blown away.”

      Alicia closed her eyes and silently danced in place for a few seconds. Regaining her composure, she said, “That is fantastic news. It looks like a great part.”

      “It is a great part. One possible snag, but I don’t think you’ll have a problem with it. There’s a nudity clause in the contract. You okay with that?”

      Rolling her eyes, Alicia thought for a moment. “How much skin and for how long?”

      “Waist up, just a few seconds.”

      Chewing on a fingernail, Alicia mulled over this new wrinkle. “How’s the money?”

      Melissa named a sum that beggared anything Alicia had ever been offered before. “What do you think?”

      Alicia held her breath for a moment. “I think I’d be an idiot not to take it. Tell them yes.”
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      Loosening his tie as he walked through his house to his kitchen, Colin rolled his shoulders, trying to release the tension in them that had hardened his muscles ever since the afternoon. Having spent far too much time at the office crafting the e-mail to ask Alicia to the gala, something impatient and irrational in him wanted a response right away. Putting his laptop bag on a chair, he pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      Nothing.

      Bollocks to this. Glancing at the clock, he saw it was after six. She was probably already at the theater for the evening’s performance. The show was finishing up its run this weekend, so she must have to focus. Who knew when he would hear from her? Or if he would at all.

      No, she had said she wanted to see him again. Whether or not she was up for something as formal as the gala was another question, though. It was a hell of a leap from drinks to black-tie.

      Nothing for it but to do something while he waited. Walking to the stairs, he went up them two at a time and swung into his bedroom. Shedding his business attire, he put on an old tee shirt, running shorts, and trainers. A jog would clear his head. He hoped.

      Locking his door and walking down the steps past the little garden patch, he noticed that his plants wanted watering. He would have to do that when he got back. It had been so hot lately, with no rain to give the greenery relief. Setting out at a slow jog down his street, he turned right at the end and headed up First Street toward the Capitol. Normally, he would head south towards the Navy Yard, but he felt a visceral tug toward the part of town where he knew Alicia would be taking the stage.

      Muscles loosening, he began to run harder, heart pounding and arms pumping. Reaching D Street, he turned left, away from the route to the Folger. Which was silly. There was no need to try to avoid looking like a stalker. He could run laps around the bloody building and never see her during a performance. Instead, he headed toward the East end of the National Mall. Reaching the long expanse of park, he headed west past the National Museum of the American Indian, then the Air and Space Museum, passing pickup soccer games and dodging slow-moving packs of tourists. Sweat poured off his face, and his shirt stuck to his chest. His hair, shaggy and needing a trim, hung across his forehead, and he pushed it back with impatient fingers.

      Turning along Fourteenth Street, he noticed a young woman following his progress, her eyes locked on his moving form. He almost chuckled to himself when he realized how his brain immediately dismissed her as not-Alicia.

      Maybe she’s written back. Shoving his hand into the pocket of his running shorts, he realized he left his phone at the house.

      Digging deep for greater speed, he turned again in front of the Museum of American History and headed back toward home.
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      Kathleen paused in putting on the dramatic eye makeup she wore for her role as Lady Capulet and looked at Alicia in the mirror of their shared dressing room. “Alicia, hon, either you have a feral vibrator in your bag or your phone is going nuts.”

      “Crap. I can’t get it. This stupid thing has gotten twisted again.” Alicia’s costume, intentionally somewhat ragged and shapeless, had a tendency to get caught on itself. Alicia strained to figure out what the problem was now, twisting her shoulders around to see behind her.

      “Let me,” said Wendy, who played Lady Montague and was the other occupant of the tiny, shared dressing room.

      “Nah, I’ll figure it out.”

      Kathleen shot her an exasperated look and got up from the chair in front of the makeup mirror. “Let people help you out once in a while.”

      “I did. I let you help me at the donor party.”

      “And I nearly died of shock. You’re like a goddamn island.” Kathleen grabbed Alicia’s bag and began to rummage in it for the phone.

      Alicia glanced at Wendy, who grimaced. “She’s not wrong.”

      “Okay…if you could figure out how it’s caught, thanks.” Alicia felt churlish, but Wendy stepped forward, her clever hands swiftly finding the problem. Alicia sighed with relief.

      “Thanks. Now I can actually move.”

      “So…do you want to answer this or these?” Kathleen asked, holding up Alicia’s phone with one hand and dangling her black lace panties from the other.

      Alicia bit back annoyance and snatched both from Kathleen as Wendy’s eyes went wide and her hand flew up to cover her mouth. “Thanks, but the data plan for La Perla is too rich for my blood, let’s just put those back…” Alicia stuffed the underwear into the bottom of her bag.

      “Can I ask…why you’re carrying a thong in your purse?” Wendy asked, eyes goggling.

      “Secret weapon in an audition,” Alicia said, unlocking her phone and looking at the screen.

      “Oooh,” Kathleen murmured. “How’d it go?” Her face went from eager to worried in an instant. “And please, please, please tell me this has nothing to do with any kind of casting couch.”

      “It went well, actually. And no way, no how to the casting couch. It was just…personal sensory stuff. Nobody but me knew.” Alicia dismissed the text message appointment reminder from her hair salon and saw she had an e-mail. She opened the app and her eyes widened as they scanned the screen.

      “Well you go, girl. And looks like you got some more interesting news if your face is anything to go by,” Wendy noted.

      “A message from my other secret weapon.” She looked from one woman to the other. “Now…do I really want to go to a black-tie function?”

      “Why not?” Wendy asked.

      “I barely know the guy. This seems a little much.”

      “Who is it?” Wendy asked.

      Alicia adopted an exaggerated British accent. “That bloke I met at the donor party.”

      Kathleen’s brows shot up. “The guy I had to rescue you from? The asshole?”

      Alicia squirmed. “Well, turns out he’s not so much of an asshole. Anyway, I’ve got nothing to wear. Closest thing I have to black tie is the cocktail dress I wore the night I met him.”

      “Olga’s,” Kathleen said.

      “And who is Olga?” Alicia asked, blinking.

      “Olga runs a top-notch consignment place in Palisades. Go to Olga. You’ll get a screaming deal on a beautiful dress.”

      “Hmm. Worth a try. I guess I know how I’m spending tomorrow morning,” Alicia said.

      A brisk knock at the dressing room door was followed by the assistant stage manager’s, “Twenty minutes, ladies.”

      “Thank you,” the three women chorused automatically, and the sound of his feet moved down the hall to the next door.

      “Can I come with?” Kathleen asked. “This mouse wants to help Cinderella get ready for the ball.”
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      Turning down his street, Colin slowed to a walk, chest heaving and sweat trickling in rivulets down his body. Letting himself into his house, he walked back to the kitchen and grabbed the large watering can from the back deck. After filling it at the sink, he took it outside to water the tiny patch of garden by his front door. Colin fancied he could see the little Japanese maple perk up in front of his eyes. Satisfied with his miniature rain shower, he went back into the house and replaced the can.

      Opening the refrigerator, he took out a bottle of beer. With deliberate motions, he opened a drawer, took out an opener, popped the top off, and took a long pull. He took a deep breath and finally picked his phone up off of the counter, walking to his little back garden. The deck that extended from the house had a pair of chairs and a small table. Lowering himself into one of the chairs, he unlocked his phone and checked his e-mail.

      He smiled. A message marked “Alicia Johnson” was at the top of his inbox.

      Yeah, settle down. Maybe it’s a “no,” he told himself. He tapped his phone’s screen.

      To: Colin St. Cyr

      From: Alicia Johnson

      Subject: Re: Gala

      Wow. Cinderella is going to get to scrub all her old-age makeup off and go to the ball? Terribly exciting. You don’t know it yet, but I actually owe you one. So, I will accept. With one condition. I need to find a dress that won’t break the bank. I’ve looked at the pictures on the web from last year’s event, and it looks really fancy.

      But never fear. One of my castmates has given me a lead on a place where hopefully I can pick something up that will work. Otherwise, I’ll need to consult some magical forest creatures to make me something stunning. I have it on good authority from the Disney corporation that mice and small birds are really good at that kind of thing. Do you know any? Or is it just rats and pigeons here like it would be in New York?

      Yours in Woodland Makeovers,

      —Alicia

      Colin almost laughed out loud. He had started to wonder if he had been idealizing this woman: letting her looks and talent dazzle him while he filled in the gaps in his knowledge about her with imagined intelligence and humor.

      He hadn’t been wrong. She was stunning, and she was clever. And funny. He couldn’t wait to see her again.

      And there, at the end of the e-mail, she had given him her phone number.

      Score.
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      Alicia, Kathleen, and Wendy piled into the dressing room, laughing. “A standing ovation on a Thursday!” Kathleen crowed.

      “Aww. Guys,” Wendy said, her eyes bright. “Only four more performances and we’ll all be off doing other things.”

      “Or doing other people,” Kathleen said, bumping her shoulder into Alicia’s as she reached for a container of makeup removing wipes. “Which…our Miss Johnson has some ’splaining to do.”

      “Me?” Alicia asked innocently, plucking a wipe from Kathleen’s container.

      “You, thief,” Kathleen said, pulling out a wipe and slamming the container shut, moving it out of Alicia’s reach. “You spent all of the time before curtain composing an apparently very important e-mail.”

      Alicia took off her cap and tossed it on the vanity, wiping the makeup off her face. “Not much to tell.”

      Wendy rolled her eyes as she unzipped her costume. “No more of that ‘I am an island’ stuff. We’re your friends. Friends share. They tell stories. So, tell.”

      Kathleen pointed finger guns at Alicia. “She’s right. Dish, Friendo.”

      Something warm bloomed in Alicia’s chest. “Okay. You know part of it already. That guy at the donor’s party. Thought he was a bit of an asshat, but then he came to my jazz gig with a friend. He was less of an asshat, and his friend was sort of adorably clueless about Shakespeare. He brought his friend to the production and took me out for a drink after. He was definitely not an asshat then. He invited me to the fancy-pants gala thing I now need a gown for.”

      “Is he cute?” Wendy asked, pausing in removing her costume. Alicia almost laughed at how her seemingly naïve castmate was completely unselfconscious about being nude from the waist up. And then didn’t laugh when she remembered her new contract.

      “No, not cute,” Kathleen said. “Hot. Kind of broodingly hot.” She turned back to Alicia. “And the friend…did he go for drinks too? Is he also hot? If so, can I meet him?” Her eyes were bright with eagerness.

      Alicia laughed and ticked off answers to Kathleen’s questions on her fingers. “One: no, he didn’t come for drinks. Two: Definitely hot. But trending to cute. Kind of goofy and adorable. Three: I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Mmmm. Maybe I’ll pick up something nice at Olga’s myself. What does this friend do?”

      Alicia re-folded the makeup wipe to find a clean side and scrubbed at her face. “Law professor,” she said, attempting nonchalance.

      Kathleen turned wide eyes on her. “Seriously? Hot and smart?”

      “Pfft. How smart can he be if he hadn’t been to a Shakespeare production before yesterday?” Alicia tossed the wipe in the trash and started to remove her costume.

      “He came, though. That means smart and teachable.” A predatory smile spread across Kathleen’s face. “Add eager to please and you have my favorite kind.”

      “You’re incorrigible,” Wendy said, pulling on a pair of jeans.

      “Hey. I just know what I like,” Kathleen said.

      Alicia threw up a hand. “One thing at a time. Let’s find me a perfect dress for this shindig and I’ll see about arranging an introduction to Russell.”

      “Ooh. Russell, is it?” Kathleen brought her fingers up in front of her, curled like paws. “Okay, I’m on board, Cinderelly. Let’s get you ready for the ball.”
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      Alicia paused on the sidewalk and looked up the stairs to the green awning that had “Olga’s” in flowing script.

      Kathleen elbowed her in the ribs. “Come on, what are you waiting for?”

      Alicia rubbed her stomach, surprised to find herself jittery. “Dunno. I guess I just don’t know what I’ll do if I can’t find anything to wear. I really don’t have a plan B.”

      Kathleen twisted her heavy auburn hair up off her neck and squinted at Alicia. “Well, didn’t you say Mr. Hot is a lobbyist? Dude must have some dough. Make him buy you a dress. Go full billionaire romance novel.”

      “No.” Alicia set her mouth in a flat line and shook her head. “No expensive gifts from guys. Then they think they own you.”

      “Okay,” Kathleen said, letting her hair tumble down over her shoulders again. “Unless you want to raid the costume shop for some sweat-stained old rag of a gown that’s been used in fourteen productions…”

      “Appealing. So appealing.”

      “…Get your butt up there and let’s get shopping.”

      Alicia jogged up the cement steps outside and the carpeted steps inside before any more butterflies could colonize her stomach. The interior of the shop looked more like a retrofitted apartment. Which it probably was. Instead of one large showroom, smaller rooms presented a rabbit-warren appearance. Clothes were everywhere, on wall-mounted bars and free-standing racks, even hanging from doors. Alicia’s eyes glazed over. How was she going to find anything in this jumble? Kathleen’s face had a keen expression, no longer one of Cinderella’s mice. Now she was more like a cat who had just dropped to her belly, ready to pounce on some unsuspecting creature.

      An impeccably coiffed older woman in what had to be a real Chanel suit emerged from a back room and smiled from Kathleen to Alicia and back at Kathleen. “Hello again, what can we do for you today?”

      Kathleen pointed at Alicia. “Not me today, Olga. My friend. She needs an evening gown. A stunning one.”

      Olga looked Alicia up and down and smiled. “Wonderful. How fun. For a specific event?”

      “The…” Alicia dug her phone out of her shorts and consulted it for the name of the event. “USA Science Fair Gala?”

      “Oh, marvelous,” Olga said, her pale eyes twinkling. “Your first time attending, I gather?”

      “Yes,” Alicia said, feeling uncomfortable. Not just first time attending this thing. First time at a black-tie anything. She felt like a fraud.

      Olga turned and crooked a finger. “Follow me. I have something in mind that I believe will both suit you and fit you beautifully.”
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      “Someone’s in a good mood,” Jeanette commented as Colin approached her desk, whistling. “How did the meeting with the senator’s staff go?”

      “You mean my meeting with the senator?” he asked, winking.

      Jeanette looked suitably impressed. “Senator Fisker actually dropped in on the meeting?”

      “She did more than drop in. She stayed for twenty minutes and seemed deeply concerned about the state of STEM education in public school systems.”

      “Hence the whistling. I’m surprised you didn’t stop off for champagne.”

      Colin grinned. “Ah, speaking of celebrations, is the town car for the gala arranged?”

      Jeanette nodded and consulted her monitor, clicking her mouse. “All settled. It will pick you up at your house at quarter to seven. You’ll be at the cocktail hour in plenty of time to schmooze with the crowd.”

      “Time enough for another stop to pick up an additional passenger, you think?”

      Jeanette’s eyebrows rose. “Are you telling me you’ll be going with a lady friend?”

      “No, I’m telling you we will be making an additional stop for—how is it you Yanks put it?— ‘hookers and blow’ prior to my arrival at the gala.”

      “Funny. What’s her name?” Jeanette pursed her lips and looked fixedly at her computer screen, the lines fanning around her eyes giving away her appreciation of the joke.

      “Alicia Johnson,” he said. “Her flat is in Capitol Hill, more or less on the way to the Grand Hyatt.”

      “Then let’s back your pickup time off by ten minutes.” Jeanette made a note. “Anything you want sent to her in advance?”

      “Such as?”

      She gave him a withering look. “Flowers are always a nice gesture.”

      He was an ignoramus. He had frequently sent flowers to Tressa. Why hadn’t it occurred to him to send them to Alicia?

      “Hm. Well, she did mention that her attendance was contingent on finding a suitable gown.” As he mulled this over, his phone buzzed in his pocket. Pulling it out, he saw a text message notification. Unlocking his phone, his screen filled with an image of Alicia’s face, her head tilted back, her hair characteristically spilling across her eyes. She must have held her phone almost directly over her head. He could see a glimpse of a silvery bodice and an enticing shadow of cleavage. His mouth went dry.

      “Problem?” Jeanette asked.

      Colin cleared his throat and showed her the phone screen. “Ah. No. No problem at all.”

      Jeanette’s eyebrows quirked up. “Is that her? Lovely. Looks like she found a dress.”

      “As you say. I think flowers are in order.”

      “On it, boss.”

      “I thought you weren’t assisting me with personal matters?”

      “Only if it isn’t fun. This is fun. Besides, you always had me send them to…well. You know.”

      “If I have to do the distasteful things like take calls from ‘you know,’ then I get to do the allegedly fun things like send flowers to Alicia. Where do we order flowers from?”

      Jeanette made a face. “I’ll e-mail you the information.”
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      Unlocking the front door of her apartment, Alicia suppressed a giggle at her luck. Over one arm she hefted a garment bag with the “borrowed” designer evening gown a television star had worn to the White House Correspondents’ Dinner. The other actress had savaged the hem with her six-inch platform heels, and the designer had refused to take it back. Having already been seen in the garment, the actress didn’t care what happened to it. Her assistant, a D.C. native, had brought the dress straight to Olga and sold it to her at a fraction of its original worth. Olga had a seamstress hem the dress again, eliminating the torn edge.

      And now it was Alicia’s, at a price she imagined would make the D.C. Police run her down for theft.

      Carrying it back to her bedroom, she hung the garment bag on the back of her closet door and unzipped it. A column of black silk, topped by silver and illusion netting, met her eye. Alicia pressed her fingers to her lips.

      It was gorgeous.

      She had felt bold and sexy when she had given in to the impulse to text the photo to Colin. Now she felt silly. He would give me his number when he asked me for mine. And I would use it for something like that.

      She did know how to be provocative.

      It was maybe time to finally dial that back. Her new job…cable TV. Give an inch and they’d ask for a mile. Or give them a nipple and they’d ask for…

      She grimaced. Cross that bridge when she got to it.

      The doorbell rang. Alicia took a deep breath, gathered herself, and moved through the kitchen and living room to the front door. A glance through the peephole showed a young woman in a drab baseball cap.

      Okay…

      Opening the door, Alicia was met with a large, square vase filled with an enormous profusion of flowers spilling out of the top. She blinked as she took the giant arrangement, nodding as the delivery woman said something about signing for it and setting it on the coffee table. Receiving the other woman’s clipboard, she scribbled a signature and smiled. The delivery woman merely turned on her heel and walked up the shallow flight of stairs to the street level.

      Alicia turned to the mass of flowers as if they were an unexpected visitor to entertain. Or maybe an alien delegation. “Take me to your leader.” A plastic trident sticking up from the arrangement held a small envelope. Plucking it off, she pulled out the card inside.

      Thank you for agreeing to go to the gala with me. I look forward to seeing more of the gown next weekend.

      —Colin

      Damn the man. How had she ever thought he was an asshole?
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      “Jeanette,” Colin called out of his office. “How do you know that a flower arrangement has actually been delivered?”

      Appearing in his office doorway, Jeanette smiled and crossed her arms over her chest. “Generally speaking, you don’t.”

      “Then how do you know that the delivery has been…delivered?”

      “You don’t. You trust that it has.” Jeanette grinned with wicked humor.

      Colin glared at her. “You seem to be enjoying this.”

      Jeanette’s smile broadened. “I am. You’re generally so in control. This is amusing.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Colin looked at the florist’s webpage. “Why don’t these bloody services give some sense of the…service they’re offering?”

      Shrugging one shoulder, Jeanette stood away from the doorframe. “You have to have some faith, Colin. You paid for the service, you need to trust the professionals.”

      “Professionals that should have GPS-enabled delivery notification,” Colin said.

      “Or maybe a gentleman should just wait for a thank you note,” Jeanette noted.

      “Thank you note? In the twenty-first century?”

      “We haven’t descended into absolute savagery,” Jeannette said.

      “And how many thank you notes have you received lately?”

      “From whom?” Jeanette asked.

      “How about from your grandchildren?” Colin said, a sinking feeling in his gut an early warning sign that he was engaged in a losing argument. He ruminated that Jeanette’s oldest grandchild was only six. Too soon for notes, surely?

      “Amelia sent me a beautiful note for her last birthday gift,” Jeanette said, a smug expression on her face.

      “She would do that,” Colin grumbled.

      “She is a perfect child,” Jeanette said.

      “Of course she is,” Colin said.

      His phone chimed and he snatched it off the desk, unlocking it to reveal a photo of a floral arrangement on a small table. He was intrigued to see what Alicia’s decorating taste was. The photo also showed a midcentury modern-style sofa and a Turkish rug. Three dots pulsed under the photo and a message appeared.

      Thank you. They’re beautiful.

      “I take it from your expression that the modern version of a thank you note has arrived?”

      Colin showed Jeannette the screen, and her eyebrows shot up. “Just exactly what did you order?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Jeanette pointed at the phone. “That is…enormous.”

      “Too big?” He glanced at the photo again. It did look a bit ostentatious, now that he considered it. He could see enough of the sofa to contextualize the scene. His earlier assessment of the table as small was off the mark. It was her coffee table.

      “Practically worthy of a hotel lobby,” Jeanette said, eyes wide.

      Colin shrugged. “I…just told the woman on the phone the general type of flowers I wanted and the price range.”

      “A word to the wise: the next time you want to impress and not frighten a woman, spend less on flowers than she probably spends on rent,” Jeanette said, shaking her head as she turned and walked back to her desk.
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      The mood in Alicia’s dressing room that evening was quiet and melancholy. Sitting next to Alicia at the makeup mirror, Wendy’s big brown eyes sheened over with moisture as she braided her curly black hair into a coronet around the top of her head.

      “You okay?” Alicia paused, her makeup pencil poised over her forehead. She definitely wasn’t going to miss old-age makeup. Though she would miss the production. The cast was a close-knit one, with relatively little interpersonal drama. They were mostly locals, people who made their living with various acting gigs in and around D.C., but they had welcomed Alicia and the other few out-of-towners without question.

      “I just hate the last few performances,” Wendy said, tucking in the final pin to hold her hair in place and beginning to smooth moisturizer over her golden-brown skin. “Not the performances themselves, but the ending. I’ve always hated it when things end. I was in a children’s theater production of Charlotte’s Web when I was a kid, and I would have dreams about it for months after the run ended and wake up crying when I realized it was over.”

      “Aw. Sweetie.” Kathleen, who had just entered, set down her bag and bent to hug Wendy from behind, pressing a kiss to her cheek. “And here I’m just upset because I don’t have my next job lined up.”

      “Ouch,” Alicia said, feathering faint lines out from her mouth and turning her head from side to side to gauge the effect in the mirror. “You have your next thing in the bag, Wendy?”

      “Just an industrial so far—some corporate training thing.” Wendy made a face. “It’ll pay the bills, but…not big fun. You? Did you hear about your audition yet? Probably too soon.”

      “Actually…” Alicia suddenly felt awkward and shy.

      “What did you get?” Kathleen’s gaze sharpened. “Wait…it just occurred to me. This was a local audition. Was this a national call?”

      “No, not a national call.” Alicia’s stomach fluttered.

      “So, local? You’re not headed back to New York?” Kathleen’s face lit up, and Alicia was filled with an unfamiliar warmth at the obvious affection and excitement displayed there. Wendy’s expression was a gentler mirror of Kathleen’s.

      “No, you’re stuck with me for a while longer,” Alicia said. “That new political series? Chamber of Lies?”

      “Shut. Up.” Kathleen’s eyes widened. “That’s awesome. How big of a part?”

      “Um. Ten episodes with an option for the rest of the season,” Alicia said.

      Kathleen shrieked and wrapped her arms around Alicia, rocking her from side to side and hopping up and down in a gleeful fit. When she finally let go, Wendy wrapped her in a softer embrace, but enthusiasm shone in her expression. “I’m so happy for you,” she said.

      “Thanks…I’m really not used to the idea yet. It’s pretty weird.”

      “Weird how? What kind of weird?” Kathleen said as she began to strip off her street clothes. “Like, playing the mother of someone older than you weird?”

      Alicia bit her lip and looked from Kathleen to Wendy. “Nudity clause weird.”

      “Ah.” Kathleen grimaced, and Wendy wrinkled her nose. “You okay with that?”

      “Not a hundred percent,” Alicia admitted. “But the part…”

      “…Is amazing?” Wendy finished, and Alicia nodded.

      “This could really be big for you,” Kathleen said, letting her loose gown slide over her head. “And maybe they’ll decide they don’t really need you to do it.”

      “Maybe,” Alicia said doubtfully.

      “At any rate, we’re going out after the show to celebrate.” Kathleen pointed her signature finger guns at Alicia, and Wendy nodded.

      Alicia bit her lip again. She guessed she really was making friends.
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      Alicia slid onto a bar stool between Wendy and Kathleen, who waved frantically at the bartender.

      “Champagne. This lady is about to be a television star,” Kathleen said, pointing at Alicia.

      Her face heating, Alicia ducked her head. “Jeez. Couldn’t you just be jealous and backstabbing like most of the actresses I seem to work with in New York?”

      Kathleen winked, making a clicking sound with her tongue. “Not my style, babe. Besides. That’s the nice thing about this theater community. It’s too small for that kind of bullshit—well, mostly. News gets around. Nobody wants to work with you if you behave like that.”

      Alicia thought of her professional rival and e-mail correspondent, Susan, who managed to work steadily even though she was a complete and utter witch to most people around her. Alicia was so frequently in competition with the other actress for roles that correspondence with Susan contained large doses of false cheerleading and backhanded comments as they tried to push each other’s buttons, psych each other out. But where other people came and went in Alicia’s life, Susan was the one constant.

      I’m sure a shrink would have a field day with that. It sounded unhealthy even to herself.

      “Congratulations,” the bartender said as she put a glass in front of Alicia. “What show should I be keeping my eye out for?”

      “Chamber of Lies,” Alicia mumbled, and the bartender gave her a thumbs-up.

      “To our friend, the rising star in the chamber!” Kathleen said exuberantly. She and Wendy clinked their glasses to Alicia’s, and Alicia took a sip, the buzz and tickle of the wine on her tongue reminding her of the night she met Colin.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” Wendy said, bumping her shoulder into Alicia’s. “Aren’t you excited? You have a new job, a new guy…”

      Alicia chuckled ruefully. “I think I’m in shock.”

      “She did get an amazing dress at Olga’s. And she sent a sultry selfie to the guy to boot. How did he respond?” Kathleen asked, nudging Alicia with her elbow.

      Wendy’s eyes widened. “You’re not sexting him, are you?”

      Alicia laughed. “No, no nudity. Just a preview of the dress.” She dug her phone out of her bag and called up the photo, showing it to Wendy.

      “Nice,” Wendy said, nodding.

      “And to answer your question, Kathleen, this is how he responded.” Alicia swiped the selfie aside and showed both women the photograph she had taken of the giant flower arrangement.

      Kathleen’s mouth dropped open, and she looked wide-eyed at Alicia, her hand whipping through the sign of the cross. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. That must have cost a fortune. He’s got it bad, girl.”
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      The evening of the gala, Colin tugged his black tie, assessing the straightness of the bow. He supposed it would do. He knew from long experience that the first try was almost always the best. Better to leave it alone. Shrugging his tuxedo jacket on, he grimaced. It was a touch too tight. He should have heeded Brandon’s warning.

      Well, no help for it now.

      Frowning at his reflection, he mused that he was overdue for a haircut. Alicia was going to think he was a complete prat at this rate. He stepped away from the full-length mirror and assessed the totality of his appearance.

      Clean shaven. Hair too long but brushed back into some semblance of order. Spotless shirt-front, passably tied bow tie, suit jacket a hair too snug.

      It would have to do.

      Giving his tie one last pat, he glanced out the bedroom window to the street. His limo was waiting.

      Showtime.
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      Alicia considered her reflection, turning one way and then the other. The dress fit like it had been made for her. The long slit on the side of the skirt was slightly less provocative than the trend for dresses that were slashed up the front, but her shiny, red patent-leather pumps were sufficiently eye catching. Her hair, recently cropped at the back and trimmed at the top, spilled over her darkly made up eyes. Sliding deep red lipstick over her lips, she considered the effect and smiled, capping the lipstick and dropping it into her bag.

      The doorbell chimed through the apartment. Alicia tossed her head back and strode to the front door. Opening it, her breath caught in her throat. Colin in black tie was…well, breathtaking. His jacket was maybe a bit too tight across his shoulders and biceps, but she wasn’t complaining. His black hair, waving back from his forehead, was just long enough that Alicia felt a craving to run her fingers through it and tug.

      Hard.

      “Hi,” she said, feeling foolish.

      “Hello,” he said. His eyes were huge and dark. He offered his arm.

      Alicia slid her fingers into the crook of his elbow and let him lead her to the waiting town car.
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      At the sidewalk, Colin nodded to the driver holding the door open and handed Alicia into the car. Walking around the car, he let himself in the other side and settled in beside her as the driver resumed his seat and pulled away from the curb. Colin’s tie felt too tight, his throat constricted. He resisted the urge to run his fingers around his collar and looked sideways at Alicia. She was regarding him, her large eyes shadowed in the dark car.

      He cleared his throat. “My compliments on the frock. It is…exquisite.”

      Alicia smiled and smoothed a hand down the skirt. “It’s probably the most beautiful thing I’ve ever owned,” she said.

      “I’m honored that you wore it to attend this, then.”

      She glanced up, her eyes creasing with humor. “I bought it to attend this.”

      “Fair enough,” he said. “So, what are you going to do now that the run of the play is over? You mentioned that you would probably go home to New York.”

      “Home.” She gave a dry chuckle. “No, actually I’ve lined up another job here.”

      Colin filed her strange initial reaction away for inquiry later. He was buoyed by the idea that she would stay on for a while longer. “Really? What is that?”

      “Cable drama. Political. Go figure, I’m going to be playing a congresswoman.”

      “Why ‘go figure’? You would make a brilliant congresswoman.”

      Alicia shot him a hard look. “Right. You mean I’d fake a brilliant congresswoman. No education, remember?” Her hand rubbed up and down the leather seat. Colin captured her restless fingers and held them.

      “No, I mean you would make a brilliant congresswoman. You are smart and resourceful. What is education but structure to help you learn? You learned so much without it, and that is so much harder.”

      “That’s kind of you.”

      Colin’s teeth gritted together. Why didn’t she get it? “It’s true. Education does a lot of things, but most of them aren’t what you think they are.”

      “And what are they?”

      “Structure. Access. Context. And the more prestigious the institution, contacts.”

      “Prestigious like Oxford and Georgetown?”

      “For two examples. But education is not always about learning.”

      “If you say so.” She looked skeptical, but Colin fancied he could also see a glimmer of hope in her expression that was illuminated by the lights flashing by the car’s windows. The limo slowed and pulled under a portico in front of the hotel. The driver hurried out and was holding Alicia’s door by the time Colin had come around to her side of the car. She demurely allowed him to hand her out of the limo and rose to her feet, spine straight. Shooting him a mischievous smile that made his collar feel tight again, she tucked her hand into the curve of his elbow.

      “Shall we?” he asked. She nodded.

      “Let’s get this fancy party started.”
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      Alicia’s impressions of the hotel where the gala was being held were confused; it was all a bit overwhelming. A lobby with a soaring atrium, a brisk walk to the elevators that whisked them to the ballroom level, then…people. So many people. The ballroom was crowded with gowns and tuxedos. Alicia’s pulse accelerated. She was out of her element. Someone was going to point a finger and accuse her of being a fraud any minute.

      Deep breath. She was probably wearing the most beautiful dress in the room. She lifted her chin and glanced over at Colin, who smiled and pressed his elbow to his ribcage, squeezing her hand that still rested there.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” she replied.

      “Well then, let’s go meet the kids.”

      That’s right. Tonight is about the brilliant teenagers. A series of posters thick with information was set up in the back of the ballroom. Next to each poster was a nervous-looking adolescent in formalwear, some alone and looking around the room, some chatting with adults who had stopped to talk to them.

      Colin stopped in front of a young woman in a bright fuchsia gown. Alicia glanced at the poster and froze. It was as if it were written in another language. But then again, Alicia guessed that science was essentially a foreign language to her.

      “Good evening…” Colin’s eyes flicked to the poster. “Gina. I’m Colin, and this is Alicia. Your research looks impressive, but I’m lamentably ignorant about…” His eyes flicked across the poster again. “…RNA expression. Can you explain this to someone who disappointed his father by going into the law rather than medicine?”

      The girl giggled and launched into an explanation that didn’t enlighten Alicia any, but she enjoyed the enthusiasm Gina displayed. The girl’s dark brown cheeks were flushed and her large eyes sparkled as she explained her poster to Colin, who seemed to ask intelligent questions while he disclaimed any knowledge on the subject whatsoever. Finally, the girl turned to Alicia.

      “Do you have any questions?” she asked, her eagerness softening Alicia even as the girl’s question made her want to flee.

      “I have to admit, I don’t understand any of it,” Alicia said. “I’m just an actress. The only time I claimed any expertise in science was when I played a medical examiner in a few episodes of Law and Order years and years ago.”

      Gina’s eyes went wide, and her hands clapped over her mouth. “Oh my God,” she said, flapping her hands. “You’re Doctor Morrow!”

      Alicia’s jaw dropped, and she blinked at the girl. “Um, yeah. I can’t believe you saw that…”

      “I used to watch reruns after school! Your character was the only one on that show that didn’t treat DNA like a magic wand. That was…so amazing.” She mimed a swoon.

      Alicia laughed, feeling old. “If you say so. I just said the lines they wrote for me.”

      “It’s still amazing to meet you. Can I get a selfie?”

      Feeling like the world was spinning the wrong way, Alicia leaned in and smiled while the girl extended her cellphone in front of them and took the picture.

      “Nicely done,” Colin murmured in her ear as they moved to the next poster.
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      Colin squeezed the hand that he had grown accustomed to having tucked into his arm. It felt right to have Alicia there. She felt right. As they went down the row and chatted with teenagers about robotics and genetics, chemistry and physics, Alicia claimed to be out of her element, but she didn’t seem to know that her kind, attentive interest put a lot of nervous kids more at ease.

      Well, except for the teenage boys who seemed to get even more nervous around her, but he couldn’t fault anyone for that. She had a similarly unnerving effect on him.

      Coming to the end of the row of posters, Colin spied Brandon and his fiancée, Mari. Brandon’s eyes scanned Colin’s shoulders, and one eyebrow shot up.

      “Yes, yes. You were right. Brandon, Mari, I would like you to meet Alicia Johnson. Alicia, this is my colleague Brandon Oberst and his fiancée Mari Ashford.”

      Alicia shook hands briefly with both of them and looked at Colin sideways. “Right about what?”

      Brandon poked Colin in the shoulder. “He’s been hitting the gym pretty hard for the last few months. I told him his tuxedo jacket probably wouldn’t fit.”

      “And I failed to heed your warning. Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa.”

      “Get it altered before the wedding. Or lay off the bench press.” Brandon grinned.

      “When is the wedding?” Alicia asked, looking at Mari, whose gaze hovered somewhere in the vicinity of Alicia’s shoes.

      “September,” the other woman replied, her eyes flicking up to Alicia’s face and returning to the floor.

      “Congratulations. You’re going to be a beautiful bride. I love your hair,” Alicia said. Mari’s copper ringlets sprang out from her head in an exuberant profusion.

      Mari’s freckled face blushed and her eyes flicked up, a small smile sliding across her features. “Thanks. I can’t wait for it to be here and done, honestly.”

      At Alicia’s look of surprise, Brandon’s eyes twinkled. “Mari’s mother is running the entire show. It’s…all a bit much.”

      “Speaking of all a bit much, this lawyer has had about as much science as he can handle, and I am ready for a drink. Anyone else?” Colin asked.

      “Yes, please,” Alicia said. “But I need to excuse myself for a minute.”

      “What can I get for you?” Colin asked.

      “White wine, thanks,” Alicia replied. “I’ll be right back.” Colin admired the view of Alicia’s retreating form. The back of her dress was sheer black net from the nape of her neck to her waist and the black silk of the skirt skimmed smoothly over her bottom. The slit showed a tantalizing glimpse of leg ending in a provocative red shoe. Clearing his throat, he turned back to Brandon, who looked amused.

      “Can I get either of you anything from the bar?” Colin asked.

      “I think maybe you need a bucket of ice,” Brandon said, grinning.
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      Alicia stepped out of the bathroom stall and washed her hands, nodding at the woman next to her. Silver-haired and regal with incredible bone structure, the other woman was aging with a grace that Alicia aspired to.

      The woman’s light blue gaze drifted down Alicia’s body and seemed to freeze at her shoes. “Interesting footwear, my dear.” Turning back to the mirror to dab pink lipstick on her lips, she added, “My mother used to say that only whores and children wore red shoes.”

      Alicia’s spine stiffened, and her head snapped up. She had let her guard down, gotten comfortable. And sure enough, someone had found her out. Her heart thudded, and her mouth was dry.

      “Oh, I'm a year or two older than I look, but thank you for the compliment,” Alicia said with a tight smile. Picking up her bag from the counter, she sailed out of the ladies’ room with what she hoped looked like confidence. Back in the ballroom, she clutched her purse with both hands to disguise their trembling.

      Finding Colin and the others, she accepted a glass of wine from him and realized her hand was still shaking. She took a large gulp and tried to appear calm.

      Apparently, it wasn’t working. “What’s wrong?” Colin asked, his brows drawn together and his dark eyes serious.

      Alicia lifted her chin and gritted her teeth. “Just some silver-haired witch in the washroom.”

      “What did she do? Or say?” Mari asked, meeting Alicia’s eyes for the first time.

      Fighting back a wave of humiliation that threatened to overwhelm her, Alicia said, “Oh, she told me that only whores and children wear red shoes.” Alicia lifted one foot, pointing at the offensive footwear.

      “Filthy cow,” Colin said, scanning the room, as if to locate the insulting woman. “Who does that?”

      “Did you respond?” Mari asked, her hazel eyes filled with sympathy. Alicia felt her pulse settle a bit, the kind reactions soothing her.

      “Yeah. I told her I was older than I looked and thanked her for the compliment.”

      The other three hooted with laughter. “Clever, clever woman,” Colin chuckled. Alicia sipped her wine and shrugged one shoulder, the tension subtly ebbing at their reaction.

      “I was mad. What can I say?”

      Mari tugged at the full skirt of her floor-length, navy evening gown. “Wonder what she’d say to these?” she asked, displaying the toes of what were, unmistakably, matching blue Chuck Taylor sneakers.

      Alicia snorted. “Well, they’re not red, so she probably wouldn’t care. That seemed to be the sin I was committing.”

      “People who make up rules are the worst,” Mari said. “I’m glad you had a comeback. I would have just been tongue-tied.”

      “Normally I would have been too,” Alicia said. “I don’t know what got into me.”

      Colin winked at Alicia. “Whatever it was, I approve.”
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      A light touch on Colin’s arm and the sound of his name caused him to turn, and he groaned inwardly. “Ah. Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson. How are you this evening?”

      The older woman opened her mouth to respond, then her gaze fell on Alicia, who had previously been hidden from her view.

      Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson looked like she had been turned to stone. Wealthy, very white stone. Carrara marble, perhaps.

      Glancing at Alicia, he saw that she looked almost as stiff. Comprehension flooded him.

      This will be awkward.

      “Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson, I don’t believe you have met my friend, Miss Alicia Johnson,” he said.

      A tight-lipped smile flickered over the woman’s well-bred face. “No, I haven’t had that pleasure. Miss Johnson.” The tiniest of bows of her silvery coiffed head was both greeting and instant dismissal.

      “Alicia, this is the wife of our senior partner, William Lloyd-Hudson. I haven’t seen Will this evening, is he here?”

      Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson’s cool, pale eyes fixed on Colin’s. “He is. He has gone off to get himself a drink, I believe.” Turning to Brandon, she said, “Lovely to see you Mr. Oberst, Miss Ashford. I was delighted to get the save the date card for your wedding. I am so looking forward to it.”

      Brandon nodded, and Mari’s gaze darted from Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson to Alicia and back again. An awkward silence stretched like taffy in the little group.

      “Don’t you think Alicia’s shoes are fantastic?” Mari blurted.

      “Excuse me, dear?” Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson’s face froze again. Oh, bless you, Mari, he thought as he prepared to dive into the conversational hole she had left open. He set his arm around Alicia’s waist, hand resting on her hip. She stiffened, and he squeezed her gently.

      Trust me.

      “Indeed. I’ve admired them all evening. Can you believe that someone was rude enough to insult her to her face? Over her choice in footwear. The most ill-bred thing I have ever heard of, I believe.” Colin kept his eyes averted from Alicia’s. If he looked at her now, he would start laughing and not know how to stop.

      “Is that so?” Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson’s voice seemed to have developed a crack and anger flashed in her eyes. The harpy must be furious, but she could hardly come back at him without claiming her own rudeness.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, it’s certainly interesting to see you with someone new,” Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson said, her jaw tight, then clipped her lips closed as her husband approached.

      “Oh, Will. Jolly good to see you this evening.” Placing his drink on a high table nearby, he shook the senior partner’s hand and introduced Alicia.

      “Everyone having a nice time this evening?” the older man asked. Nods and murmurs of assent went around the little group, followed by another awkward pause.

      “Will, I’m afraid I am developing a most wretched headache,” Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson said, her hand drifting to her forehead.

      “That’s too bad, my dear. I would take you home, but I have to give one of the awards this evening. Why don’t you go home and send the driver back here to wait for me? I’ll take you downstairs.”

      When the Lloyd-Hudsons were out of earshot, Alicia said, “I can’t believe you guys did that.”

      Colin picked up his drink again and took a slug. “I’ve never liked her,” he said.

      “Me neither,” Mari said, lifting her wineglass. “Anyway, the Lloyd-Hudsons were seated at our table and now at least we don’t have to spend the rest of the evening with her. Ding dong, the witch is dead.”
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      Standing under the hotel’s portico as they waited for the car to arrive, Alicia looked at Colin from under her lashes and considered her whipsawing impressions of him.

      First, she had noticed that he was handsome.

      Second, she decided he was an asshole.

      Then, she found him intriguing.

      Tonight, she had learned that he could be kind. His attentiveness to the kids, his defense of her…

      This new realization made her feel dangerously tender toward him. He seemed unaware of her scrutiny, eyes scanning the street for the town car’s approach, but his hand found hers and held it, threading his fingers through her own. The gesture, so casual and yet somehow so intimate, sent a flush of pleasure through her.

      “So,” he said. “You mentioned in your e-mail that you thought you owed me?”

      Her stomach fluttered with nerves. “Yes.”

      He looked at her when she didn’t elaborate. “Am I ever to know how I served you, fair lady?”

      She bit her lip, uncertain of how he would react. Would he feel used? Would he think it was funny? “You really want to know?”

      His expression was enigmatic. “Why do I feel like I was the unwitting dupe in a bank heist?”

      Alicia suppressed a laugh. “Nothing that bad. You were half of my secret weapon when I auditioned for the role I just got.”

      He turned to look at her more fully. “Oh really? And how do I qualify as a secret weapon, since I wasn’t there?”

      She paused. Considered. Sighed. “The audition scene was my character bantering with a lobbyist. The scene had to be both buttoned-up and sexy at the same time. I envisioned you in the role of the lobbyist.”

      Both his eyebrows went up. “And that helped?”

      Alicia couldn’t repress the broadening of her smile. “Oh, it helped.”

      His smile matched hers, white teeth gleaming. “You said that was half of your ‘secret weapon.’ What was the other half?”

      Their car pulled up in front of them at that moment, the driver jumping out to open the door for her. Putting a hand on his shoulder to bring his ear closer to her mouth, she whispered, “The other half was that I wasn’t wearing any underwear under my very proper business suit.”

      Pulling away, she saw that his gaze had sharpened, pupils spreading black across the velvety brown of his irises. Inhaling sharply, he said, “Is that true?”

      “Yes. It’s also true now,” she said as she got into the car.
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      Colin’s mouth went dry. Alicia gave him the smallest of prim smiles as the driver shut the door. Launching himself around the back, Colin got in on the other side and tried to control his breathing. And everything else. The blood pounding in his ears was like a drumbeat demanding he take this woman in his arms and find out just exactly how much…nothing she was wearing under that stunning dress.

      “Well that’s an anticlimactic reaction.” Alicia’s voice was cool as the car moved out.

      He blinked. “Sorry to disappoint. I’m trying to sort out how exactly a gentleman should respond to such a declaration.”

      “And here I was hoping I could get past that trademarked Very Proper British Reserve.”

      Colin took a deep breath, scanned her outraged profile, leaned across the space that separated them and murmured in her ear. “You smashed it to smithereens. But my upbringing and the fact that we have the driver to contend with kept me from grabbing you immediately and doing some very indecent things.”

      She shivered and looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “How indecent?”

      Colin’s finger traced the soft skin of her thigh exposed by the slit in the skirt of her evening gown. “Very. Indecent.” Sliding his hand under the silk, he inched higher. Her skin was warm, strong muscles tensing under his palm. He focused on her face, assessing her reaction. Her eyes were locked on his, and her breath was coming a little fast.

      “How indecent would you like me to be?” he whispered. He had to know. Could not leave her intention to chance.

      “Very.”

      “Would you come home with me? Come to bed with me?”

      Her eyes opened a little wider, pupils flaring. “Yes.”
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      Alicia stood at the foot of the short flight of stairs that led up to Colin’s front door. His house was one of a series of row houses on a street less than a mile from the apartment she was renting. The brick façade was painted a dove gray, the window trim a crisp white. Colin opened the glossy black door and reached out, helping her up the steps. Her heels wobbled slightly on the uneven bricks, and his large, warm hand was a welcome assistance.

      Pulling her inside and shutting the door, Colin took her tiny evening bag and put it on a small side table. Placing his hands on the back of the door to either side of her face, he paused, eyes boring into hers. She swallowed as he dipped his head, lips fastening to hers. She returned his kiss, running her hands up his shirt front, behind his neck, and up into his hair. It was smooth and silky and felt as good between her fingers as she had hoped. She tugged gently and felt him smile against her mouth, then tugged harder, eliciting a harsh groan.

      His hands pulled away from the door and slid down her sides, coming to rest at her hips. He pulled her tight to him, and her breath caught as she felt the long, hard evidence of his arousal against her belly.

      “I should have known,” he said, nibbling down the side of her neck in a way that sent chills running all over her body.

      “Should have known what?” she asked, tilting her head back against the door as his tongue explored the hollow of her throat.

      “Should have known you weren’t wearing knickers when I put my hand on your hip this evening,” he said, lifting his head and capturing her lips in another kiss, this time sweeping his tongue into her mouth and running his hands over her silk-clad rear. She hummed with pleasure as his fingers flexed, squeezing gently. “I don’t know how I could have been so unobservant.”

      “Well, you appear to be observing thoroughly now,” she replied, looking up into the shadowed hollows of his eyes in the dim hallway.

      “If you’ll follow me upstairs, I promise to make a full survey.”

      “Lead the way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Drawing her into his bedroom, Colin kissed her again, cupping her face gently in his hands. “Lights on or off?”

      “On,” she said, her voice rasping huskily in her throat, making his cock ache.

      Stepping over to one of the bedside tables, he turned on the lamp there, illuminating the room. Her eyes roamed over the furnishings and came back to rest on him as he stepped toward her again.

      “What is it about tuxedos and uniforms that are so sexy?” she asked, fingers tugging at the black silk of his bow tie, releasing it from its knot.

      “I’m not sure I care about the why. I am, however, appreciative of the what,” he replied as she popped the top stud of his shirt and ran her hands under the lapels of his jacket, shrugging the garment off with some difficulty and laying it on an armchair.

      “It is too tight,” she said.

      “Somehow, my tailor isn’t my top priority at the moment.” His voice was tight, his throat constricted. Her hands swept from the shirt stud she was undoing, threading her fingers under his braces and pushing them down over his arms.

      “I’m not saying I’m complaining,” she said, squeezing his biceps and shooting him a look, her brown eyes mischievous behind her long, silvery blonde fringe.

      His cock gave another throb. “You know exactly how sexy that look is, don’t you?”

      “No idea what you’re talking about,” she said, pursing her lips and returning to the shirt stud she had abandoned.

      “Oh, bollocks to this,” he growled, fingers fumbling with his cufflinks and tugging shirt and undershirt over his head. Emerging from the blinding white cotton, the first thing he saw was her expression.

      She looked hungry.
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      Alicia’s mouth watered as she looked at the expanse of Colin’s bare torso. The weightlifting that had been bantered about was now on full display, sculpted muscles swelling under smooth skin. Oh, and he had just the right amount of chest hair for Alicia, spreading across his pecs and narrowing to trail past his navel into the waistband of his pants.

      When I thought how sexy tuxes were, I had no idea how sexy half a tux could be.

      Gripping the suspenders that hung slack at his narrow hips and winding them around her hands, Alicia pulled hard, yanking him toward her and lifting her face to meet his mouth in a kiss that was almost as much combat as passion, lips pressing bruisingly hard, tongues sweeping against one another. Freeing her hands from the suspenders, she sent them roaming up his chest, exploring the hard planes and curves, the crisp hair and smooth skin, the insistent points of his nipples.

      Colin groaned and pulled back, his eyes heavy-lidded and intent. “Before I lose my mind entirely, I need to get you out of this gown. And it looks…challenging.”

      Alicia smiled and bit her lip. Twisting to the side, she found the hidden zipper under one arm and lowered it. “Up and off,” she said, turning back to him. “Gently, if you can manage it.”

      With fingers that shook slightly, he gathered some of the heavy silk in his hands and began to draw it slowly upward. Alicia raised her arms as he eased the gown up over her breasts, eyes locked on his until fabric obscured her vision, the cool air of the room hitting her body and making her already stiff nipples tighten further.

      When her head emerged and her body was bare, she opened her eyes. He was tenderly laying the dress on the chair where she had tossed his jacket. Something inside her twisted at his consideration and her fists clenched, fingernails biting into her palms.
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      Colin paused as he turned back to Alicia. She was standing clad only in her red stilettos, her lovely body revealed to him, looking at him with a burning intensity. Her hands were balled in tight fists, her arms rigid and tense.

      Running his hands lightly down her arms, he teased her fingers open as he brushed light kisses across her lips. When she tunneled her hands into his hair again and started kissing him more aggressively, he straightened, placing his hands on her hips and walking her backwards until the bed was behind her.

      “Sit. Please,” he whispered, and she did, dark eyes wary and watchful.

      Lowering himself to the floor, he removed one glossy red stiletto, kissing the inside of her knee and then her inner thigh. Setting her shoe down deliberately on the floor, he removed the other, repeating the kisses on her other leg, the scent of her almost destroying the control he was exerting.

      Removing his own shoes and socks, he set them beside hers, standing and stripping off his pants and underwear and tossing them on the chair with the rest of their clothing. Alicia’s eyes still followed him, guarded and shadowed. Sitting beside her on the bed, he said, “Do you still want to do this?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “You’re looking at me as if you thought I were going to eat you alive.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      More like the opposite. Alicia couldn’t figure out what he was doing. It unnerved her. She was used to bringing heat, making a man lose his mind, getting off, getting done, and getting out.

      But Colin countered aggression with tenderness. Despite the long, darkly flushed erection that proved his arousal, he wasn’t going to forget himself, at least not easily. She was not going to be able to take control by making him lose his.

      “Alicia.” His deep voice said her name like a caress, and she focused on the lush curves of his mouth. “I would like to make love to you. Is that what you want?”

      Make love. She should have known. It was completely consistent with everything she had seen of him. Old, self-protective habits pushed a response into her head. No, I want to fuck.

      But when she lifted her gaze and met his eyes, she couldn’t say it. Instead, she nodded, mesmerized by his sincerity.

      “Oh, thank God,” he murmured, shuddering and leaning forward to kiss her again. This time, Alicia let his lips gently explore hers, following him and lying back as he pushed himself up to stretch out fully on the bed.

      As one of his hands slid up her waist and gently cupped a breast, he murmured in her ear. “Tell me about your audition.”

      She turned her head, shooting him a quizzical look. “Why?”

      Gently pinching her nipple, a mischievous smile played across his face. “Because it sounds like you were very naughty.”

      Ah. She smiled in response. “I went into the ladies’ and pulled up my skirt.” She gasped as his mouth descended on the other nipple, sucking hard. His hand glided down her belly and over the strip of pubic hair, one finger sinking inside her.

      “And?” he mumbled into her breast.

      She swallowed. “And I took off my panties. I went into the audition with that naughty little secret.” She moaned appreciatively as a second finger joined the first, his thumb feathering over her clit, teasing. “When I went in to do the reading, I pictured you.” The fingers pulsed inside her, eliciting a responsive throb. “And I thought it was a secret, but somehow you knew.”

      His hand stilled, and he lifted his head to look at her, eyes black with arousal. “How did I know? Did you tell me you weren’t wearing any knickers?”

      “No.” She shook her head, restlessly pressing her hips up toward that teasing thumb. “You just knew.”

      “Clever me,” he said, turning his attention to her other breast, circling his tongue around the nipple as his thumb circled her clit with greater pressure and his fingers continued their restless pulsing. The synchronized sensations snapped the rising tension, making Alicia shudder and writhe, wailing as the spasms reached a delicious peak.

      When she could open her eyes again, she saw he was smiling. She took a long, shuddering breath. “Clever you, indeed.”
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      “Ready for more?” he asked, taking in the flush of her skin, the languor of her limbs. She nodded, biting her lower lip, and he pulled his fingers out. Rolling over, he retrieved a condom from the drawer in his bedside table.

      “Wait.” Her pale hand splayed on his chest, pushing him back to the mattress. Unresisting, he complied and looked at her as she leaned on one elbow and regarded his body. Her head dipped and teeth gently scraped one nipple at the same time as her hand wrapped around his erection, squeezing gently. Colin inhaled sharply, his cock throbbing.

      Beginning to stroke him, Alicia knelt and ran her fingernails up his inner thigh, arousing and tickling. He groaned and closed his eyes, then felt warm, wet heat as she took the head of his cock into her mouth. Slowly, she took more of him in, her hand sliding down, making way for her lips to descend.

      He realized his own hands were hovering around her head, some shred of decency keeping him from pressing, urging, demanding. Instead, he put one hand behind his head and laid the other on the curve of her ass, stroking the soft skin as she began to rise up again, her cheeks hollow, her tongue teasing the tip of him before she made another torturously slow descent.

      “Alicia,” he groaned. “Good God, woman. You’re murdering me.” Her only response was to run the fingernails of her free hand up his inner thigh again. He slapped a hand over his eyes, his face rigid with his effort at control. This time, when she reached the tip, she sat up and grabbed the condom, rolling it on with the same deliberation she had brought to caressing him with her mouth.

      Swinging one leg over his hips, she gripped his cock and began to sink down, the heat and slickness and pressure that was promised by her mouth now enveloping his entire length. He settled his hands on her hips as she began to move.
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      Alicia lifted herself up a bit, circling her hips as she descended again. Colin’s cock filled and stretched her as she moved, making her feel both invaded and powerful at the same time. He seemed to like that little swivel, so she tried it again, moving her hips even more. A smile crooked up one corner of his mouth, and his eyes glittered at her challenging expression. He lifted his hands, reaching for her, and she threaded her fingers through his, using the strength of his arms as leverage to pump her hips faster.

      Then suddenly, the leverage was gone, and he was pulling her down to him, rolling over onto her. The breath was momentarily squeezed out of her lungs, his big chest pressing into hers before he rose up on his forearms.

      “You all right?” he asked, brushing her hair away from her eyes. She nodded, wrapping her legs around his and tilting her hips up to take him as deeply as she could. His eyes closed and his head descended, lips crushing against hers as he pushed even deeper. She responded by winding her fingers in his hair, gripping and tugging, encouraging the relentless rhythm of his thrusts.

      One hand still in his hair, she ran the other down his back to cup his ass, fingers and palm stroking over the solid muscles as they worked. It was what Alicia had wanted—the complete loss of control, the heat and crush and sensation of bodies coming together without thought or reason. But his earlier tenderness and consideration still flavored this moment, making it the culmination of the act, not the act itself.

      Alicia felt tears prickling in her eyes, even as her arousal spiraled higher until it broke apart again and she shuddered and groaned, holding him tightly as he shouted hoarsely and pressed himself deep inside her, straining to get ever closer.
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      Colin drew a deep breath, shuddering aftershocks still running through his body. Opening his eyes, he looked down at Alicia, who seemed to be regarding him with some wariness again, her eyes bright.

      Is she about to cry? Colin blinked and the unusual brightness was gone, making him wonder if he had imagined it. He was suddenly aware of her hand, cupping one of his ass cheeks, the warmth a contrast to the cool air-conditioned room. I could stay this way all night. But that would…not work. Grimacing, he anchored the condom with one hand as he drew out of her, her legs which had been wrapped around him sliding away and releasing him.

      “One moment,” he said, rising and moving to the bathroom to dispose of the condom and wash his hands. When he opened the bathroom door again, Alicia was lifting her gown off the chair, seemingly getting ready to put it back on.

      Preparing to leave.

      She looked at him, apparently startled, her fingers clutching the dress to her chest.

      “You don’t have to go,” he said softly. “In fact, I would vastly prefer if you didn’t.”

      “Are you going to try to stop me?” Her chin lifted, her fringe falling across her eyes.

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      The question surprised him. “Because you’re neither a child nor an imbecile. I would prefer you stay. If you don’t want to, I will call you a cab and ask that you text me when you get home to make sure you’re safe.”

      “Why do you want me to stay?”

      He blinked, stumped for a moment for an answer that was too obvious to verbalize. “I enjoy your company…in and out of bed. I would like to spend time with you tomorrow if you would like that. I would also like to make love to you in the morning, incidentally. But if you would prefer not, that can be arranged as well.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’re awfully accommodating.”

      “I’m an accommodating kind of bloke.” Walking toward her, he watched for a negative reaction, a further tension that would tell him to stop. When she simply looked at him without any outward response, he took the dress gently from her unresisting hands and laid it back on the chair, threading his fingers in hers and gently tugging her towards the bed.

      “Come back to bed. Sleep with me. Wake up with me. Anything and everything else can be negotiated tomorrow.”

      “I don’t have a toothbrush.”

      “I have an extra. Still in its wrapper.”

      Her eyes narrowed again. “Anyone ever tell you you’re too good to be true?”

      “Wake up with me tomorrow and tell me if you still feel that way.”
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      Light and an unfamiliar pressure around Alicia’s waist woke her in a rush. Her eyes flew open, and she glanced around, tense and breathless.

      Ah.

      She forced herself to relax, to inhale, to exhale. The heavily muscled arm that pinned her to the equally hard chest behind her wasn’t strange.

      Or it wasn’t too strange.

      Moving cautiously, she lifted her head, inching away from Colin. He slept like he was in a coma, his arm a slack weight as she raised herself on one elbow to look around his bedroom.

      She was always fascinated by the choices people made about the spaces they inhabited. Her eyes scanned the room. White walls reached up to the slanting ceiling, where a skylight provided much of the illumination. A big, roughly-executed landscape painting with a stormy sky took up a large part of the tall wall opposite the bed, a smaller one that looked like it was by the same artist hung to the side of the door leading to the hall. Over the bedside table on her side of the bed hung a smaller, more traditional painting of what looked like an English garden. It looked out of place compared to the other art, and she wondered if it was a family heirloom or gift. It had to mean something to him for him to place it in his bedroom, she was sure. The sheets that softly draped around her body were also white, the duvet tan. The dark, coffee-colored headboard flanked on either side by two windows rose almost to the corner of where the sloping ceiling met the wall. Alicia wondered if he had had it made to order, it fit the space so well.

      The overall impression was one of casual wealth, of solidity and security she had never known.

      Rolling over to face Colin, Alicia bunched the pillow under her cheek and took a long look at him. Asleep, his features came together to form a compelling picture. A high forehead, that black hair, thick eyebrows, dark lashes resting on his cheeks, the sensuous mouth, and a stipple of stubble tempting her to run her fingers across it.

      Why not? Lifting her hand, she cupped the angle of his jaw, stroking her thumb across the rough texture of his beard. Inhaling sharply, his eyes flew open, finding hers with alarming quickness.

      Startled, she pulled her hand away, only to have him wrap his fingers around hers, pulling her palm to his mouth. The combination of soft lips and rasping scruff sent a bolt of lust through her, and she shivered as his teeth gently nipped the inside of her wrist.

      I would have missed this if I had run out last night.

      She had succumbed to instinct—no, to habit—last night when she had scurried to dress and leave.

      It would have been safer, though.

      The thought drowned in a wave of sensation as his lips traveled up her arm, nibbling at the sensitive flesh at the inside of her elbow. Transferring his attention to her neck, he brushed the lightest of kisses up the side.

      “What say you…” A light nip that made her shiver. “…To a hot shower?”
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      Colin saw he had managed to surprise her. Lines fanned out from the corners of her eyes as she smiled, and the morning light picked out amber flecks in her brown irises that he hadn’t noticed before.

      Granted, this was the first time they had ever seen each other in daylight.

      “Is that a nice way of saying I’m smelly?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.

      He nipped along the column of her neck, making her shiver. “No, it’s a devious way of getting your luscious body hot and soapy.” And keeping you naked as long as possible.

      “As long as I get to brush my teeth, yes.”

      “Right.” Pushing himself up, Colin strode to the bathroom and rummaged under the sink until he found a spare toothbrush. Setting it on the counter, he opened the linen closet and pulled out a towel, setting it beside the toothbrush. Beginning to clean his teeth, Alicia entered, and he winked at her in the mirror. She ripped open the toothbrush package and attacked her own teeth with vigor.

      Stepping to the glassed-in shower stall, Colin turned on the water. Alicia dried her mouth with the towel he had laid out for her, a small, feline smile on her lips. After testing the temperature, he clasped her hand, tugging her over to the shower. He stepped into the spray, pulling her in after him.

      “Two shower heads,” she observed.

      “His and hers. At least this morning,” he replied, pulling her to him and kissing her deeply. The water beat down on both their backs, hot and invigorating. Colin reached for the soap and rubbed it between his hands. Setting the bar back down, he stroked the lather onto her breasts then slid his hands around to her back and down to cup her ass. The slick slide of her soapy nipples across his chest as he pressed her to him made his pulse surge, and he gripped her tighter, his erection throbbing between them. Her hands were in his hair again, fingers sliding through the wet strands as the kisses intensified.

      “My turn,” she murmured, pulling away and soaping her own hands. He closed his eyes and groaned, bracing one hand against the wall as she wrapped soapy fingers around his length and began to stroke, tracing a line under his balls with her other hand, then gripping gently. His other hand landed on her shoulder as his knees began to shake. She was stroking faster, and the soap had almost rinsed entirely away, lending delicious friction to each slide of her palm. Fireworks exploded behind his eyes, and he heard himself shout as his cock pulsed with ecstatic release. She stroked more slowly as his orgasm subsided, then he felt her move closer, her skin against his, her hands cupping his face, bringing his lips down to hers for a searing kiss.
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      After the shower, Alicia’s hands shook as she dragged a comb through her wet hair. Waking up with Colin, brushing their teeth together, there had been a strange sort of intimacy this morning, a domesticity that wasn’t at all like her.

      Putting the comb down, she shot a wry smile at Colin’s reflection in the big mirror. “Getting home should be interesting. I hadn’t thought about a morning walk of shame in an evening gown when I agreed to this.”

      “Let’s defer that for a bit,” he said, tugging at the towel that was wrapped around her. It fell away from her body, and he tossed it to the floor. Winding their fingers together, he backed out of the bathroom, tugging her with him until they were standing by the bed again. Without a word, he grasped her waist and tossed her onto the bed, making her shriek and laugh.

      Pushing herself to sitting, she gasped as Colin crawled onto the bed toward her, tugging her toward him by her ankles. Bending forward, he kissed up the inside of one thigh, his stubble rasping along her sensitive skin, making her nerves zing with anticipation. Running his hands under her ass, he tilted her hips and gave her a long, languorous lick. Sinking back, she let her knees fall apart as his tongue circled her clit and two long fingers sank into her, pumping gently. Another circuit of her clit and a third finger joined the first two. Flattening his tongue, he brought greater heat and pressure, pulsing his hand faster and bringing his whole mouth down around her.

      He held her at the peak of tension for what felt like forever, her body torqueing tighter and tighter, eager for release that didn’t quite come until he sucked gently and hummed. The vibration sent her spiraling over the edge, shouting and bucking as he sucked and curled his fingers inside her until her release subsided and her hammering heart slowed.

      Alicia inhaled a long, shuddering breath as he sat up and pulled his fingers out of her. His face was shiny with the evidence of her arousal and his grin could only be described as smug.

      “Good grief,” she said, flopping one hand across her eyes.

      “That bad, eh?” She could hear the laugh in his voice.

      “I’m deceased,” she said. “Completely wrung out. Dead.”

      “Excellent.”
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      “Here.” Colin stepped out onto the deck behind his house and offered Alicia a cup of coffee. Wrapped in his white toweling bathrobe, face tilted toward the morning light, she was utterly stunning. “How can you manage to make terry cloth sexy, woman?”

      She squinted sideways at him, taking the cup. “Says the guy who put on track pants…and no shirt.”

      He shrugged, repressing a smile. “It’s hot today.”

      “Mmm-hmmm.” She eyed him skeptically and sipped.

      Colin settled himself into one of the chairs as she sank into in the other. “Are you complaining?” he asked.

      “Not at all. You go right ahead and do what you need to do to…accommodate the temperature. I am enjoying the view just fine.” Her eyes ran down his torso, and Colin resisted an absurd urge to flex and pose. Her eyes glinted as if she knew what he was thinking, and he sipped his coffee, the heat in his cheeks having nothing to do with the sunshine.

      “So,” he said, trying to gather his composure. “How should we spend our day?”

      Alicia drew her feet up onto the seat of her chair and wrapped the hem of the robe under her toes. “Our day?”

      “Beg pardon. That was presumptuous. I should have said, ‘Would you like to spend the day with me, and if so, doing what?’”

      “Well, I’m currently a little limited as to wardrobe,” she said.

      “We’ll go to your place before anything else, of course.”

      “Hmm.” She looked across his little garden, a bit of green lawn surrounded by flowering plants enclosed in a high wooden fence. “What would you do if I wasn’t around? If you were spending a Saturday on your own?”

      Colin shrugged, the sun hot against his shoulders. “Go for a run, meet Russell at the gym maybe. Catch up on some work…”

      “Sounds like a laugh riot.”

      He lifted his eyebrows as he drank his coffee, acknowledging the truth of the statement. “Boring old barrister, that’s me.”

      “Okay.” She cocked her head at him, assessing. “When was the last time you went to an art museum?”

      Colin thought for a long moment. “Probably when my family last visited me.”

      “And when was that?”

      “Last year.”

      “Philistine.” She put her cup down on the little table. “We’re going to look at art.”
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      Alicia dug her bare toes into the plush carpet of Colin’s car and tried not to feel ridiculous. The running shorts and the tee shirt that he had loaned her were better than trying to put on her evening gown and heels again, but she felt like she was wearing a particularly silly costume in a completely ridiculous play.

      And at the same time, wearing his clothes…it was another intimacy, another quirky piece of domesticity that unsettled her.

      Pulling up in front of her apartment, he gestured at her front door. “Go on ahead. I’ll find a parking space and come back. I don’t want you walking any farther than you have to on bare feet.”

      Nodding, she got out of the car and retrieved her dress, shoes, and evening bag from the back seat, clutching them to her chest and picking her way across the brick walkway and down the stairs to her front door. Inside, she hurried back to the bedroom, hanging up the gown before digging out her own shorts, shirt…and underwear.

      A tap on the open door of the apartment announced Colin. “All right if I come in?” he called.

      “Sure,” she replied, fastening her bra and tugging on her shirt. Running her fingers through her hair, she grabbed a pair of sneakers and walked out into the living room, sitting on the couch to lace them up. Colin looked like he was taking inventory, his eyes roaming over the furnishings and framed posters of her little apartment.

      “I like what you’ve done with the place,” he said.

      She looked around, nonplussed. “Me? I’ve done nothing with the place. It’s a furnished sublet. None of this is mine.” Her gesture took in the Turkish rug, the tan sofa, the Art Nouveau posters in their stark, black frames.

      “Ah. That’s right. I had forgotten. Shall we?” As she locked up, he asked, “So, what is your own apartment like?”

      Suppressing a surge of irritation, Alicia reminded herself that this was a reasonable question for most people. “I don’t have one.”

      “Come again?” He looked confused.

      Resisting the urge to grit her teeth, she said, “I don’t have an apartment. Not one of my own. No long-term lease, no condo.”

      Colin stopped, his feet shuffling to half-turn back toward the little apartment as if it held answers. “But…where do you live when you’re not here?”

      She huffed a brief laugh. “I sublet, I house-sit. Sometimes I even couch surf, but I know enough people who own or lease their own places and tour a lot, so that’s pretty rare.”

      Now he didn’t look confused, he looked appalled. “No home of your own?” he asked as they reached the sidewalk.

      She shrugged. “No.”

      “Whyever not?” As they walked, the occasional mature trees provided intermittent shade, leaves rustling in a slight breeze.

      “I’m an actress. My base is New York, but I go off on location, on tours, on out of town gigs. I can’t afford to keep a place in New York when I’m not always there. Most of what I own fits in two suitcases. Large suitcases, but still.”

      Colin was silent for a moment. “That’s…astonishing. I can’t conceive of not having a place of one’s own.”

      Alicia dug deep for a reserve of patience that was rapidly dwindling. Keeping people at arm’s length meant she didn’t often have to defend her choices, an exercise that brought childhood insecurities roaring back. “A home may be a necessity for you, but it’s a luxury for me. Or worse, it’s a trap.”

      Colin looked around at the quiet residential street with its neat façades and tidy gardens. “Forgive me for saying so, but that sounds rather melodramatic.”

      “Well,” she said, allowing an edge of irritation color her voice. “I am an actress.”
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      Colin wasn’t sure what he had said to make Alicia close down the way she had. Her jaw was set and her stride seemed overly long as they made their way toward the National Gallery. It irritated him, this unprovoked defensiveness.

      He was relieved when they walked past the East Building. Its focus on contemporary art disturbed him. He wasn’t sure half the pieces in that building were art at all. He was further surprised when Alicia’s swinging walk took them past the West Building as well. His own steps lagged.

      “We’re not going inside?”

      She surprised him yet again when she took his hand as they crossed Seventh Street. “Not yet. Ever been to the Sculpture Garden?”

      Colin suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. What he had seen from the periphery of The National Gallery Sculpture Garden had always made it seem like it was full of annoyingly abstract pieces and twee pop art he didn’t like. As such, he had never felt lured to go inside.

      Steady on. Maybe there’s something here you don’t know about.

      “How is it that you know so much about the museums in D.C.? Haven’t you only been here a short while?” he asked.

      “When we went into production, my daylight hours were mostly free when we didn’t have matinées. And I like to learn and don’t do well without something to occupy my time.”

      A determined look crossed her face as she tugged him to the entrance. As they walked in, he almost groaned. A ladder of quasi-abstract, chair-like shapes stretched toward the sky to his left; a concrete pyramid that looked like it was made out of breeze blocks loomed to the right.

      Just as he had feared. Incomprehensible. His feet dragged.

      She pulled at his hand again, her jaw set in a firm line. “Don’t worry, it will all be over soon, and we can go inside that big block of stone to soothe your soul with some eighteenth century French paintings or something.”

      “You read my mind,” he said, knowing he was being petulant and somehow not being able to stop himself.

      “Come on,” she said, pointing at a jumble of red-painted steel. “Who doesn’t like a Calder?”

      “What is this supposed to be?” he muttered. “Ah.” He read the placard. “Cheval Rouge. Looks more like a stegosaurus on psychotropic drugs than a horse. Sorry. Though I’ll grant that it is red.”

      She released his hand and planted her fists on her hips. “You don’t have to apologize for not liking something, but having an open mind might be useful.”

      Colin shrugged. “It’s not that I have anything against contemporary art. I have a few modern pieces myself. It’s just that I don’t get the point of a great bit of steel business like this. Though I don’t mind his mobiles so much.”

      Alicia rolled her eyes. “Generous of you to say so.” Walking him to the other side of the path, she said, “You can’t say this is unrecognizable.” A cartoonish representation of a house stood there, one visible wall white, one wall yellow, shutters picked out in a bright red to match the jaunty little chimney that stuck out of the roof.

      “No, but I can wonder why it can lay claim to the title of ‘art,’” he said as they circled it, his comment cut off by the realization that the house seemed to be spinning in place as they moved. “What?” He frowned and blinked and they moved a few steps further around the structure and the mystery was solved.

      The little house wasn’t three-dimensional. At least not in the way he had thought it was. It was two walls only and they were concave, not convex, but their orientation appeared to be inverted when you faced the piece head-on, the proportions and angles combining to confound the viewer.

      An optical illusion.
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      Alicia bit her lips together, trying to suppress the satisfaction she had felt at being able to fool him. Granted, she had distracted him with the Calder until they had moved to a point where the little house was at its most misleading.

      But he was being so smug, it felt like a major victory to see him confounded.

      “Surprised?”

      “Gobsmacked.” He moved around the sculpture again, rubbing his chin with one hand. She had been pleased when he hadn’t shaved, and now the stubble across his cheeks was dark and rough in contrast to his usual smoothness. His body was like a playground of textures now: harsh stubble, soft hair, smooth skin over hard muscle.

      She realized he had caught her ogling him. He blinked, his eyes uncertain, and she reached out a hand to take his.

      “Come on,” she said, towing him farther into the garden.

      “Really?” he asked. “Didn’t you make your point?”

      She stopped, turning to him. “If I had, you would be curious to go on, not eager to leave. But we can go look at the boring old stuff you’ve seen at least thirty times already if you feel that strongly about it.”

      The muscles of his jaw worked for a moment, his eyes going from uncertain to hard. “Fine. But do you like all these things?” He waved at an aluminum tree stretching bare branches to the hot, blue summer sky.

      “Some of it. Some of it confuses me, some of it I really dislike. Do you like every…” she floundered for an example. “…Van Gogh you’ve ever looked at?” She rubbed her index finger with her thumb, a loose piece of cuticle irritating her.

      “No, but at least with Van Gogh I know it’s art.”

      “How do you know it’s art?”

      He stopped, considered her question. “There’s a history. A provenance. A pedigree.”

      Alicia’s breath caught in her chest. “Everything that now has a pedigree was new once. And just because something is new doesn’t mean it’s inferior.”

      “That’s not what I said. But this…” He waved his free hand at the tree. “It just seems like showy, vulgar display.”

      Alicia dropped his hand, backed away, fought the urge to turn and walk away. But she wanted that last word.

      “And where’s the guy who defended me and my ‘showy, vulgar display’ to Mrs. Thurston Howell III last night?” she asked through gritted teeth, her shoulders tensing painfully. “Or do you only tolerate that sort of thing when you want to fuck it senseless?”
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      For a few moments, Colin scrambled to figure out where he had gone wrong.

      Why was she taking this personally? A fierce, hot surge of defensive feeling built in his chest.

      He opened his mouth to speak, then paused. Her tense, unhappy face said she was one second from turning and walking away.

      He bit back his words. It didn’t matter why. It mattered that she did. And he could still see her feet start to shift, her body start to turn…

      “Wait. I’m sorry.” The words squeezed out of his throat.

      She swallowed, and her eyes narrowed, hard and anticipatory. But she stopped.

      The wheels of his mind skidded and stuttered. “I…didn’t mean to insult you. Clearly, I wasn’t thinking along the same lines. I didn’t make any sort of connection to…I didn’t think you were vulgar last night!”

      Alicia’s eyes slid to the side, one hand clenched, her thumb rubbing over a finger.

      Colin took a hesitant step toward her and her eyes snapped back to him. He stopped, raising his hands in surrender. “I’m truly sorry.”

      She gave him a long look. “You’re apologizing more than once again.”

      “The error seemed to call for it. For all I know I may have said or done two stupid things.” His stomach churned, and his pulse hammered in his ears.

      She nodded.

      “Will you…tell me the other things I possibly should, if not apologize for, then at least be aware of?”

      Her jaw worked. “First of all, nobody likes to have somebody sneer at something they like.”

      “Fair enough. But that doesn’t seem…never mind, please continue,” he said, raising his hands as she looked at him like he was an imbecile. Which he was starting to feel he was.

      “And fine. Maybe you didn’t think I was vulgar last night. But when you started in, being all high and mighty about modern art…”

      Colin sighed. “Is sculpture that important to you?”

      She looked at him as if she was assessing whether she should go on. Then took a deep breath. “It’s not just sculpture. Think about it. I’m an actor. Actors are artists.”

      “Yes…” Aware now that he was in quicksand territory, Colin just looked at her, his tension matching hers, waiting for her to go on.

      “I don’t just work in theater. I work in television. It would be one hell of a treat to have you say, ‘Oh, that Shakespeare was jolly good, Alicia, but what is this rubbish you’re doing now? Telly? I suppose if you must to pay the bills, but it’s not art, now is it?’” Her voice slid into a deeper register, seamlessly dropping her American accent and adopting his own.

      Colin winced at her impression. It was stuffy and pompous and…deeply uncomfortable.

      In fact, it sounded sickeningly like his late paternal grandfather, someone who had always frustrated him. The man had always been sure he was so unerringly right, so unwilling to listen to anyone else’s opinion… Was that him now?

      He ran his fingers through his hair, trying to scrub away the memory. “Is that all?”

      “That’s about it.” The muscles in her jaw worked, and her eyes wouldn’t meet his face.

      “Well I won’t apologize again because you don’t want me to, not because I don’t feel sorry. But do you think I can be forgiven?”
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      Alicia finally let herself look at him, her eyes scanning his face. She had been so sure he would be defensive, grandstand, explain, minimize. Even deny.

      He had done none of those things.

      Well, he had started to. But he had realized his mistake. He had listened. He had even asked for forgiveness.

      And what had she done? She’d mocked him. Her imitation of him had been a step too far. It was cruel. It was unfair. It had put words in his mouth, making him sound pretentious and pompous. But he hadn’t protested that either.

      Shame threatened to swallow her whole.

      He had moved a step closer while she was thinking. “Alicia, I like you. You fascinate me. I would like to spend more time with you. And yes, I find you sexy as hell and I do like having you in my bed. But it’s not just that. You’re smart and you’re ambitious and talented. I can’t promise I won’t say the wrong thing—hell, I said the wrong thing within moments of meeting you—but I promise I will listen. I am listening.”

      Her knees felt a little weak, and she realized how she had failed. Her default defensive impulse had wanted him to deny her feelings, to explain away the things that mattered to her, and had had fully expected him to do all of those things.

      It would have made him so easy to walk away from.

      “Why?” she asked.

      He had been starting to take another step forward, but stopped. “Why what?”

      “Why do you like me so much? You hardly know me.” Her own voice sounded harsh in her ears.

      He ran a hand over his mouth, let it drop. “Why did you spend what was probably a small fortune on a dress you may never be able to wear again to go to a glorified science fair with me?”

      The answer stuck in her throat. He took another step forward. Close enough this time to reach out and touch her shoulder with the lightest of fingertips. She didn’t move.

      He went on, his voice low. “You seem to be focused on how we’re different. I think in many ways we’re more alike than you realize.”

      Alicia swallowed, suppressed a skeptical laugh. “How so?”

      “We’ve both defied expectations. Both gone our own ways.” Colin’s eyes were grave.

      Alicia snorted. “Yeah. Defying expectations like a champ, you. Oxford? I’m sure your parents found that to be a huge disappointment.”

      Colin’s eyes didn’t leave hers, but his mouth quirked up. “No. That was expected of me, true. But coming to America? Staying in America? My father calls weekly, wanting to know when I’ll come ‘home.’ But after my mother died, I didn’t feel at home in England.”

      “You were born there.”

      His fingertips skimmed her cheekbone. “You were born in Minnesota. That was home to you?” His large brown eyes were gentle and sincere, no trace of mockery.

      Alicia shook her head, huffed a humorless laugh. “No. No, it wasn’t.”

      His hand cupped her chin. “Okay, then. Care to show me the rest of this garden?”

      Damn. She inhaled slowly, trying to keep from shuddering, looked at him again. If he wasn’t being honest, she had never met a better actor, and that made her nervous.

      “Sure. I think there’s actually something you’d like back here.”
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      Colin trailed after Alicia as she continued down the path, feeling weak with relief. He wasn’t really paying attention to where they were going, so he was startled by a replica of the entry to a Paris Métro station standing in front of a glassed-in café. Glancing from the elaborate Art Nouveau railings and overhead sign to the café, he realized why he hadn’t noticed the station-entry-as-art-installation as they approached. The ironwork holding the panes of glass in place for the café echoed the sinuous, organic curves of the Métro piece. The art had literally blended with the outer wall of the restaurant until he was almost on top of it all.

      “This is beautiful,” he said, his voice reverent. The interior of the railing, instead of leading to a staircase down to an underground train, housed a level seating area. The ironwork seemed strange, divorced from its original purpose, but it was still a masterwork of natural shapes, organic tendrils reaching up to support light fixtures and a sign proclaiming “Métropolitain” in distinctive Art Nouveau script.

      “I thought you’d like it.” Alicia’s voice came from behind him, and he turned to look at her. She seemed calmer, but still…off. Something he couldn’t put his finger on.

      “Is something still wrong?” He tilted his head, considering her stiff posture, the way she was still fidgeting, one thumb rubbing a finger.

      Alicia’s chin lifted, and Colin turned more fully to her. “What is it?” he asked.

      Her mouth worked. “I’m sorry.”

      Colin looked at her, baffled. “For what?”

      Her eyelids fluttered briefly, blinking, looking somewhere to the right of his hip. “The imitation of you. It wasn’t fair.”

      Ah. The jab of pain he had felt at how she had reached back into his past and showed it as his possible future—or maybe worse, present—poked him again.

      She went on, jamming her hands into her pockets. “It was…I shouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry."

      Colin frowned. “Are you apologizing twice?”

      Alicia’s jaw clenched, but her eyes finally met his. “Maybe. Did I hurt you?”

      He thought about it. Yes, it had hurt. But the pain had come from the fact that he had recognized a kernel of truth in her impersonation. “Yes. But you weren’t necessarily wrong in what you saw.”

      “I was wrong to…do that, though. It was cheap.”

      Colin rubbed his chin. “It was effective.”

      Her brows came together. “How? What do you mean?”

      “I heard my late grandfather loud and clear. And you never met the man. So, the Oscar goes to Miss Alicia Johnson. Best performance of a dead man.”

      Alicia bit her lip. “Are you okay?”

      Colin extended a hand. After a slight hesitation, Alicia took her fist out of her pocket and slid her palm into his. He pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her, feeling her breathe deeply. “We’re okay, I think.”
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      Colin didn’t complain or opine as Alicia led him around the rest of the garden. He looked thoughtfully at a Chagall mosaic, laughed when Alicia made up a little story about the giant, circular Oldenberg typewriter eraser being about to roll right out of the garden on a quest to enact literal “cancel culture” in D.C., and blinked without comment at various abstract shapes in metal and stone.

      When he wasn’t aggravating or arousing her, Alicia realized, Colin was quite a restful person to be around.

      “Care to get some lunch?” he asked as they made a circuit of the central fountain.

      “Sure. What were you thinking?” she asked.

      Taking her hand, he pulled her back toward the National Gallery.

      “We’re going to eat seventeenth century Italian painting?”

      “No,” he said.

      “Well, if it’s Greek sculpture, warn me. I left my dentures in my other shorts.”

      “Smart-arse.”

      “Yeah, but it sounds so cultured the way you say it,” she said, gratified to see his eyes crinkle when they stopped for traffic at the curb.

      “No more comments about the way I speak. You’ll make me self-conscious,” he said as they crossed Seventh Street.

      Alicia felt a brief wave of guilt for her earlier behavior, but he glanced at her and worried the hand he held. “Joke,” he said. “You’re not the only one who can make them.”

      The air-conditioned, stone building seemed to freeze the film of perspiration on Alicia’s skin as they entered, and she shivered.

      “You all right?”

      “Sure,” she said. “Just a bit chilly from the contrast.”

      His eyes flicked down, and he suppressed a smile. “I see.”

      Alicia folded her arms across her chest. “Thanks. Now who feels self-conscious?”

      He leaned over, and she shivered again as his breath tickled her ear. “I was just wondering if we should skip lunch. I could bring you home and have you for dessert.”

      Heat traveled from the crown of her head down to pool in her belly and settle between her legs. “Well that fixes the chill, but not the…self-consciousness,” she said, and he laughed as they began to walk.

      Alicia tightened her arms across her chest and tried to ignore the throb between her legs and the memory of his tongue against her. Walking through galleries filled with Colonial-era furniture, she found the more she tried not to think about his tongue, his hands, the…rest of him, the more images flowed through her brain and the more aroused she became. By the time they reached the little café in the middle of the building and were seated, she was flushed and jittery. Her teeth gritted as she looked at him, fantasies of doing things that would make him helpless taking shape in her brain.
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      An attractive blush had spread across Alicia’s cheeks at Colin’s teasing, and he noticed it hadn’t abated during the walk to the café. He lifted his eyebrows at her, and she gave him a mild glare as they were seated.

      Colin smiled. If it was revenge she was after, he was looking forward to it.

      The process of ordering temporarily distracted Colin from more carnal thoughts. After he handed the menus back to the waitress and faced Alicia, he saw she was regarding the play of water in a nearby fountain, her features composed again.

      “Tell me about acting,” he said, putting his napkin on his lap and leaning forward.

      She looked back at him, a quizzical smile quirking up one side of her mouth. “What do you want to know?”

      He shrugged, spreading his hands wide. “What’s the work like?”

      “You’ve seen me do it. Twice, in fact.”

      “I’ve seen the results of the work. I’m not sure I’ve seen the work itself.”

      She picked up her napkin, unfolding it slowly before putting it on her lap. “That’s definitely part of the work. The performance.”

      “What don’t we see? It seems like the tip of the proverbial iceberg.”

      “Of course it is. Most people are interested in the results, though. Not the process. They appreciate the duck gliding across the surface and don’t want to think about the feet paddling away under the water.” She reached out and traced the back of his hand with an exploratory fingertip. It felt like an attempt at a distraction. He turned his hand over and captured hers, holding it steady. Her fingers were cool.

      “So…rehearsals—what are they like?” He asked.

      “You’re really dogged about this, aren’t you?” She pushed her fringe out of her eyes with her free hand. “Why do you want to know so badly?”

      “Because you fascinated me from the first.”

      “You didn’t recognize me,” she said with asperity.

      “I know. Your performance fascinated me.”

      Her eyebrows crimped together. “Why? Most people hardly notice anybody outside the leads.” She said this in a matter-of-fact voice, without frustration or anger. Colin marveled that someone whose very job was getting people to pay attention while they spoke could take being overlooked so easily.

      He rubbed his thumb across the back of her hand. “Why did you fascinate me? Because you were angry.”
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      Alicia blinked, caught off guard for a moment, then chuckled. “You noticed that, did you?”

      A smile lurked in his eyes, though his face didn’t seem to change. His hand was warm and large. If she were the type of woman to be reassured by a big, protective man, she would have felt safe.

      She wasn’t that kind of woman.

      “I did notice it,” he said. “And it made me wonder.”

      Panic fluttered under her breastbone. She pulled her hand away to lift her water glass and take a sip. “Did it? Did you come up with any reasons?”

      He leaned back, seeming unconcerned by her retreat. “I may have. But I’m more interested in hearing yours. It was startling, given that the Nurse usually breaks down helplessly at Juliet’s supposed death.”

      “Yeah, well. That’s part of the process you don’t see as it happens. It’s called making specific choices in context.”

      “Go on.” His big, dark eyes stayed fixed on her.

      She shifted restlessly in the hard metal café chair. “You decide how you’re going to react in character, in that moment. It’s based on the script, what the other actors are giving you… Given all of those factors, anger made sense to me.”

      “It was very powerful,” he said as the waitress came with their food. “But how did you come to that reaction?”

      Alicia picked up her fork and poked at some green beans. She hated talking about productions that were done. She thought about Wendy, dreaming of still performing in that childhood play that had long since closed and had a pang of sympathy. Bemused, she realized she even missed the old age makeup. Well, almost. She glanced up at Colin and saw concern in his expression.

      “Are you all right?”

      She chewed a mouthful of green beans slowly, nodding. They tasted fresh and clean. Swallowing, she said, “It’s…when a play is over it can be hard to let go. There’s a feeling of loss.”

      “We can talk about something else. I didn’t mean to pry.” Colin focused on his own plate and perversely, Alicia wanted to tell him everything.

      “No. It’s okay. You wanted to know why I decided the Nurse was angry. Well, first of all, what’s her name?”

      Colin’s face softened to a puzzled frown as he thought. “She…doesn’t have one, at least not in the text. Does she?”

      “No. No, she doesn’t. So, think about it from her perspective.” Alicia leaned forward, stabbing her fork at Colin. “Here is this woman who raised Juliet. Nursed her, quite literally. She was a wet nurse, remember. She probably had more to do with the girl’s upbringing than Juliet’s own mother. She doesn’t even get to have a name.”

      Colin’s mouth worked as he thought this through. “I admit, I had never thought about the play from any viewpoint other than the tedious teenagers and their doomed love story.”

      “That’s what separates the professionals from the amateurs.”

      “Touché. So, she’s lost a child she feels is her own. That explains grief and helplessness, but anger?”

      Alicia put down her fork. “The Nurse knew about Romeo. She knew how important he was to Juliet. And yet she let herself get co-opted into supporting Juliet’s father’s scheme to marry her off to Paris.”

      His eyes widened as he thought about this. “And it ended with Juliet killing herself. So far as the Nurse knew.”

      Alicia’s teeth gritted. “Exactly. For the Nurse, her own child—the girl she considers to be her daughter—is dead. And Capulet not only forced the child into it, he convinced the Nurse to help.”
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      Mouth dry, Colin reached for his water and took a long drink. He imagined the crushing guilt that someone would feel under the circumstances Alicia described. Imagined living with that, reproducing it night after night. It was nearly impossible to contemplate. “I had thought it was simply anger at Capulet for creating the circumstances where Juliet felt she had to take her own life. I hadn’t considered that angle,” he admitted.

      “Well,” she said, lifting her own water glass and taking a drink. “It’s kind of my job to think about this stuff. But guilt and shame can intensify other emotions pretty powerfully.”

      She said this with a disarming matter-of-factness, but Colin noticed her attention was focused down on her plate. He wondered what made her so reticent.

      “I noticed it the first time I saw the play. It was compelling and unusual,” he said.

      She flashed him a quick smile. “That’s the trick. Make an unusual choice, but ground it in the text. If you make an unusual choice for the sake of being different, you’re just being gimmicky, not doing something anyone will believe. In that case, usually the resulting performance is just bizarre and puts people off.”

      They ate in silence for a few moments, and Colin thought about what she had said. If he had ever thought about what an actor did, he would have supposed that they worked more or less from instinct. But what Alicia talked about was a very intellectual process.

      He frowned. “So how do you make all these decisions so consciously and yet not end up acting mechanically? How do you bring real emotion into it?”

      Alicia’s mouth twisted in a smirk. “That’s the other trick. Once you’ve made all those decisions, you try to forget about them. Exist in the moment. Be surprised. Watch and react honestly to what the other actors are doing. Every night is at least a little different. That’s what keeps it spontaneous and fresh. The decisions you made earlier will come out naturally if you don’t force it.”

      Colin tried to imagine manipulating his emotions in the way she was describing and came up blank. He couldn’t.

      “Granted, that’s just the way I work. There are lots of ways of getting a good performance. Everybody’s process is different.” Alicia was still focusing on her plate, almost as if he wasn’t there.

      His barrister’s brain, almost against his will, pulled up her previous comments about her family, measured them against what she had said just now about how she created character, the decisions she made about her performance.

      Something was there. She was hiding something.

      “Alicia.” Her eyes flicked up to his face, slid to the side.

      “Yes?” She apparently found the fountain to be fascinating. At least from the way she was studying it.

      “You don’t need to protect yourself from me. I’m not going to pry into your personal life.”
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      Startled, Alicia looked at Colin. His brows were drawn together, and he had put his utensils down. “What do you mean? You weren’t prying into my personal life.”

      “No, I wasn’t intending to. But it seems like the emotional nature of your job… Some things, some experiences must overlap. Don’t you use personal experience in your work?”

      No. We are not going there. Alicia put her fork down, her plate of food half-eaten, her stomach churning. She breathed in carefully, willing herself into a level calm as she looked across the table at him and said, “That way can lie madness. I try to keep my life separated from my work.”

      “Ah.” Polite disbelief radiated from Colin’s expression.

      “Really? This again?” Hot anger started to replace the nausea in her gut. They were right back to the beginning. He was determined to see her as some sort of psychopathic liar, just because of what she did for a living.

      “What ‘again’ are you referring to exactly?” Colin’s measured tones abraded Alicia’s already raw nerves.

      “For some reason, you’ve seemed determined to believe that I’m a liar from the moment you met me.”

      “I didn’t say I disbelieved you,” Colin said, taking a bite of his lunch and chewing slowly, dark eyes on hers.

      “No, your words didn’t say it. But your entire attitude does.”

      Colin put down his silverware again and wiped his lips. “Okay. Let’s just say that it’s not that I think you’re lying to me. I think you’re not being honest with yourself.”

      Of all the condescending… Alicia’s jaw clenched so hard her teeth hurt. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?”

      “My sincerest apology—only one—,” he gave her a small, tight smile, “if I have misinterpreted. But your body language communicates…” He paused for the right words. “Distress quite frequently when you discuss the emotional aspects of your work. It seemed personal, that’s all.”

      “And you think you have the right to believe that your read of my body language overrides what I say?”

      “Why not? It’s what you did to me.”
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      Striving for outward calm, Colin took a bite of salad and chewed slowly, wondering how he was going to get it past the knot in his throat. He wondered how far beneath the surface her instinct to walk—or run—away from him lay. Last night and in the sculpture garden he had been able to soothe her. He wasn’t sure of his ability to repeat the trick this time.

      Raising his eyes to Alicia, he saw that instead of the defensive fury he expected, she had a strange, almost stricken look on her face. He managed to swallow the mouthful of salad and took a drink of water. He considered saying something, then decided to wait and see what she did next.

      Her jaw worked, and her eyes shifted from his face to the fountain and back again. Finally, she said quietly, “You’re right. I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair of me.”

      The knot in his throat eased a bit, and he breathed a little more deeply, trying to relax. He had been expecting her to leave, he realized. He didn’t want her to, but he had been prepared for it. He wasn’t sure what he would have done if she had: he was intrigued by Alicia, attracted to her, but he knew he didn’t want to fall into the habit of running after her all the time.

      “We seem to have apologized to one another quite a bit today,” he observed.

      “Hm.” She picked up her fork and began eating again, and Colin relaxed a fraction more. He still envisioned her picking up her napkin, dashing it to her plate, and walking out. “Do you think that’s a good thing or a bad thing?”

      He considered the question for a moment. “Neither. Apologies in and of themselves are frequently a social good. So, lack of apologies when they are warranted is a bad thing. But behaving such that apologies are required all the time is also a bad thing.”

      “So, do you think today crosses into ‘all the time’ territory?”

      He gave her a quick, cautious smile. “I think it resides firmly in ‘getting to know each other’ territory.”
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      Alicia bit her lip and leaned against the door of her apartment. Colin had left her with a few lovely, lingering kisses and a promise that he would call her. She wasn’t sure she believed he would.

      And given her usual habit of keeping people at a distance, she wasn’t sure whether she wanted him to or not.

      Running her fingers through her hair, she pushed away from the door and went back to the bedroom. Yanking a nearly empty suitcase from under the bed, she sank to the floor and pulled out a large manila envelope. She opened it and leafed through the collection of documents it contained. Her birth certificate, actors’ union documents, and Social Security card she put carefully back into the envelope. She spent a moment looking at the simple piece of folded paper that was the program from the first play she had ever acted in, then added it back to the collection.

      She was left with a faded photograph, soft and almost floppy with wear. She ran a fingertip over the family of blond people, strangers to her now. Five small children sitting cross-legged on a dingy braided rug on the floor, three older children lined up on the sagging couch behind them. The wall behind the sofa was a dark mass of fake wood paneling. She could still smell the stale cigarettes, feel the couch springs poking into her skinny butt and legs.

      A toddler sat on the oldest girl’s lap, baby fingers tangled in the teenager’s long blond hair that had never yet been touched by a pair of scissors. Mother, heavily pregnant, standing next to the girl, her hand on her daughter’s thin shoulder as if the older woman needed the support. Father at the other end of the sofa, staring hard and uncompromising into the camera’s lens.

      Alicia focused on the toddler. She could almost feel the warm weight of the child on her lap again, the tickle of her hair under Alicia’s chin when she cuddled her close just before the photograph was taken. The tiny girl’s large brown eyes gazed at the photographer, blond curls clustering around her small head. Her little rosebud mouth was slightly open as if she was about to ask a question.

      She was always asking questions.

      Alicia wondered if the habit had been squeezed out of her. That’s what happened. No force, no physical abuse. Just the steady squeeze of disapproval, prayer, and work.

      She slid the photograph back into the envelope with shaking fingers and replaced it in the suitcase. Pushing the luggage under the bed, she stood up, dusting her hands on the seat of her shorts and closing her eyes.

      I’m so sorry, Gracie.
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      Colin shut the front door and dropped his keys into the little brass bowl on the table in the hall. He rubbed his fingertips lightly over his lips as he walked back through the house to the kitchen. He had wondered, bending to kiss her goodbye at her front door, if he would see the sexual aggressor of the night before, the sensuously assured woman of this morning, or any of the other myriad shifting surfaces she had shown him since he met her.

      She had shown him none of those. Just a new face: a considering, thoughtful face that kissed him back but also seemed to be perfectly happy to slide into her solitude in that little garden flat. At least for the time being.

      They both had a lot to think about.

      He dug through his briefcase and pulled out a briefing on a big potential client for the firm, seating himself at the high counter in the kitchen to look it over. He had told Alicia that he usually worked on a Saturday, and that was the truth. But the printed words seemed to slide from under his eyes. His brain couldn’t gain any traction on the facts and figures. Digging his phone out of his pocket, he checked his calendar for the date of the meeting he needed to read this for. Thursday. Fine. He had some time.

      Pushing the report back into his bag, he stood and paced around the kitchen, assessing it with the eyes of a stranger. He looked at the large, open room: the dark, flat-front cabinets, the white marble counter, the dining area with its reclaimed wood sideboard and table surrounded with comfortable chairs. His eyes flicked to the large painting that dominated the room. A mown field with a lone tree standing sentinel, a summer storm brewing in the sky.

      He had chosen all of these things. He supposed they might say something about him. He had thought to do the same with her apartment, to suss out who she was by how she arranged her home and her life, but that wasn’t her home. She didn’t have one. She barely owned anything. For some reason, this bothered him.

      Glancing around the room again, he wondered what exactly anyone could glean from his home—aside from his tastes and the money he had to indulge in them. His house, his possessions, they said little about who he was.

      So, what was it that bothered him so much about her lack of a fixed address, of possessions? Was it that he wanted her to buy into the same structures that he had?

      Or did he just want her to stay?

      Restlessly, he walked back to the front door and, grabbing his keys, went outside. Another walk would do him good.
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      Alicia wandered back through the little kitchen into the living room of her apartment. If she had been anyone else, she would probably be on the phone with a friend, picking the last twenty-four hours apart. Or maybe making plans to meet over drinks later. But Alicia’s experience had taught her friendships were transient things, sliding off her like her life was coated in Teflon. She remembered Kathleen and Wendy with a pang. They had really seemed to care, even celebrating her new job.

      But the production was over. Everyone always went their own ways when shows were done. Why should Kathleen and Wendy be different from anybody else in Alicia’s life?

      Alicia sat on the sofa and opened up her iPad. Oh, goody. An e-mail from Susan. The universe, fickle thing that it was, seemed to be saying, “You wanted a friend? Here. This is what you deserve.” She opened it.

      To: Alicia Johnson

      From: Susan Vernon

      Subject: All Good Things Must Come to an End

      Hey Sweetie—

      Great to hear from you. Yes, the show is getting a New York run, but I’ve decided to move on. It was a great part, but I want a new challenge. And also, not to deal with the nonstop drama that is the Paul and Cath show.

      Alicia shook her head. Yeah, her not staying with the cast was definitely not her decision. But leave it to Susan to spin—or outright lie—about a thing so it looked like it was her idea.

      I’ll be glad to be back in New York, though. When are you returning to civilization? Too bad the rich lobbyist didn’t pan out.

      Alicia almost snorted when she read that. How much had changed in just a few weeks.

      She was contemplating her response when a tap at the front door startled her. Standing, she rubbed her hands on her shorts and walked over to peer through the peephole. Unlocking the door and opening it, she leaned on the jamb, trying for an outward cool that she didn’t feel inside.

      “Colin.”

      His hair was disheveled, as if he had just run his fingers through it. His expression was exasperated.

      “I don’t know why I’m here,” he said, then stopped, looking at the ground. “No,” he said, looking at her again. “I do know. I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      Alicia felt a flutter in her stomach. She swallowed hard, trying to tamp the feeling down. “Well, you dropped me off about an hour ago. I’d like to think you couldn’t forget me that fast. I’d worry that you’d suffered a head injury.”

      The exasperated expression remained, but it was lightened by a humorous glint in his eyes. “That’s not what I mean and you know it.”

      The flutter intensified. “I…guess you’d better come in, then.” She stepped away from the door and waved him inside. His height, the breadth of his shoulders…he seemed to fill up the little space, even in his distracted state.

      “Sit,” she said. “You’re making me nervous.”

      “That wasn’t my intention.” Colin sank to the sofa and passed a hand across his face, the roughness of his unshaven skin rasping audibly against his fingertips. “Honestly, I probably shouldn’t have come. It was just…I went home, tried to work, couldn’t concentrate. I was restless and went for a walk. I ended up here.”

      Alicia shifted her weight, still at a loss for words, and folded her arms across her chest.

      Colin took a deep breath and rubbed his thumb and forefinger over his eyes. “I don’t know what to tell you except that you have gotten under my skin. You’re smart and lovely and maddening and defensive, and you challenge me in ways I didn’t know I needed or wanted challenging.”

      She continued to look at him, eyes scanning his face, coming to a decision.

      “I’m intruding. This was a mistake. I should go.” He started to push himself to his feet.

      “No.” Her voice was quiet, but she uncrossed her arms, extending one hand, encouraging him to stay seated. “No. It’s okay. Let me get you a glass of water.” She moved to the kitchen and filled a glass from the tap. Returning and handing it to him, she walked out again, this time to the bedroom.
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      Puzzled, Colin sipped the water and put the glass down on the coffee table.

      When she returned, her steps were slow. She had something in her hand—a postcard or a photograph, he couldn’t tell. Folding herself into the opposite corner of the couch, she looked at the paper—it was a photograph, he could see that now.

      “You were more right than you knew about my performance,” she said, handing him the picture. He took it, but didn’t look at it immediately. Her eyes held his in a steady gaze. “More right than I knew either. I didn’t like to think about it until you brought it up.”

      Baffled, he looked at the photo. A faded group shot. A family, it seemed, from the resemblances on display. A large family. His gaze found Alicia at once. She was instantly recognizable, though much younger, and her wheat-blond hair was Rapunzel-long. She stared ahead, her expression serious, not quite looking into the camera lens, but somewhere beyond the photographer.

      Then he registered the toddler on her lap. Boy or girl, it was impossible to tell at that age. The child’s clothes were faded but clean, and Alicia’s arms were curled protectively, hands curving around the baby’s rounded belly. Hers?

      “My baby sister Gracie,” she said as if she could read his thoughts. “My Juliet, you might say.”

      Pulling her bare feet up onto the couch, Alicia wrapped her arms around her legs and rested her chin on her knees. Colin looked from the photograph to her face, then back to the picture.

      “I raised her. At least for a few years.” Alicia’s voice sounded like it was coming from far away. “Mom was…well, she got pregnant way too fast after Gracie. Then lost that one. It wasn’t the first time that happened.”

      Colin set the picture on the table, then reached a hand out toward her. She looked at it, her expression blank for a few moments, then placed her hand in his and allowed him to pull her over to him, turning her body so her back was cradled against his chest.

      “Mom was pretty sick and weak for a long time. And also probably depressed, though I didn’t know anything about that at the time. Dad didn’t seem to care, just went around expecting the house to operate like it always had. And Gracie…she needed someone. She needed me. And when Mom got better…sort of…Gracie kept being my responsibility.”

      “That’s a lot to take on for—what? Sixteen?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “Jesus, Alicia.”

      “I knew kids who took on a lot more a lot younger. I mean, I had always helped out with the younger kids. But Gracie was…it was like she was mine. So yeah, I really was like Juliet’s nurse. I do know how it feels to fail a child that isn’t your own but feels like it is.”

      Colin squeezed his arm tightly around her, pressing her closer.

      “For three years, she was my responsibility. And then…on my eighteenth birthday, I left. I ran. I left a note explaining that I was done, not to look for me. I didn’t want to turn into a missing persons case—I just wanted out. But I couldn’t take Gracie with me. Even if she had been mine, I barely knew what I was going to do to take care of myself.”

      “Alicia…”

      “Don’t say it.” Alicia pinched the bridge of her nose, her voice thickening.

      “You don’t know what I was going to say.”

      She leaned her head back to his shoulder, looking up at him. “Well, you were either going to blame me for leaving her behind or tell me what a hero I was for getting out. Either way, it doesn’t help.”

      He paused for a moment, choosing his words with care. “Actually, I was merely going to say that it sounds like you had your pick of bad choices to make. Save yourself or stay for your sister. No matter what you chose to do, it was bound to hurt.”

      Alicia swallowed. “Yeah,” she said, her voice barely rising to a whisper. “So. Now that you know what kind of fucked up situation I came from, you still want to be here?”

      Colin pressed his cheek to the crown of her head. “You don’t get any less interesting the more I learn about you,” he said.
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      “Have you ever told anyone before? About your sister?” Colin smoothed her hair, tucking a wisp behind her ear.

      Alicia shook her head, rubbing against his shoulder. This prosaic little gesture, affirming what he had already suspected, felt warm and intimate. Trusting in a way that even their lovemaking hadn’t been.

      “No,” she finally said. “I’ve never told anyone. I don’t talk about my family. I don’t know why I told you, except that what you said today forced me to think about it.”

      Colin pressed a kiss to the top of her head and felt her relax a little more against him. “Well, I’m honored that you trusted me enough to tell me.”

      Alicia turned toward him a little, her cheek pressing against his shoulder now. She toyed with a button on his shirt. “You’re not what I expected when I met you.”

      Startled, he huffed a brief laugh. “What did you expect?”

      She glanced up at him through her eyelashes. “I don’t know…rich, a know it all, used to getting his own way, mistrustful…”

      Colin’s eyebrows lifted. “Not an attractive prospect. What changed?”

      Alicia focused again on the button, touching it lightly with a fingertip and biting her lip. “Oh, you were attractive. Are attractive. And you can be a bit of a know-it-all. But when you let your guard down…you’re kind. You listen. You don’t assume.”

      Considering this, Colin let his fingers drift up to tease at the short, soft hair that bristled at the nape of her neck. She shivered and shot him a reproachful look. “Sorry,” he said. “I was just reflecting that we both have let our guards down, haven’t we?”

      Alicia merely nodded again.

      “How long have you been alone, Alicia?”

      He expected her to stiffen, to reject the implicit statement behind his question. But she closed her eyes and leaned harder into him.

      “Since I left home. Since I was eighteen,” she said.
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      Fifteen years. Alicia shut her eyes. Her head ached. Colin’s large, warm fingers began to massage her neck, and she let herself relax into him another fraction. His chest was solid and warm against her body.

      “That’s a long time to be alone,” he finally said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Setting out on your own at eighteen…that can’t have been easy.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      “You’re rather remarkable. You know that?”

      Alicia tried to laugh, but it came out as a sort of watery gurgle. She shut her eyes and forced back the tears that threatened.

      “Hey.” He moved, shifting away and then turning to cup her cheeks in his broad palms. “Are you all right?”

      She nodded, trying to smile. “Just…tired.”

      “Understandable.” He pressed his lips to her forehead, and Alicia sighed. “Should I go?”

      “Only…only if you want to.” Alicia began to sit up, but Colin’s arms pulled her back against his chest again.

      “I don’t want to,” he declared. “I’d rather stay here and have this impossibly sexy little haircut tickle my nose.”

      “You like it, huh?” she asked, spearing her fingers through her hair so it flipped against his face. He blew the strands away, his breath puffing across the top of her head.

      “I do, you minx.”

      “Most guys seem to like long hair.”

      He shuddered. “Now that I’ve seen that photograph, the only thing long hair makes me think of is underage girls, and I want nothing to do with that.” He pointed at the picture lying on the coffee table. “Why was it so long, anyway? It looks like it had never been cut.”

      “It hadn’t. Dad didn’t let us.”
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      Colin blinked, almost not comprehending what she had said. “He didn’t allow you to cut your hair?”

      “No. The girls at least.”

      “That seems…extreme.”

      She shifted in his arms, shooting him a look over her shoulder. “Colin, I left home the day I turned eighteen. You don’t do that if things aren’t more than a little…extreme.”

      “Fair point,” he said, feeling stupid.

      She shifted her weight, sitting back so she could swing her legs across his lap, then curling against his chest again. He settled a hand onto her leg, rubbing the smooth skin of her calf.

      “So…what was your childhood like?” she murmured.

      His hand stilled its stroking. “Mostly unremarkable,” he said with an attempt at lightness. “We lived in southwestern England. Devon. I think you know my father is a doctor. Mother had been a nurse—that was how my parents met—but she stayed home to raise us.”

      “And you have a brother and a sister?”

      “Yes. Both older.”

      “I have a hard time imagining you as the baby, big guy.” Her voice had dropped to a sexy murmur, and he laughed.

      “My mother was from northern England. My uncles look like Viking throwbacks. But yes, my brother is still resentful that I grew taller than he did.”

      “And broader, I am sure.”

      “You like muscles, do you?” His arm tightened around her, and she looked up at him, her eyes crinkling with humor.

      She traced the line of his shoulder with a slow palm. “Not always. I like yours though.”

      “Do you now?” Tightening his grip further, he encouraged her onto his lap. She responded, moving one leg so she was straddling him, settling her weight back onto his thighs. In this position, her face was almost on a level with his. He brushed her fringe away from her eyes with gentle fingertips and saw her pupils had spread across her irises, the flecks of amber almost completely hidden in the velvety blackness.

      Her fingers traced along his lips, and he nipped at her, capturing a finger in between his teeth.

      “Naughty,” she said warningly, her eyes glinting with challenge. In response, he sucked, swirling his tongue around the tip. She slid down his thighs until her hips were flush with his, pressing against his hardening length.

      Releasing her finger with a pop, he murmured, “Naughty indeed,” leaning forward to taste the salt at the hollow of her throat, pulling her hips tighter against him. Feeling her hands tunneling into his hair, he groaned and tugged at the neckline of her tee shirt where it scooped low across her chest. Her hips undulated against his, and he groaned again, hands tightening on her ass.

      “Please tell me I can take you to bed again,” he said, lifting his head and brushing his lips against hers.

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      Alicia squeaked as Colin stood, hefting her body with ease. Her legs tightened around his hips, and her hands slid from his hair to the back of his neck, gripping tightly.

      “I won’t drop you,” he murmured, nipping at the angle of her neck and shoulder. “Bedroom back there?” His head tilted in the direction of the kitchen, toward the back of the apartment.

      “Not much choice, is there?”

      “No, but it seemed the gentlemanly thing to inquire.” Alicia laughed as he began to move, crossing the small space with long strides.

      “You’re silly,” she said, brushing her lips across his.

      “Guilty,” he said, stopping to kiss her, eyes closed, lips crushing against hers. Alicia let her tongue play along the seam of his lips until they opened and his tongue met hers. She moaned, her muscles relaxing against him as she dissolved into his kiss, grinding her hips against his erection.

      “Mmm,” Colin said, pulling his head back and looking at Alicia with heavy-lidded eyes. “You need to stop that or I’m going to walk us into a wall.” He released his hold on her a little, and she slid slightly down, legs and arms tightening to stop her descent.

      “Whatever you say,” she replied, nestling her face into the angle of his neck and shoulder, nipping and teasing with her tongue.

      Colin’s chest heaved in a sigh, and she chuckled as he began to walk again.

      “You’re lucky this place is so bloody small. Otherwise we might never have got here,” he said as he bent to lay her on the bed. Alicia gripped his hips with her legs as he tried to straighten and he relaxed on top of her with a laugh. “I’m going to crush you,” he said.

      “No, you’re not.” Alicia took a deep breath as he supported himself on his elbows. “See? Easy.”

      “Rather difficult to get your clothes off if I’m on top of you, though.”

      “And yours. But don’t be in such a hurry.” Alicia fisted her hands in his hair, tugging him closer. “Just kiss me for a while.”

      “And here I had been thinking I needed a haircut,” he murmured as his lips descended.

      “No. I like it,” she murmured, smiling then giggling as he bypassed her mouth and teased at the sensitive column of her neck. His fingers traced up the sides of her ribs, feather light under her tee shirt, and she shrieked with laughter, squirming and helpless.
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      As Alicia laughed, Colin sank down, nuzzled her neck again and slid his hands behind her back. “Mmmm. Your skin is so silky.

      “Tickling isn’t fair, Mr. St. Cyr,” she whispered, her lips touching his ear, sending electrical shivers across his skin.

      “No. But you already have an advantage over me,” he responded, punctuating his statement with a nip at her earlobe.

      “And what’s that?” She shivered as she undid the top button of his shirt.

      “I find you so mind-blowingly sexy that my brain turns to mush.” His lips skimmed her jawline. “I need to regain all the advantage I can.”

      “Hm.” She undid another button, and he raised himself on his elbows again, looking down at her.

      “Is there such a thing as a mutual disadvantage, or do those things just cancel each other out?” she said.

      “What exactly are you saying, Ms. Johnson?”

      Her fingers moved more rapidly down the row of buttons, releasing the rest of them as she said, “What, my open admiration of your body and the fact that I can’t keep my hands out of your hair aren’t enough? I need to tell you that your face is gorgeous too?” She raised an eyebrow, opening his shirt and smoothing her hands across his chest, fingers toying with his nipples.

      Colin closed his eyes and pressed his hips to hers, his desire for her all too evident. Her hands slid across his shoulders, and he shrugged out of his shirt, standing and letting it fall to the floor. She reached for the waistband of his shorts, and he covered her hands with his.

      “Slowly,” he said, bending to kiss her, teasing at the hem of her shirt with his fingers, gathering the fabric into his hands. “I thought you wanted to go slowly.”

      “That was a few minutes ago. An age. A lifetime.” She smiled as he began to draw the soft, thin cotton upward.

      “Fickle,” he murmured as he pulled the shirt over her head and dropped it on top of his.

      She tossed her head to the side, her eyes twinkling mischievously. Her bra was a white, lacy confection that she knew managed to look innocent and sinful at the same time. He groaned.

      “What’s the matter?” she said, rising to her knees on the bed and placing her palms on his cheeks.

      “Abso-fucking-lutely nothing,” he said, sliding his hands to her ass and pulling her against him.

      “You Brits and your proper language.” Alicia laughed with delight as Colin removed her bra and tossed it to join their other clothing. She reached for the button of his shorts again at the same moment he reached for hers and they grinned at each other as they shucked the rest of their clothing, Alicia stepping off the bed to let her shorts and underwear slide off.

      Colin spun her as she stepped out of her clothes and she gasped as he pulled her to him, sliding one hand up to cup a breast and the other down to dip between her legs. His erection was hard and hot against her back and she moaned as his fingers plunged inside her and his teeth scraped across her neck.

      “So hot. So wet,” he murmured into her neck. She ground into his hand as his fingers pulsed inside her, his other hand teasing at her nipple, pinching almost to the point of pain, the sensations shooting through her and making her shudder.

      “Inside me. Now.” With an effort, Alicia pulled away from Colin, coming to her hands and knees on the bed and looking back over her shoulder at him.

      He looked almost dazed, his eyes traveling across her body, then bending to pull his wallet from the pocket of his shorts and extracting a condom. Alicia smiled as he ripped it open and rolled it on, stepping forward and grasping her hip with one hand and positioning his erection to enter her with the other. Her eyes closed in rapture as he pushed home, and she arched her back, tilting her hips to take him deep inside her.

      A groan rolled out of him, and his fingers found her clit, rubbing in time with his thrusts. Alicia dropped her head, her eyes closing as she coalesced into one bright, ecstatic point that suddenly exploded outward, ripping a shuddering cry from her throat. She braced herself, falling to her elbows and pushing back against Colin as his hips flexed, finally stuttering to push inside her ever more deeply as he shouted his release.

      Alicia gulped air, trying to recover herself as Colin’s warm hands roamed over her back. All too soon, he withdrew, stepping to the bathroom without a word.

      A little bereft at his abrupt exit, Alicia slid under the covers. She heard the toilet flush and the water run. When the bathroom door opened again, she scanned Colin’s face, but couldn’t read his expression.

      “Scoot over,” he said. Alicia wriggled away from the edge of the bed, and Colin slid in behind her, his knees fitting behind hers, his arm drawing her snug against his chest.

      “Now…we cuddle?” Alicia resisted the urge to giggle.

      Colin’s deep voice rumbled against her back, and his lips brushed the nape of her neck. “Now we cuddle.”
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      Colin stroked Alicia’s hip, smiling sleepily as she hummed with pleasure. “You absolutely unstitch me.”

      “Likewise.” She captured his hand in her own and tucked it under her chin. “You had me just a little worried there for a minute, though.”

      Propping himself on his elbow, he looked down at her. “How so?”

      She turned toward him, twisting slightly within the arm that still wrapped around her. “You just…took off for the bathroom so fast. I half expected you to come out, put on your clothes and leave without a word.”

      He huffed a brief, surprised laugh. “Hell no. It’s…let’s just say that disposing of a condom is not the most dignified thing a man can do. I find it embarrassing.”

      Laughter bubbled up in her chest, and she released his hand, reaching up to stroke his cheek. “Poor guy. What’s an honorable, dignified Englishman to do? Have to be safe, have to preserve your dignity.”

      He turned his head, pressing his lips to her palm. Her fingers curled inward as if she could capture the kiss. “It’s good that you understand me so well,” he said with a severity that was belied by the twinkle in his eyes.

      “I think you’re right: we may be more similar than I had originally thought,” she said as he settled his head on the pillow behind hers again.

      His hand resumed its lazy exploration of her body, sweeping up her belly, tracing the underside of her breasts, trailing sizzling paths of sensation over her skin. He took a deep breath. “So. How long do you intend to stay?”

      “Here in bed? Or here in D.C.?” she asked, wriggling and turning to face him.

      “Both. But for now, how long to you plan to stay here in D.C.?”

      “Not sure,” she said. “I’m here for at least another four months filming the cable drama. If it goes well, they may write the character into more episodes.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “I don’t know. I have to go where the work is.” She took a deep breath, trying to gather courage. “But I’ve been thinking that I like it here.”

      “You do, do you?” Colin’s eyes scanned hers, his expression earnest.

      “Yeah, I do.” Her eyes flicked up to his face and then down again, a finger reaching out to explore the hollow of his throat.

      “Can I try and make a case for you to stay? Regardless of what happens?”

      “Are you lawyering me?”

      “How so?”

      “Making a case.”

      “Well, I do admit I want to be persuasive. If ‘lawyering’ helps, I’ll use it. Any advantage.”

      She bit her lower lip and blinked slowly. “Colin, are you asking me to go steady?”

      “And if I was?” he asked.

      Alicia’s breath hitched. “What…does that mean to you?” She almost flinched at the wobble in her own voice.

      “Are you asking a lawyer to define his terms?” His voice was gentle, and his fingers encouraged her chin up. Looking at him, she felt like she could fall into the depths of his dark brown eyes.

      “Maybe?”

      His fingers moved from her chin, stroking down her neck, shoulder, and arm until he clasped her hand. Bringing it to his lips, he said, “Well, as I see it, I would like to get the opportunity for us to continue to grow closer. See how we do as a couple. Exclusively.”

      Panic welled in Alicia. Her heartbeat sped, and she fought to keep her breathing even. She slid her eyes away. “What does that mean? To you?”

      “Other than not dating other people?”

      “Um. Yeah.”

      “Nothing.”

      The feeling of being asked to agree to something nameless and unknown and letting it control her receded a bit. “Okay. And if we’re doing really well and I have to go back to New York for a job or get a national tour?”

      He shrugged, but his face tightened. “I guess we see what happens.”

      “Colin, I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He looked at her, his expression hardening. “What about hurting you?”

      She swallowed, eyes sliding to the side. “I don’t want that either.”

      His fingers tightened on hers. “Alicia, has anyone ever taken care of you?”

      She tried to laugh. “Um. I suppose someone must have taken care of me when I was a baby. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “I don’t mean when you were a child. And I think you know that.”

      Feeling ambushed by the wave of emotion that threatened to swamp her, Alicia blinked and swallowed. “I guess…no. I’ve always known that if I wanted to survive, I would have to take care of that myself. God, that sounded melodramatic.”

      “If it were anyone else saying that, I would agree. I’m starting to believe it may be something of an understatement with you, though.”

      Don’t be so sympathetic. Alicia fought twin urges to cry and to bolt for the privacy of the bathroom. Swallowing hard, she focused on Colin’s fingers gripping hers. “Are you saying you want to take care of me?”

      “I’m saying I think we could take care of each other.”
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      Colin watched as Alicia visibly reined in her emotions. It was a master class in control, and he recalled his early suspicions about the probity of actresses. But how much of emotional control was dishonesty and how much was simple self-preservation?

      “You don’t have to do that, you know,” he said.

      Her eyes narrowed as she frowned. “Do what?”

      “Set such rigid control over yourself. I’m not going to be scared off by emotion.”

      Alicia snorted and withdrew her hand from his. “Okay, first of all, yeah. Maybe I do need to have some control over my reactions. Second of all, maybe my reactions aren’t for or about you. Third of all, I get to choose. I don’t need your permission to feel what I feel.”

      Colin’s head jerked back as if she had slapped him. Hot anger started to flood through him, and he replayed her words in his mind. The anger that had coursed through him so fast emptied out of him just as quickly, and he felt his cheeks heat with shame instead.

      “God,” he said, rubbing his hand across his eyes. “What a condescending, awful thing to say.”

      “You’re a quick study, I’ll tell you that for free.” Pulling his hand away from his face, he saw a reluctant smile quirking her mouth to one side.

      “I wish I could stop putting my foot in it with you. I’d rather say the right thing instead of offering you endless, tedious apologies.”

      She considered him thoughtfully and finally spoke, her words slow and almost reluctant. “Maybe we’ll get there. Someday.”

      “Are you saying you’re giving me a chance?”

      She spread her fingers over the hand she had so recently pulled away from. “Yeah. I guess that’s what I’m saying.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Yeah, well. We might piss each other off, but it seems like we’re also capable of learning. Besides,” she said, shooting him a sly smile, “you’re hot. I like having you in my bed.”

      Colin threaded his fingers through hers and leaned forward to kiss her. “That’s two of us, then. Now. What can we eat? I’m starving.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Alicia reflected that if she was going to have a man looking grumpy and judgmental in the face of her nearly empty refrigerator, it was at least nice that he was shirtless. His shorts hung low on his hips, and Alicia’s fingertips itched to retrace the lines of muscle in his abdomen and chest.

      Turning to her and pointing at the interior of the fridge, he asked, “What do you subsist on?”

      Alicia shrugged, suppressing a smile. “Take-out? Delivery? These amazing inventions called restaurants?”

      His eyes widened in disbelief. “You don’t cook?”

      “Does that lower me in your eyes? A woman who doesn’t cook?” she said.

      “It’s not that,” he said, glancing again at the fridge as if it would have magically filled while he wasn’t looking. “I mean, I cook. If I thought it was something only women did, that would be pretty odd of me.”

      “Well great, then. You cook. I had to cook for a family of thirteen back in the day. Now? It’s kind of my one indulgence, not having to do it.”

      He sighed as he closed the refrigerator door. “Well, if I’m not going to starve to death, we have two choices. I can take you out, or I can take you back to my home and make you a meal.”

      Alicia was surprised at how appealing the idea of him cooking for her was. “Well, you said we could take care of each other. That sounds pretty good, you cooking.”

      He gave her a heated look. “Okay. And how are you going to take care of me?”

      “Oh, I think I’ll be able to come up with something,” she said, sliding her hands around his waist.
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      Unlocking the front door of his house, Colin ushered Alicia in before him and then escorted her back to the kitchen, pulling out a barstool for her to sit on at the island. Opening a high cabinet, he fetched down two glasses and pulled a bottle of wine out of the refrigerator. Pouring for each of them, he smiled at her.

      “So. Anything you’re allergic to or don’t eat?”

      Alicia shook her head as she lifted her wine glass. “Nope. When I was young I couldn’t afford to be picky. Now I just like to try stuff.”

      “Adventurous. I like it.”

      “Mmm. Yeah, you do.” She shot such a smugly challenging look his way, he nearly ended up with wine coming out his nose.

      “Not fair using your feminine wiles on me when I’m trying to feed you,” he said, pulling several potatoes out of a basket on his counter and washing them in the sink.

      “Fine.” She placed her glass down and smiled at him.

      “You’re just going to stop talking entirely now?” he asked, drying the potatoes on a dish towel and pulling out a knife and cutting board.

      “I’ve talked enough. You talk to me now.”

      “What do you want me to talk about?” he asked, starting to cut the potatoes into bite-sized chunks.

      “Well, I’ve talked about my job. Tell me more about yours. What does being an education lobbyist entail?”

      He paused in his cutting to look at her. “You really want to know?”

      “Sure. For instance, why STEM?”

      Putting a handful of cut potatoes into a bowl of water, he thought for a moment. “Well, my firm represents a lot of technology companies on a variety of matters. They have a vested interest in making sure we have a well-educated pipeline of people who can become their employees.”

      “Wow. That’s thinking ahead,” Alicia said.

      Colin shrugged. “It’s necessary, sadly.”

      “And what about the arts?”

      Colin glanced cautiously at Alicia. She was looking at him calmly, but he knew her a little too well now and sensed hidden dangers under that serene façade. Sorting through several possible responses, he finally said, “Explain?”
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      “Explain the arts?” Alicia said, incredulous.

      “No, explain the connection. What do the arts have to do with science?”

      Alicia blinked. It seemed so obvious to her. “You think scientific discovery just comes out of equations and formulas?”

      Colin looked at her, his eyes narrow. “Go on.”

      Twisting the stem of the wine glass in her fingers, Alicia paused to choose her words. “Inspiration. It’s not so different. No matter what you’re being inspired by, it’s the same impulse.”

      Slicing an onion, Colin said, “Interesting. Any data to back this theory up?”

      “Yeah, actually. I’ve read that people who have arts education have better outcomes in regular academics. One theory is that arts training makes people more open to creative impulses. Creativity is creativity, no matter if it’s about music or math. And actually, music is basically math you can hear.”

      “I’m a lawyer. I’m going to want articles, facts and figures, you know. Evidence.” He smiled at her, though, and her heart thudded. The fact that he trusted her about this, was willing to meet her on equal intellectual footing, seemed to mark something new.

      “And then there’s telling people about what you’ve discovered. Like at the gala.”

      Colin put the onion slices into a bowl and retrieved a head of cauliflower from the refrigerator. “You mean the kids? What about them?”

      Alicia sipped her wine, considering. “All of those kids were obviously really smart. But they weren’t all very good at explaining what they were smart about. Most of them got too complicated or too tongue-tied or even robotic. That can’t be good for their careers down the road.”

      “True. Presentation skills are also often a huge problem with our new associates at the firm. What would you do about that?”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.” Colin began dissecting the head of cauliflower. “You’ve made showing audiences things, making them pay attention to you, your life’s work. What would you do to help those kids?”

      “Um.” Alicia blinked. “I’m no expert on this. I mean, I know a choreographer who worked on a thing called ‘Dance Your Ph.D.’ But I don’t know much about it.”

      Colin nodded at his laptop. “Look it up. Let’s see what they did and how it helped.”

      Alicia put down her glass and pulled the laptop toward her, opening it and typing in a search. “Here.” She turned the laptop toward him and let a video run. Colin leaned on the counter, and they watched as a man explained complicated scientific experiments and discoveries and how dance helped explain the processes and results.

      Returning to the cauliflower, Colin appeared lost in thought. Putting the pieces in a bowl, he looked at Alicia speculatively. “Do you have any time on Tuesday?”

      “To do what?” Alicia asked.

      “Those kids are all going to be here until the middle of the week, sightseeing, attending cultural events, meeting their members of Congress. They have a couple of empty hours in the afternoon on Tuesday due to a cancellation. The original idea was just to give them some downtime, but the chaperones in charge of keeping watch over them aren’t keen on that idea.”

      Alicia’s eyebrow lifted. “Where do I come in? Babysitter?”

      “No. I want you to give them an acting workshop.”
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      “Seriously?” Alicia’s stunned expression nearly made Colin laugh out loud.

      He put a large pan on the stove and poured in some oil. “I’m dead serious. You have a lot to teach these kids about communicating with passion and clarity. The question is, is it something you’d want to do?” He focused on the growing shimmer in the oil. When it had heated sufficiently, he put the onions and some cumin seeds on, filling the kitchen with a pungent, savory aroma. Turning back to her, he found she was looking at him with an assessing gaze.

      “What do you say?” he asked.

      “Is this a gig?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re talking about employing me as a professional actress—or acting coach.” She tapped the bowl of the glass with a short fingernail, making it ring over the hissing of the sauté pan. “Or are you asking me to volunteer my time?”

      Colin had to acknowledge the point of her question. “I…hadn’t thought about that, to be honest.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t mind volunteering my time for a good cause. But artists have to be very clear about this. We’re asked to volunteer all the time because people don’t consider what we do to be ‘worth’ anything.”

      Assembling more ingredients in the pan, Colin stirred and thought. “Fair enough. There may be additional funds in the program budget.”

      “No. It’s fine. I’m happy to volunteer. I like the kids. If I can help, I will. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t take me for granted.”

      Colin added the potatoes and cauliflower to the dish, stirring and covering the pan. Wiping his hands on a towel, he refilled Alicia’s wine glass.

      “My dear, I hope never to take you for granted.”
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      To: Susan Vernon

      From: Alicia Johnson

      Subject: Things sure change

      Hey there—not headed back to New York any time soon. I have a new role on Chamber of Lies and will be down here for the foreseeable future.

      Also…am actually dating the lobbyist now. Turns out he’s not a jerk after all. I’m going to give a workshop to some kids he’s involved with. Science kids, not theater kids, so this should get interesting…

      Got any auditions lined up? Work on the horizon? Give me the news from New York.

      Best, ’Lis
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      Alicia wiped her palms on her slim black trousers, glancing at Colin before she entered the hotel meeting room. “You didn’t have to come with me,” she said, glancing at his charcoal suit and subtly patterned tie. “I’m sure you have very important…lobby-ist-ing things to do.”

      Placing a hand on hers before she could reach for the door handle, he pulled her toward him, glancing up and down the hallway. “Well, I did have plans to work over the weekend, but someone derailed those pretty completely.”

      Alicia smiled as his lips descended to hers, teasing. “Is this your revenge? You’re going to distract me when I’m supposed to be working?”

      “You’re volunteering.”

      “That’s still work,” she said, trying to suppress a shiver as his lips traced down her neck.

      “True.” Colin straightened, smoothing his hair and regarding Alicia with a glittering smile. “Ready to face the kids?”

      Feeling an unfamiliar flutter of pure nervousness, Alicia flicked her bangs off her forehead with a jerk of her chin. “I guess I have to be.”

      Colin looked closely at her. “Do you have stage fright?”

      Alicia gave him a heavy-lidded look of disdain. “No. Stage fright I can deal with. Stage fright is a professional hazard. This is just…nerves.”

      Colin’s chin tucked in, and his eyes widened. “What’s the difference?”

      “One’s something I deal with all the time that I have the coping skills to overcome. And the other is…teenagers.”

      Colin started to laugh, and Alicia smothered an impulse to slap him. He caught her expression and covered his mouth with his hand. “Sorry. The idea that you could be frightened by anything…let alone adolescents…”

      “Don’t fool yourself. Adolescents are terrifying. Every Shakespeare production’s Wednesday matinée during the school year is full of the feral beasts.”
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      Colin moved to open the door and watched as Alicia composed herself. Her spine straightened, her chin lifted, and she shrugged her shoulders, letting them drop loosely. She looked poised, like a dancer or a fencer.

      En garde, kids.

      Pulling open the heavy door, he grinned as she strode into the room like she owned it. He followed and introduced her to the group’s chaperone, a high school science teacher from Ohio. The poor woman looked exhausted, dark circles ringing her eyes, but she gamely introduced Alicia. Twenty pairs of eyes swiveled to look at her. Colin felt the urge to step in front of her, to protect her from those mostly lackluster gazes. Her eyes scanned the group, and she fixed her smile on the girl who had recognized her at the gala. The girl was smiling back, friendly and excited, her large dark eyes shining behind her glasses frames.

      “So, most of you are probably wondering what the heck an actress has to teach you scientific geniuses about anything. And you’re right. I don’t know a microbe from a micron. But I do know about communicating things with passion and sincerity.”

      A hand went up, a jaded-looking boy with pale blond hair in the back row. She nodded at him, and he gave her a patronizing smile that made Colin want to pick him up by the scruff of the neck and frog-march him out of the room. “No offense, but the ideas are important, not the presentation.”

      Alicia paused for a moment. “Right.” She affected a bored look, mimicking the boy’s expression almost perfectly and droning in a rapid, flat voice, “‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? Thou art more lovely and more temperate. Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, And summer's lease hath all too short a date.’ Just words. Just ideas. In fact, they’re Shakespeare’s words. So, they don’t need any special treatment. They stand on their own, right?”

      “But that’s a play,” the boy objected. “Totally different.”

      “Actually, it’s a poem. A sonnet. But let’s put this to the test. How many people have watched TED talks online?” Every hand in the room went up.

      “Okay, how many people have started watching a boring lecturer and noped out of that thing faster than you can say ‘thermodynamics’ because it was so painful regardless of how much you wanted to know the information?” Most, though not all, of the hands went up again. The jaded boy in the back seemed to be keeping his hand down on principle.

      Smug little bastard. “No offense,” indeed.
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      Alicia ignored her almost-heckler and counted hands. “Fourteen out of twenty. I’m guessing that most of you see my point.” She resisted the urge to look over at Colin. She was surprised he had stayed.

      Well, she was surprised he had come in the first place.

      “So, what’s the key to a compelling presentation? Anyone?” Alicia looked around the group of students, her gaze skimming swiftly over the ones who seemed more skeptical about her message, and allowing her attention to settle for longer moments on those whose expressions were receptive. Alicia let a gentle smile curve her lips, as if these interested students were co-conspirators with her, inviting them in.

      Her glance returned to the student who had remembered her Law and Order gig. “Gina, right?” The girl nodded. “What do you think makes for an engaging speaker?”

      The light in the girl’s eyes dimmed for a moment, and Alicia smiled at her. You’ve got this. Alicia remembered the girl’s presentation at the gala. Gina probably needed this the least of any of them.

      A spurt of confidence flared in Gina’s eyes as she said, “Connection?”

      “Can you expand on that?” Alicia circled her hand between Gina and herself.

      “Well…” Gina pressed her lips together, seeming to choose her words carefully. “What you’re doing,” she blurted.

      Alicia laughed. “All right, then. What am I doing?”

      “Well…” Gina giggled. “You’re looking at me!”

      Alicia let her gaze lift off of Gina and land on the cynical boy in the back. “Yes,” she said, then let her eyes skim over the group until she found another friendly face, a boy whose large, dark eyes and tan skin reminded her of Colin. “What’s your name?”

      “Ash.” The boy’s smile dimmed.

      “Okay, Ash. What do you think?”

      Ash’s brow furrowed as he thought. His hands came up to shape the air as he tried to express himself. “You’re…smiling a lot. You’re friendly.”

      “That’s true.” Alicia glanced swiftly over the group and noticed that a couple of the skeptics were leaning forward slightly, taking more interest. “We don’t have to make this about me. Remember the things that made those TED talks interesting.”

      “They’re short,” a voice from the middle of the group sounded. Alicia located the speaker, a girl with thick, black hair and golden-brown skin. Her arms were folded, but her eyes were glittering with humor.

      “That’s right. They’re brief. Which means they know exactly what they’re talking about.”
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      Leaning back in his chair, Colin folded his arms and watched Alicia alternately charm, dare, and cajole the teenagers in front of her. She got them on their feet, moving around the room, running, then stopping.

      “Your project. Tell me about it.” Challenging the student nearest to her, Colin watched as Alicia smiled at the auburn-haired girl, waiting while the girl caught her breath and then launched into an eager explanation of her project, her breathlessness seeming to cause her to choose her words with more economy. She certainly seemed more passionate about the project, eyes sparkling and hands moving with more energy than Colin’s memory of her from the gala.

      “Excellent. Another circuit,” Alicia called out, and the students dashed around the perimeter of the room. “Stop!” she commanded.

      Colin tensed. She was pointing at the blond kid, the closest thing to a naysayer she seemed to have in this group. Colin had noticed that the boy moved sluggishly, merely going through the motions of fulfilling her instructions.

      “Your theory. Tell me about it.”

      The boy gave Alicia a look that made Colin want to push the kid’s teeth through the back of his neck. He began speaking to Alicia with exaggerated care, as if to a particularly slow child. Alicia regarded him for a few moments, then turned to the rest of the group, ignoring him as he trailed off.

      “Does this work for any of you?” she asked, turning to face the rest of the group, her expression calm.

      The rest of the students looked at her, stunned. The blond kid looked at the back of her head with poorly suppressed rage.

      “Does it?” she asked. “I mean, I’ve already told you I’m no science person, but I think I know when someone’s talking to me like they think I’m stupid.” She pursed her lips and placed her hand on her cheek in an exaggerated impression of someone thinking hard. Then her hand dropped away. Her face was no less thoughtful, but sharpened somehow. “But what if I wasn’t stupid? And what if I had the power to put your project in motion? What if I really understood what you’re talking about and I had money or influence or…both?” She slowly swiveled back to the boy and looked at him with a flat, level gaze.

      “How would you communicate your idea to that person?”
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      Alicia’s heart was thudding hard as she looked into the boy’s face. His pale skin had turned a dull, angry red.

      “What’s your name?” she asked quietly, taking slow, even breaths to try to ease her own tension.

      “Ben,” he said, his eyes flat.

      “Ben, if you’re not excited about what you’ve created, how can you expect anyone else to be?”

      “But it’s about the idea.” Ben’s jaw was set, teeth clenching.

      “Right,” she said, pitching her voice even lower. “And if that idea—the idea you came up with, your baby—doesn’t put a light in your eyes, if it doesn’t make your heart race, then it must not be very earth-shattering, mustn’t it?”

      The boy still looked mutinous. Alicia turned to the rest of the group and saw many thoughtful expressions. Former skeptics seemed to be moving to her side. If she didn’t get them all, well, you never did get everyone.

      “Ideas don’t exist without emotion. We’re all human beings. We live in a state of balance. The reason why TED talks are so compelling—one reason at least—is that just about everyone who gives one is utterly passionate about their subject. They believe in what they’re talking about.” She turned back to Ben. “That makes it much easier for someone else to believe in it too. Why make this harder for them? It only makes it harder for you. The only people whose job it is to believe in you are your parents.”

      And for some of us, not even them.

      The boy’s jaw worked and the muscles in his temple bulged, but he did seem to be listening for once.

      Alicia clapped her hands together and turned to the group. “Okay, a different exercise. I’m going to count you off into pairs and you are going to take five minutes to explain your projects to each other. Then your partner has to explain the gist of your project to the group in one minute.”

      A hand went up, and she nodded at the boy, who said, “Some of our stuff is too complicated to explain in five minutes, let alone in one.”

      “I’m not talking about all the details. Get the kernel, the substance. You need to learn how to communicate an idea quickly and efficiently. Think of a trailer for a movie. What is it there for?”

      Gina raised her hand, and Alicia nodded at her. “It gives you an idea of what the movie is about. It makes you want to see the whole thing.”

      “Exactly. You’re not always going to be able to tell everyone everything. You’ve heard of ‘elevator speeches,’ right? Imagine you’ve just met an investor or your scientific hero in an elevator, and take a few minutes to think about how to efficiently get your point across.”
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      Colin had originally planned to go back to the office once he was sure Alicia had settled in with the kids. But watching her, he couldn’t tear himself away if he tried.

      He pulled out his phone and e-mailed Jeanette, telling her not to expect him in the office until tomorrow. No emergency, he typed, just want to make sure the USA Science Fair trip ends well. A few minutes later, his phone buzzed, and he glanced at it. Right, Jeanette had written. Give my regards to Miss Science Fair.

      His cheeks heated as he looked up at Alicia again. She was focused on a redheaded girl trying to explain someone else’s experiment. He didn’t know quite why Alicia was doing this, but he had already seen her methods in her own work and trusted that she knew what she was doing and would get results.

      Even the blond kid who had shown her so little respect was participating now. He wasn’t as eager as some, still holding himself a little aloof, but his face showed a hint of anxiety, as if he knew that everyone who was participating was getting something out of it he was not. Something real. Something that might give someone else an edge.

      Smart. Finally. Colin glanced at the chaperone, sitting a few chairs over. She was also watching, her interest shining through her obvious fatigue. Colin felt a surge of pride in Alicia as he looked back at her. Having had students give elevator speeches for each other, she was now telling them that each student would again take charge of their own message.

      “Here’s why I wanted you guys to do this.” She started counting off on her fingers. “First, I wanted each of you to feel what it’s like to try to get interested in something you didn’t do yourself. It’s not always going to be a hundred percent about you. Second, you had to encapsulate your project to hand it off to someone else. That boils everything down to its essence. Third, seeing what your peers selected out of what you taught them shows you, hopefully, what you thought was essential but might be not necessary for this sort of movie trailer treatment. Think about that for a minute, and we’re going to go again. You will each have thirty seconds to pitch your idea.”

      Twenty pairs of wide eyes fixed on her, then unfocused as they all began to think.
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      “You’re amazing, do you know that?” Colin asked as they waited for a taxi in front of the hotel. He had thought they would be able to leave right after her workshop was done. He was wrong. Just about every kid wanted to tell her something, ask her something, or give her a hug. She had made the time for each one of them.

      She looked up at him, eyes shadowed with fatigue. “Thanks. It was…something of a new experience. I’ve given acting workshops before, but to kids who…well, kids who wanted to act.”

      “They seemed to really love you. Even that little wanker who started out trying to undermine you ended up respecting you.”

      Chuckling, she folded her arms. “Yeah. He was a piece of work. But there’s at least one in every crowd. I was surprised I got to him at all.”

      Colin shrugged. “You appealed to his sense of self-interest. He could see that what you were doing with the others was working, which gave them an advantage. He’s competitive. They all are, or they wouldn’t be here.”

      Arms still folded, Alicia leaned over, nudging her elbow into his ribs. “You’re no dummy.”

      “I’ve met the type all too often. It’s a professional hazard in my field,” he said.

      She nodded and unfolded her arms as a taxi pulled up and the doorman opened the door for her. “I suppose so. I hadn’t thought about it that way,” she said as Colin slid in beside her.

      “Aren’t actors competitive, though?” Colin asked after giving the driver his address.

      “Yes, but usually they tend to be more open to learning just about anything. There’s not as much of that resistance in the first place. Almost any experience can be useful in some role or other. Actors are magpies, and new experiences are shiny objects.”

      He thought about this for a few minutes and then turned back to her with a smile. “So. Enough of those pesky kids. They’re all going back home tomorrow, and I won’t have to think about this event until next year. The real question is what do you want for dinner?”

      Alicia let her head drop to the seat back. “I honestly don’t care what I eat,” she said. “But I could really, really use a shower.”

      Colin took her hand, brought it to his lips. “I can do you one better.”
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      Curiosity overcoming her fatigue, Alicia glanced sideways at him. “What exactly did you have in mind?”

      “You’re just going to have to wait and find out.” His hand slid over hers, warm and strong, and Alicia nearly dissolved from weariness and the still-unfamiliar feeling of letting someone else take care of her.

      “Fine,” she said, closing her eyes. “Just this once I’ll let you torture me.”

      He leaned over, and she shivered as his lips tickled the edge of her ear. “Just once?”

      “Mmm. Okay. Whenever you like, then. Torture away.”

      His breath ghosted over her skin as he chuckled, and she almost whined when he straightened up, but the taxi was slowing. Cracking her eyes open, she saw that they had already arrived at Colin’s house. He paid the driver and tugged at her hand as he opened the door. “Come on inside.”

      She hardly needed the urging. Getting out of the taxi, she trailed after him and waited as he unlocked the door. Inside, he led her upstairs. Instead of turning into the master suite, he walked down a short hallway into the guest bathroom. Her eyes widened, and she gave him an incredulous smile.

      “You have a soaking tub,” she said, gazing in wonder at the huge oval of white ceramic. It looked long enough that she could almost lie flat in it.

      “An Englishman needs the occasional bath to be reminded of home. And I am too tall for the tiny tubs that American builders think are sufficient.” Leaning over, he plugged the drain and turned on the taps. “See if the water temperature is to your liking,” he said. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      In a daze, Alicia adjusted the temperature, staring, mesmerized by the rushing water. A few minutes later, Colin reappeared, wearing a tee shirt and shorts and bearing a glass of white wine.

      Setting the wine on the vanity, he turned and pulled a light green, tennis-ball-sized object out of a low cabinet. He tossed it in the water, and it began to fizz and roll, the scent of lemongrass filling the air.

      “Now,” he said, unbuttoning her shirt. “Let’s get you out of these clothes and into the water.”

      She was so tired. Her muscles felt rubbery, her eyes gritty. The kids had taken more out of her than she’d expected. Colin’s hand reached up to cup her cheek, and his lips whispered across her own in a light kiss.

      “Get in.”

      Gripping the sides, she stepped in and slid down, the warm water covering her almost to her chin. Her body nearly melted. Colin picked up her clothes and turned off the tap, handing her the wine glass.

      “Soak until you don’t want to anymore. I’ll be downstairs.”
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      Colin brought Alicia’s clothes into his bedroom and folded them, piling them on the chair. He wondered if he should broach the possibility of her keeping some things here.

      Leaving his bedroom, he paused in the hallway. Gentle splashing came from the guest bath, and he had to restrain himself from going in and just looking at Alicia. He could stare at her for hours together if given the opportunity, but he had to admit that it might come off as more than a little creepy.

      Instead, he headed downstairs to the kitchen, opening the fridge and taking a quick inventory. Some leftovers from a couple of evenings ago, some miscellaneous ingredients he couldn’t mentally assemble into a coherent meal. Sighing, he closed the door. Maybe he would just take a page out of Alicia’s book and see if she wanted to order in.

      Dinner tentatively decided on, he opened his laptop to check the news. He clicked on a highlighted article about the television show Alicia would shortly be filming, a satisfied smile spreading across his face as he read the piece. The buzz for the show was off the charts and expectations were running high. No mention of Alicia or her role, but he had to admit that her profile probably wasn’t high enough to warrant publicity.

      Yet.

      A warm glow spread through Colin as he reflected on Alicia’s talents, her skills. He was sure she could succeed just about anywhere, and D.C. was a likelier location than most. Was there anything in New York, other than the promise of a richer supply of work, that might tempt her back?

      He would see if he could make the proposition to stay more attractive.
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      Blinking, Alicia leaned over the edge of the tub to place her empty wine glass on the floor. She took a deep breath and sank under the waterline, scrubbing her fingers over her scalp and turning her head to let the water flow through her hair. Rising to the surface, she sluiced the water off her face and slicked her hair back from her forehead. Reluctantly, she pulled the plug, letting the water flow down the drain.

      She stepped carefully out of the tub and plucked a towel off the nearby rail, drying her body, a small amount of energy returning. Looking around the bathroom, she realized that Colin had taken her clothes. She quirked an eyebrow and wrapped the towel tightly around her, padding into the master bedroom.

      Scanning the room, she saw the neatly folded pile on the armchair in the corner. The dress shirt Colin had been wearing today hung half out of a hamper near the closet. She extracted her panties from the pile of her clothes and pulled them on. Instead of donning the rest of her outfit, she walked over to the hamper and plucked Colin’s shirt out, shrugging it on and buttoning it slowly, inhaling the scent of his body that rose off of it with a languid smile.

      Walking downstairs, she went back to the kitchen, and found Colin sitting on a bar stool at his kitchen island, looking at his laptop. He lifted his head, and a slow grin spread across his face as his eyes traveled from her bare feet up her legs to her body clad only in his shirt.

      “That’s a fetching frock on you.” His voice was neutral, but his eyes glittered with humor and heat.

      “I found it in your room. I thought maybe I was supposed to wear it,” she replied.

      Colin reached out, fingering the fabric and pulling her close. Alicia let herself lean into him, lifting her hands to wind her fingers through his hair and humming happily as his mouth covered hers.

      “Thank you for the bath. It was delicious,” she said when he pulled back a little.

      “My pleasure. Those kids exhausted you, and it was all my fault.” His fingers stroked intoxicatingly down the back of her neck, and Alicia resisted the urge to close her eyes and purr like a contented cat.

      “It was tiring, but fun. Different. I like a new challenge.”

      “Good. I’m thinking of taking a page from your book and ordering takeout. What do you want for dinner?”

      Alicia thought about her upcoming job and wrinkled her nose. “Nothing too heavy. I’m going to have to start watching my figure like a hawk.”

      Colin chuckled. “I could watch it for you…” He laughed outright when she smacked his arm. “But really—why the sudden need for diligence?”

      “I have a nude scene I have to shoot in a couple of weeks.”
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      Colin sucked in air, winded as if he had been punched in the gut. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure I heard you correctly. Did you say ‘nude scene?’” he asked, trying to keep his voice neutral.

      Alicia stiffened in his arms. “I did.”

      He blinked, trying to assemble something like a coherent thought. Alicia started to move away from him, her face shuttering.

      “Wait, stop,” he said. “You surprised me, that’s all.”

      Alicia shrugged, but stopped pulling away. “Yeah, well. Part of the job.”

      “You don’t seem very thrilled about it,” he said, running his hands up and down her back, yearning for a return to the relaxed warmth they had shared just a moment prior to her revelation.

      “Thrilled? No, but what am I going to do? Otherwise, it’s a great gig.” Her voice was easy, but her eyes were fixed on a point somewhere over his shoulder, not meeting his.

      “This is the one you pictured me for the audition, isn’t it?” Dread rolled over Colin in a sick wave.

      Alicia’s eyes returned to his face. “Yeah.”

      “So…presumably the guy playing the lobbyist you pictured as me…will be touching you? Kissing you?”

      Fixing him with a steady gaze, Alicia nodded. “What did you think? You’ve seen television, I’m pretty sure. Premium cable can get pretty steamy. You think people who do those shows are imaginary? Virtual people? They’re actors. Like me.”

      Colin’s stomach did a sick roll. Tried to reassure himself that it was her job. Not like any job he’d ever had, but…

      This isn’t like Tressa. Really. It’s not infidelity if it’s…acting. And it’s not like she’s going to really sleep with the guy. It’s all pretend. Right?

      She looked at him, her face hard.

      “I’m still catching up,” he said. “I…don’t know what to say.”

      Alicia did pull away at that. Colin felt his arms hang, limp and useless at his sides.

      “I’m not sure why you have such a big issue with this,” she said, crossing her arms. “It’s not like it’s your body.”

      Colin hesitated, his mind slipping like a misfiring engine. “I have to admit I don’t like the idea of anyone else touching you, let alone…the other things. It hadn’t ever occurred to me that you…that…”

      “You saw me play an old lady and didn’t think I would get any other kinds of jobs?” Alicia threw out her hands, half turning away. “For fuck’s sake, I told you about the audition. It was so sexy it turned you on. You didn’t think the job would have anything to do with that?”
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      Alicia’s pulse thudded in her ears. She had let her guard down. Idiot. The bath, the care that Colin had taken for her, had left her so relaxed, happy, and warm.

      But now the air conditioning was too cold. Her legs prickled with goosebumps, and she wrapped her arms around herself, his borrowed shirt riding up her thighs, exposing her. Stealing a glance at Colin, the helpless expression on his face softened some of her resistance. Reaching out a tentative hand, her fingertips skimmed his arm.

      “What’s this about, really?” she asked.

      It was, somehow, the wrong thing. “What is what about?” he snapped. “How about when were you going to tell me?”

      Alicia rocked back on her heels, the hand she had touched him with flying to her throat. Heat and pressure in her skull built, an early warning beacon for her temper.

      “Tell you about…what, exactly?” Her own voice was a silky, dangerous growl.

      His eyes flicked up to meet hers, the dark brown depths seemingly fathomless. “When were you going to tell me that you were going to be taking your clothes off for cameras?”

      Her fragile hold on her anger snapped. “How about you explain to me what the fuck business it is of yours?”

      His head reared back as if he had just inhaled a foul smell, and he looked at her as if she had turned into a new person, a stranger. “How about you consider how I might feel to be blindsided by the fact that you’re apparently going to be getting your kit off and snogging someone else?”

      The fact that he might have a point only increased her rage. “It’s a job, Colin. It’s not like I’m looking to ‘snog’ anyone else. It’s not like I asked to whip my top off and flash my tits.”

      His eyes narrowed, thinking. “So, you’re not okay with it then?”

      Alicia’s hands flew out in a gesture of pure exasperation. “Who cares? Sometimes we have to do stuff we don’t want to do to get to do the stuff we do want to do. And sometimes we have to do stuff we actually hate, just to survive. That’s life. Or, news flash, Mr. Big Shot, that’s life for those of us who weren’t born into money and privilege.”
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      Colin’s eyes narrowed as Alicia’s words burrowed into him like a dart. “Is that what you really think of me? Some sort of privileged bloke who never had to do anything he didn’t want to?”

      “I don’t know,” Alicia said, her eyes widening and her arms waving around to indicate the room. “I don’t know what it’s like to take having a home for granted. I don’t know what it’s like to have the sort of security you don’t even see because it’s so ingrained in you.”

      “What does owning a home have to do with anything?”

      “It’s just another thing you got to have a choice about.” Alicia’s teeth gritted.

      “And you don’t have choices?” Colin said.

      “In some ways, no. You get to do your job, what you are trained to do, for as long as you want. I don’t get that luxury. I have to take the opportunities I get when I get them before I get to my sell-by date. And that date is coming.”

      “How do you know?”

      Alicia gave him a withering look. “How many actresses can you think of who are over forty? A few? Really big names? But the ones who had good but not great careers…they suddenly see things drying up. I already have to figure out what I’ll do when I stop getting roles.”

      “That seems absurdly fatalistic.”

      “No, it’s realistic. I can’t afford to think I’ll somehow be special, be different. I have to live in the real world.”

      “You think I don’t?”

      “I think your version of real and my version of real are light years apart.”

      Colin took a deep breath, eyes fixed on her face. She blinked, jaw set. She had been so exhausted, he felt like a cad for arguing with her. She was so vulnerable, standing there in nothing but his shirt. He extended his arms, and she regarded him warily.

      “I’m sorry. I was surprised. I acted badly.” Fatigue rolled through him in a wave, but he kept his arms held out.

      Alicia’s eyes slid to one side. “I guess I should have told you. If nothing else, you should have been warned that Mrs. Thurston Howell III would have something else to hold against me the next time you saw her.” She looked cautiously back at him, and he curled his fingers in a beckoning motion.

      “I promise I won’t bite,” he said wearily. “Unless you want me to.”

      “That’s a terrible joke,” she said, shoulders sagging as she moved back toward him. He inhaled carefully as he wrapped his arms around her. He was acutely conscious of her breasts pressing softly into him, an awareness that increased when she slid her arms around his waist and sighed. He rested his cheek on the top of her head, feeling tension he hadn’t even known he was carrying in his shoulders drain away.

      “So,” he said, straightening up. “To return to the question at hand, what sort of takeout do you want?.”

      “I don’t care.” She moved to sit on one of the high stools at the kitchen island. “I guess we’re okay with, well, everything?”

      Colin turned away from her to grab his phone. “I hope so. I mean, it’s not like you’re working at a strip club, after all.” She didn’t answer. He lifted his head.

      She was gone.
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      Alicia’s head buzzed as she walked up the stairs and into the bedroom. She unbuttoned Colin’s shirt and dropped it in the hamper. Moving back to the chair where her clothes lay, she grabbed her bra and put it on, one of the hooks catching under her thumbnail. The small pain made her wince, but she continued to dress, shrugging her shirt on and buttoning it up.

      Colin appeared in the doorway. “What did I do now?” he asked, resignation in his tired face.

      “Nothing. It’s…we’re too different. I was right before.” Alicia avoided his eyes, looking resolutely at one of the paintings on his bedroom wall and pressing her lips together.

      “I must have done something. We went from ‘we’re provisionally fine’ to you being gone in the space of half a minute.” His voice was soft, and Alicia gritted her teeth. She would rather he get angry and hard, give her something to push against.

      Alicia pulled on her trousers and finally looked at him. His expression was gentle, concerned. Something inside her chest wrenched, and she found it hard to breathe.

      “What do you think I did to put food on the table and a roof over my head when I left my family?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “I was eighteen years old, not even a high school diploma, and I didn’t exactly have a trust fund to live off of.”

      Eyebrows drawing together in puzzlement, he just looked at her for a few moments.

      Go ahead, put two and two together. Make four. Make twelve, make a million, for all I care. Just figure it out so I don’t have to say it.

      His expression smoothed, and his head tilted back. “You were an…exotic dancer.”

      Alicia nodded. “If you want to call it that.”

      “At…eighteen?”

      “What choice did I have? I didn’t have a lot of skills. Any, really. Just my body. And it paid better than serving fast food. It enabled me to get the hell out of Minnesota.”

      His jaw worked, and Alicia braced herself for another argument. “Okay. I get that you did what you had to. But why are you leaving?”

      Alicia closed her eyes and pressed her fingertips to her temples. “No, you don’t get it. It never occurred to you that you would ever actually know someone who had done that for a living. And yet. Here I am.”

      “I still don’t understand why you want to leave.” The naked pain growing in his eyes became too much to look at. Alicia sat on the chair and pulled on her shoes.

      “I don’t want to leave. I need to leave,” she said, her gaze tracing the grain of the wood floor. “We’re not just worlds apart. We’re universes apart.” A sob threatened, and she took a deep breath, forcing it down as she stood. “And you…I don’t have any defenses around you.”

      “That’s a bad thing?”

      “When you finally realize I’m right and we’re too different? Yeah. It’s going to be catastrophic.”
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      Colin focused on keeping still, even though every impulse in his body screamed to go to her, to hold her, to make her stay.

      “Is there anything I can say to make you change your mind?” His mouth was dry, and his voice was a ragged croak.

      Alicia worried her lower lip with her teeth, increasing his desire to touch her, to wipe the sadness from her eyes or let her bury her face in his chest and cry. But he remained motionless. He feared he would spook her entirely if he so much as lifted a finger.

      Finally, she shook her head. “I…I can’t. Can’t see my way through it, or around it. I…don’t do this. Relationships. I need to be strong, take care of myself. But you got in so fast, so completely. I can’t cope.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re going to wake up one morning and see that the girl who took her clothes off for money, who wears tacky red shoes and likes pop art, just doesn’t fit here.” She waved her hand at the room, but Colin kept his eyes on her face.

      “That’s not true. We have our differences, but I don’t see that they matter.” Was that really how she saw herself? What about the tenacious, self-taught mind she had? What about her incisive creativity and her incredible dedication to her work?

      “They might not now. But they will. Your fancy friends with their equally fancy backgrounds and degrees will eventually start judging me. They’ll start questioning why you’re with me. And then you’ll start to wonder yourself. Then I’m going to end up out on my ass.”

      Colin’s chest was constricted, and breathing seemed nearly impossible. “Which of my friends struck you as ‘fancy’? I thought you seemed to get on well with Russell, with Brandon and Mari.”

      Alicia’s face flushed. “No. They were all really nice. But what about that bitchy old lady at the gala?”

      Of all the people…why did Alicia have to bring her up now? “Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson? What does that miserable old hag have to do with anything?” Colin said.

      “Isn’t she someone important? Someone who belongs in your world?”

      Colin shifted, unease roiling in his gut. “All this talk of different worlds makes me think you’re becoming an astronaut or something. No, she’s not particularly important, at least not to me. She’s unpleasant. I generally steer clear of her. You don’t have people like that in your life?”

      “Of course I do.” She gave him a frustrated look.

      “Well, why are the ones in my life a problem?”

      “The ones who are in my life wouldn’t ever object to you. Even if their opinion mattered at all.”

      “Well, if…if someone objected to you, that would automatically mean their opinion didn’t matter.”
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      Why doesn’t he see this? It’s so obvious.

      Alicia’s hands clenched. Colin appeared so bewildered and hurt that her chest felt like it was being crushed. The pressure of tears behind her eyes had become nearly unbearable. He hadn’t moved from his position in the doorway since he had come upstairs, but his dark eyes bored into her with heavy intensity. He seemed to be coming to a decision of some kind. She braced herself. It would almost be a relief if he said, “Fine. Go.”

      And it would also be the worst kind of pain.

      His expression shifted, became resigned. “Can I tell you a story?” he asked.

      Alicia blinked at him, bewildered. “Um. Yeah.”

      “I was with someone who you would have said was ‘from my world.’ I didn’t enter into a relationship with her because she fit any sort of résumé criteria, but yes, she came from a wealthy family, had a good education, all the things you cite as reasons we can’t be together.” He paused, fingers rubbing his lips. “She is also the daughter of the Lloyd-Hudsons.”

      “What?” She couldn’t have heard what she thought she heard. “The woman…at the gala. The woman you said isn’t ‘particularly important.’ You dated her daughter?”

      Colin nodded, not saying anything.

      Barking out a bleak laugh, Alicia said, “You have a hell of a definition of ‘not important.’ How long did you date her?”

      “Two years.”

      “Two years? Jesus, it sounds like this woman practically became your mother-in-law.”

      He blinked, his gaze shifting away.

      “You nearly did marry her, didn’t you?” He didn’t answer, and Alicia’s breath caught as rage flooded through her, bright and hot. “You have a lot of damn nerve not telling me that before now and getting on your high horse about me not telling you about something I have to do for my job.”

      “Because I knew you’d…”

      “I’d what?”

      “I knew you’d feel intimidated, okay? I wanted to spare you that. Her bloody mother has oiled up to me at every social function since we split, trying to see if I might possibly take her back. That’s undoubtedly what she was about to do when you met her. But what was I supposed to say? ‘Oh, by the way, the Lloyd-Hudsons are my ex-girlfriend’s parents’? Mrs. L-H had already been so awful to you I was afraid knowing that about me would scare you off.”

      The accuracy of the statement stung. Alicia’s jaw clenched, her stomach souring. “So, if you two were such a perfect match, what happened?”

      “She slept with someone else.” His hand flipped up in a dismissive gesture, but his eyes never left hers. “Would you do that to me?”

      Swallowing, Alicia shook her head. “No. Never.” Anger and sympathy swirled inside her, a confused wash of emotion.

      Colin nodded and finally lifted the gaze that had been pinning her in place, his eyes focused somewhere over her head. “That’s what I thought. So why is this other distinction so important to you?”

      Alicia’s throat felt thick. “I don’t know. I just know I’m going to get hurt.”

      “So, you run. And that hurts me.” Colin’s eyes lowered back to her, making her want to weep.

      “Does it?” Her voice flaked with rust.

      His gaze bored into her. “Yes. Does it hurt you?”

      “Of course. But better now than later. When it will hurt worse.”

      “You’re treating that as an inevitability,” he said with a maddening calm.

      “Well, isn’t it inevitable?”

      “No. I’m the product of a man and woman whose families both disapproved of their marriage. Real life Romeo and Juliet, except they lived to have three kids. The only thing that separated them was a car accident. You can’t tell me that some stupid American class differences are stronger than that.”

      He was impossible. That sort of romance, what his parents sounded like they had had, was one in a million. Alicia had no illusions that she would ever be that lucky.

      “I don’t believe in soul mates,” she said.

      “Nor do I. But I do believe in the kind of compatibility that can make two people want to work through their differences.”

      “And you think we have the potential for that?”

      “I do. The question is, do you?”

      She thought for a long moment. She wanted to say yes. Wanted to so badly it hurt inside her. Colin made things so easy.

      She didn’t trust easy.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never believed in happily ever after. I’ve never seen it.”

      “Do you need to see it before you believe in it?”

      “You’re asking me to take a leap of faith?”

      “I guess I am.”

      The fatigue that Alicia had felt since the end of the workshop threatened to swamp her. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut. “I don’t know. I can’t think straight right now.”

      She heard him move toward her, one large, warm hand settling gently on her shoulder. She didn’t dare reopen her eyes for fear she would break down, and his next words seemed to come from all around her.

      “I won’t pressure you. But will you at least consider it? Consider us?”

      Her eyes were dry and hot. She wanted to run to the other side of the world, and she wanted to wrap herself around him at the same time. “I will try.”

      “Can I call you in a few days?”

      She shook her head. “No. I can’t…just don’t.” Something hollow and dark opened in the pit of her belly. “Don’t call. I can’t promise anything. I know myself too well. Try to forget about me.”

      “Don’t ask for the impossible.”

      Alicia’s eyes snapped open, and Colin reared back at whatever he saw in her eyes. “Then don’t ask the impossible of me.”
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      The buzzing alarm penetrated Colin’s head like a drill. He groaned into his pillow, reaching a hand out to smack at the clock. His head was throbbing, and his mouth was dry and sour-tasting.

      Monday.

      Last night’s whiskey was not the genius move it had seemed at the time. Colin sat up and scrubbed at his gritty eyes with his fists. Pushing himself up off the mattress with a grunt, he swung his feet to the floor and stomped to the bathroom. He gulped down a glass of water and a couple of aspirin while he waited for the shower to warm up, cursing his stupidity.

      This was going to be one hell of a long day.

      He could feel his dehydrated body absorb the water he had drunk as he stepped into the shower spray. Grabbing the shampoo, he scrubbed his hair. It was long enough to snarl a little around his fingers, and Colin made a mental note to go in for a cut.

      Alicia had seemed to like it shaggy, but there was no guarantee that he would ever see her again. He had spent the latter part of last week and the entire weekend waiting for a call, a text, a knock at the front door.

      Nothing.

      He had to assume that her promise to consider taking that leap of faith would end in her deciding for the option she felt was safer. And if she was going to protect herself, he was going to have to as well. That meant not getting his hopes up.

      After he shaved and dressed, Colin headed downstairs, fetching the Post from his doorstep on the way to the coffee maker. Sipping, he settled in and began to scan the day’s news. A small feature in the Style section caught his eye, a piece on a certain television show that was about to start filming on location in D.C. Knowing he shouldn’t, Colin read, his heart constricting.

      The article wasn’t anything that would have even interested him a month ago. Just a puff piece on the show, noting the critical and popular expectations the show had, given its stars and writing team, and some casting news.

      Alicia was mistakenly identified as a “local” actress, which made Colin’s jaw clench, wishing it were really true.
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      “Here’s your trailer.” The production assistant indicated a door that had a card with her name on it to Alicia. Her role was big enough that it merited a share of a “triple banger” trailer, consisting of three private rooms for three different actors, each with an en-suite bathroom. This was a step up from all the television she had previously done, where her dressing room had been one of five tiny cubicles in a “honeywagon” with the bathroom in its own separate trailer.

      “Thanks,” she said as she opened the door, but the PA was already turning away, talking into her headset. Alicia rolled her eyes and entered her new little home away from home. The furniture was comfortable and neutral, with no distracting colors or strange details. Putting her bag down on a beige armchair, she leafed through the new script pages that the PA had handed to her.

      Exterior: Day, The Sculpture Garden at the National Gallery.

      Alicia’s hand flew up to her mouth, memories of that afternoon with Colin flooding through her. Shoulders rigid, she made herself breathe deeply.

      The last few days had been a slog of rebuilding her usual life. Doing things on her own, taking care of everything herself. She should feel better by now. She should feel whole.

      Instead, she kept thinking about the promise she made to Colin. The promise to think about the two of them and if they could have a future.

      But how could they have a future with their differences? Her brain, traitor that it was, handed her own words back to her.

      But when you let your guard down…you’re kind. You listen. You don’t assume.

      Her treacherous mind continued on that path, reminding her how his lips felt on hers, his solid muscles under her hands, the wild heat that he could make coil inside her.

      And…he’s a good man. A good person. Kind and smart.

      Her lips compressed, and she tried to re-focus on the script pages. This is the biggest job of your life. Don’t get distracted by…whatever that was. The party’s over, remember? It’s time to call it a day.
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      “Dude, if you’re not careful you’re going to send that thing into orbit.” Russell’s dark eyes widened as he stood behind the weight bench, watching Colin rhythmically shove a barbell toward the ceiling.

      Colin grunted and pushed the weight up one more time, arms trembling. He nodded at Russell, who helped him rack it. Sitting up, Colin wiped down the bench with a towel.

      “Your turn,” he said, nodding at the weight.

      “Given your mood, I’m not sure I trust you to spot me. You look like you want to murder someone. What’s going on?” Despite his words, Russell lay on the bench and lowered the weight to his chest, preparing to press.

      “Alicia. She left.”

      Russell blew out a breath as he began to lift. “Back to New York?”

      “No. She’s got another job here. But…we’re not together anymore.”

      “That was…fast. What happened?” Russell grunted slightly as he pushed the bar up.

      Colin gritted his teeth. Exercise was supposed to burn off tension, but it wasn’t working today. He felt even more wound up than when they had walked into the gym an hour before.

      “It was the education thing. Some sort of ridiculous class nonsense. She insists her background is so different from mine that we’re doomed from the start.”

      Russell’s dark, shaved head shone with sweat, and his eyes focused with concentration on the ceiling as he kept a slow, even tempo with the weight. “So, is that it? It’s over? Or are you going to try to get her back?”

      “Well, she promised she would at least think about making a go of it.”

      “And you don’t believe her?” Russell sighed as he racked the weight, sitting up and shaking out his arms. “Again?”

      Colin scrubbed his hand over his face. “We moved beyond that, Russ. It’s not that I don’t trust her. But I don’t know what she’s going to do.”

      Russell took a long drink from his water bottle and wiped his mouth. “Sucks to have it taken out of your hands, doesn’t it?”

      Colin huffed a short, mirthless laugh. “Yeah. I want to go camp out in her front garden until she agrees to give us a chance. But I promised I’d give her space.” Space. It reminded him of her insistence that they were from different worlds—aliens visiting new planets.

      “Yeah, no. Chicks don’t dig the stalker thing.” Russell moved away from the bench and toward the rack of smaller free weights, Colin trailing behind. Taking two dumbbells, Russell began alternating bicep curls. “You just going to stand there, or are you going to lift?”

      Colin mentally shook himself and selected weights of his own, concentrating on the steady rise and fall of the dumbbells in his hands, first one side, then the other. He watched his own biceps bunch and stretch and tried not to think about the way Alicia had run her fingers over his arms, seeming to like the size and solidity of them.

      Closing his eyes, he let his arms hang at his sides and shrugged his shoulders, trying to release the tension that had made him ready to snap at everyone and everything all day. In his self-imposed darkness, Russell’s voice carried over the clanks and grunts of the weight room; “Time to get you a beer, my friend.”
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      Two days later, Alicia shut the door of her trailer, kicked her shoes into the corner and flopped into an armchair, flexing and pointing her toes.

      Fucking heels. The balls of her feet throbbed. Standing on the sidewalk doing take after take in stilettos in D.C.’s August heat could kill a girl. A tap on the trailer door made her groan, and her head dropped to rest on the back of the armchair.

      “Come in,” she called, raising her head. The door opened, and Laura Wu, the episode’s director, poked her head in. Alicia scrambled to her feet. “Laura, hi. What can I do for you?”

      Laura adjusted her baseball cap, her long, dark ponytail trailing out of the hole in the back. “I can come back later if you need a minute, Alicia. I just wanted to chat about something with you.”

      “No, come on in. Have a seat.” Alicia waved at the love seat in the small room, trying to ignore the flutter of nervousness in her gut and plopped back into the armchair. “I was just recovering from foot fatigue.”

      Laura wrinkled her nose as she sat down. “I don’t envy actresses’ wardrobes. Life behind the camera has many distinct advantages.” Waving a hand to indicate her own faded Wonder Woman tee shirt, worn jeans, and sneakers, she leaned back. “And that’s sort of what I wanted to talk to you about. Wardrobe. Or the opposite.”

      Dread curled in Alicia’s stomach. “The nude scene?”

      “Yeah. I want to change it.” Laura’s dark eyes, intense and intelligent, bored into Alicia.

      “To…what?” More nudity?

      “I don’t see that there’s any need for the skin, frankly. The guys in the suits like it, but they’re guys in suits.” Laura laughed, but it had a hollow sound. “Emphasis on guys. I’ve already gone ten rounds with a bunch of male executives who talk about how naked women are empowered and strong because they’re not wearing a stitch. But before I go all in on this, I want to make sure that’s in line with your vision of the character. So, what do you think? If you want to do it, we can shoot it as written. Otherwise, I have a final conference call with L.A. later today and I’m going to try one last time to get it taken out.”

      Alicia blinked. “This…was not the conversation I thought we were going to have.”

      Laura chuckled. “You thought I was going to push for more?”

      “The thought had occurred to me.”

      “Well, I won’t. What do you want, Alicia?”
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      “So,” Russell said, lowering himself to a bar stool. “What’s your plan?”

      “What plan?” Colin scrubbed his hand through his hair, still damp from his shower. It felt strangely short and bristly at the back.

      “Your plan to get Alicia back.” Russell grinned his thanks at the bartender and tipped his head back, taking a long swallow of beer.

      Colin looked at his friend for a long moment. “Russ. Have you recently struck your head and suffered memory loss? I already told you I needed to give her space.”

      “Yeah, I heard you. How much space have you given her so far?”

      Colin counted back. “A little over a week.”

      “Now’s when you need to make sure she knows you still want her.”

      Raising a skeptical eyebrow, Colin took a sip of beer. “And you know this because…?”

      “Because one of my sisters went through this kind of give some space, think about it, sort-of-but-not-really-a-breakup. And it was about a week in that she called me crying.” His voice rose, imitating a woman. “Russell, what if he’s relieved? What if he doesn’t want me?”

      Colin grimaced. “I can’t imagine Alicia having a crisis of confidence like that.”

      “Maybe she won’t. But would it hurt to reach out and let her know you’re still hoping it can work out? It’s not a lot to do. Based on how jacked up you were in the gym, I'd bet you would do a lot more than that to get her to consider coming back.”

      Sighing, Colin nodded. “I’d do practically anything. It’s awful.”

      “So…let her know.”

      “I can’t do that without contacting her. That’s the opposite of giving her space,” Colin groused.

      “Think outside the box. Go old-school,” Russell said, canting his beer bottle slightly and shrugging.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Write the woman an actual letter on paper, with a pen and everything. Mail it to her house. That’s still personal, but it’s also removed. Less pressure. Besides, it’s a romantic gesture. Chicks dig those.”

      Colin thought for a moment, fingers running across his mouth. “I’ll think about it.”
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      Alicia stared at Laura. “What…what do I want?”

      Laura shrugged. “Yeah. Do you want to do the nude scene as is? Because if you do, then I’ll keep my powder dry with the suits. If you agree with the whole naked empowerment thing, I won’t argue with you. Each woman has to decide for herself, you know?”

      We could have never had that argument. I would still be blissfully ignorant and maybe have woken up next to him this morning.

      Alicia’s fingers curled into her palms and her nails dug in. This shouldn’t change anything: he was still practically from a different plane of existence, and she would have come to the same conclusion sooner or later. And yet she yearned for the alternate timeline where she had had more time, more talk, more sex, more of the entire package that was Colin. She shook her head, exhaling. She wasn’t making any sense. That was why she had left when she had. The more time, the more attached she would be, the harder it would be to re-knit herself back together after they inevitably tore apart.

      “Well?” Laura was still looking at her, cool intelligence in her gaze.

      “I’d rather not do it, to be honest. I agree with you. It seems there to titillate, no matter how much the guys in L.A. might want to dress it up as some sort of reverse empowerment thing.”

      Laura leaned back, slapping her thighs with her palms. “Yeah. Let’s put it this way: when a woman feels empowered by showing skin? I buy it. When a man makes that decision for her? I call bullshit.” She rose to her feet. “I can’t guarantee that I’ll win this fight, but I feel better about taking it on knowing that we see things the same way.”

      “Thanks for asking, Laura. I appreciate it.” Alicia also stood as the other woman left the trailer. When the door closed and she was alone again, she sank back into her chair and picked up her phone. Oh great. An e-mail from Susan.

      To: Alicia Johnson

      From: Susan Vernon

      Subject: Television, huh?

      Congrats, I guess, on the TV gig. If that’s the way you really want to go with your career. It’s one thing to have done the occasional Law & Order guest spot—everybody did those back in the day. But a long-term role? You really think that’s going to polish your résumé?

      Leave it to Susan to hit her there. The very thing she had accused Colin of being capable of in the sculpture garden. Something he had not, in fact, done. A sharp blade of longing twisted in her chest, and the hot tears she had been suppressing for so long trickled down her face, her breath heaving in increasingly gusty sobs.
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      Back in her apartment that evening, Alicia sat on the sofa and put her throbbing feet up. A half-read library book lay on the table, but she was in no mood.

      Instead, she opened her iPad and flipped through an acquaintance’s vacation photos on social media. But the sandy beach, blue sky, and bluer water weren’t distracting enough. Colin’s voice nagged at the back of her mind.

      I was with someone who you would have said was ‘from my world.’

      Not for the first time, a dull, burning curiosity crept through her.

      Fine. What the hell. She was already miserable.

      She opened a web browser and typed out a search. A series of thumbnail photographs lined the top of the results page. Even in the tiny images, Colin’s strong features and broad shoulders made her breath catch in her throat.

      I shouldn’t do this.

      Her finger came up and tapped the first image as if she were a marionette controlled by some all-powerful puppeteer. The link took her to a Washington society magazine’s website. The full-size image made her stomach twist. Next to Colin was a petite woman with a heart-shaped face and long, dark hair. Alicia could see something of Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson in her delicate cheekbones. A deep purple silk evening gown hugged her curvy figure. Colin’s tuxedo fit smoothly across his shoulders, not a hair too tight as it had been the night of the gala. They looked polished and cultured. The text underneath made Alicia’s stomach wrench even harder. Tressa Lloyd-Hudson and Colin St. Cyr at the Pediatric Cancer Society Ball.

      She should stop here. Knowing more was only going to hurt more.

      Alicia opened a new tab and ran another search.
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      Colin was putting some final touches on the marketing pitch to the potential new client when an incoming Skype alert popped and purred on his computer screen. Sighing when he saw who it was, he clicked to answer it, and his sister’s face filled the screen.

      “Evening, Gemma. Why are you up so late?”

      “Why are you still at work?” she said.

      “It’s only six here. Which makes it midnight for you.”

      “As if that’s late for me. It’s Friday. Simon tells me you have a lady friend. Why aren’t you getting ready to take her out?”

      He was going to tear his older brother a new one. “Had. Past tense. She broke up with me over a week ago.”

      Gemma’s large, dark eyes narrowed. “So not the same trouble as the last one, then?”

      “It’s good to know you haven’t learned tact. Never change, Gem.”

      His sister waved a hand, bracelets chiming as they slid down her wrist. “Tact is for strangers, not family.”

      “Speaking of strangers, why are you calling me now?”

      “Dad says he hasn’t been able to get you on the phone. I wanted to check in…and because, unlike him, I use modern technology, I can see when you’re online.”

      “Sneaky. What a very good daughter you are.”

      “I’m serious. He gets lonely. He wants you to come home—and I know, you’re not moving back.” Her hand flew up again, obscuring most of her face as she held it in front of her computer’s camera. She peeked around her fingers. “But it’s been a long time since you’ve been home. I think it’s past time for a visit. Besides. This came in the post.” She waggled a wrapped parcel at the camera. “Turns out you’re a good brother after all.”

      Colin suppressed a smile. “As if I would forget your birthday, Gem.”

      Gemma had the package unwrapped in an instant, and her face went slack with shock. “A first edition?”

      Heat crawled up Colin’s neck. “I saw it in the window of a shop. I thought you would appreciate it.”

      His sister’s eyes, large and liquid, swiveled to meet his, an ocean away. She petted the cover of the book. “You’re officially the best brother ever.”

      “I know I am. Simon doesn’t have a chance.”

      “I wasn’t finished. You’re the best if you come home for a visit.”

      Colin leaned back, the leather of his office chair squeaking. Gemma was on her sofa. He could see the corner of an unfamiliar painting on the wall behind her. “Did you get some new art?”

      She scowled, her chin-length hair swinging forward as she ducked her face at the screen. “Don’t change the subject. Are you this obvious when you’re trying to get those American parliamentarians to do the things you want them to do?”

      Rubbing his face, Colin shook his head. “No, I have a far easier time with them. You know me too well.”

      Gemma inhaled sharply. “Anyway. A visit. Think about it. Dad might put it badly, but he misses you. He’s not getting any younger.”

      “Feel free to bring out the heavy guilt artillery.” He considered the congressional calendar. Maybe he could get away for a week or so. It would be nice to get out of the heat for once.

      “I’ll do whatever I please.”

      He suppressed the desire to stick his tongue out at her. “Still the same sister who sat on my head.”

      “You were a pill.”

      “I was five.”

      “So, by definition, a pill. A visit. Think about it.”

      Colin rubbed his face, his resistance crumbling at the edges. “I will.”

      It wasn’t like there was anything—or anyone—keeping him from doing exactly what he wanted to do. If he really wanted to visit home. And now that he was thinking about it, the idea of going home—for a visit only—sounded oddly comforting.

      The thought sat like lead in his brain.
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      Enough. Alicia put her iPad on the coffee table and lay back on the couch. Society photographs had led to Facebook posts and Tressa Lloyd-Hudson’s LinkedIn page and other media mentions of her.

      She was a high-end professional party planner. Her father was Colin’s boss. She was a Southern belle who had attended finishing schools and gone to cotillions and had been in a sorority at an Ivy League college.

      Of course she had.

      With each new bit of information, a slow, throbbing ache grew in Alicia’s head. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. Her phone buzzed with a text message. Alicia groaned and picked it up.

      When shall we three meet again? In thunder, lightning, or in rain? The text from Kathleen was accompanied by a selfie of her and Wendy, apparently in a bar. They snarled, lips curled and eyes distorted, pointing to the space between them as if to indicate that Alicia should be there, the absent third of Macbeth’s witches.

      While Alicia tried to think of a response, another message popped up. Girl. We miss you. Celebrating my new gig. How’s the glamorous life? There was another selfie attached—Kathleen was typically, well, Kathleen. Her eyes were fixed on the camera, but her tongue was sticking sideways as if she was about to put it in Wendy’s ear. Wendy’s eyes were closed tight, grimacing as if she knew what Kathleen was up to and couldn’t bear to look.

      Alicia’s thumbs tapped the screen. Glamorous? The shoes are hell. Do you know a nice foot doctor? One who makes house calls?

      A pause, then three dots pulsing. What happened to Mr. Sexy Lobbyist? Doesn’t he make house calls to give you foot rubs?

      The headache tightened its grip, a band of pain around her forehead.

      That’s over. She laid the phone on her belly and stared up at the ceiling of her apartment. The phone buzzed again, startling her. Kathleen was calling this time.

      “Are you okay?” Kathleen’s voice was almost unintelligible against the background hubbub of the bar. Then the noise cut out, replaced by the softer sound of vehicle traffic. She must have stepped outside.

      “I’m…coping. How’s your new gig?”

      “Shut the front door with that. What happened?”

      Alicia covered her eyes with one hand. “It’s complicated.”

      “You want to come out? Meet us? We’re at a new place at the Navy Yard.”

      “That’s sweet. But no, I don’t think I can cope with that many people.”

      “How about we bring the party to you?” Kathleen’s voice was soft, concerned.

      Alicia pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m no fun right now.”

      “You don’t have to be fun. We can have a pity party.”

      Wendy’s voice said something in the background and then she came on the phone. “Alicia, do we have to kick that guy’s ass?” If Alicia hadn’t been so miserable, she would have laughed out loud at the normally quiet, calm Wendy threatening to go all Captain Marvel and fight on her behalf.

      “No. I broke up with him. Do you need to kick my ass now?”

      “What did he do to you?” There was a pause, then a muffled sound. “Never mind, Kathleen says we’re on our way over.”

      Alicia examined her automatic reflex to say no, to be on her own. But she missed Wendy and Kathleen in a way she didn’t know how to resist. “Okay. I don’t have any food in the house, though. If you haven’t eaten, you’re going to starve.”

      “Leave all that to us. We’ll be over in less than an hour. And Alicia?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Hang in there.”
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      Colin set his takeout container on the countertop and fetched a fork from a drawer. Sitting on a stool, he opened the container and started to shovel lasagna into his mouth.

      Too low even to cook. That’s new.

      He glanced around the kitchen. A glass was on the counter, unsorted mail beside it. Finishing the lasagna, he threw away the container and dropped the fork in the sink. So many things he couldn’t be bothered with just now. He would tidy up later.

      With dragging steps, he went up to his bedroom and changed out of his suit into shorts and a tee shirt. He didn’t want to go running. He didn’t want to do anything.

      Enough. Stop wallowing, you miserable berk.

      Coming to a decision, he moved to the tiny bedroom he had repurposed as an office at the front of the house. Digging through his desk, he found an old box of stationery, opened it, and pulled out a sheet. He looked at the blank page for a few moments before uncapping his fountain pen.

      Dear Alicia,

      He stared out the window, tapping the heavy pen against his lips.
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      “You’ve brought an entire grocery store to my house,” Alicia said, looking at Kathleen and Wendy on her doorstep. Each of them had two plastic grocery bags. The neck of a bottle was sticking out of the tote bag hanging from Kathleen’s shoulder.

      Kathleen shrugged, brushing a kiss on Alicia’s cheek as she walked past her into the apartment. “We didn’t know what kind of girl you are when it comes to misery. So, we brought all the things.”

      “All the things?” Alicia said as she closed the door after Wendy.

      “Cute place,” Kathleen said, heading straight for the little kitchen. “Yes. All the things.” She placed the bags on the counter and reached into her tote, pulling out the bottle. “Whiskey.” She put it on the counter and delved into the grocery bags. “Ice cream, several flavors. Potato chips. Chocolate.”

      Wendy followed suit. “Red wine. Popcorn, Oreo cookies, pudding, and boxed macaroni and cheese.”

      Alicia blinked. “That’s…quite the recipe. Straight out of a bad Nancy Meyers movie.”

      “It’s a fucking cliché, but comfort food brings comfort for a reason,” Kathleen said. “So, what’s your poison?”

      Alicia considered the array of high-calorie items spread across her countertop and thought about the nude scene that she still might have to shoot.

      Fuck it.

      “I guess…red wine and chocolate chocolate-chunk ice cream.”

      “The lady has excellent taste,” Kathleen said. “Where’s your corkscrew?”
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      Colin pushed back from his desk with a frustrated snort and paced around the little room. “‘Write her a letter,’ he said. ‘It’ll be easy,’ he said. I’m not Mr. bloody Darcy, Russell.” He glanced back at the desk. He had, at least, gotten marginally more intelligent and stopped using the good stationery after his first attempt. The subsequent drafts on pages from a yellow legal pad nearly covered the wooden surface.

      Striking the right balance was impossible. He wanted her to know how bereft he was without her, how much he missed her. At the same time, he didn’t want her to feel he was pressuring her. He had to make sure she knew he hadn’t decided in the intervening time that her conclusions about their respective backgrounds were correct. That he still had hope. That they still had a connection.

      Wait. He rubbed his chin, thinking about the first thing that had connected them. He went over to the little bookshelf at the other end of the room and pulled out a volume, paging through it. Bringing it back to the desk, he laid it down and picked up his pen again.
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      “…So that’s the whole story,” Alicia said, digging her spoon into the ice cream carton. She was on the sofa, bookended by her friends. Wendy had a glass of wine, and Kathleen sipped whiskey. Bowls of sweet and salty snacks littered the coffee table.

      Wendy laid her hand on Alicia’s knee, squeezing. “That sucks.”

      “Yeah, but…” Kathleen’s lips clipped shut at Wendy’s glare.

      “But what?” Alicia asked.

      “But nothing. Gentle Wendy’s going to skin me.” Kathleen sipped her drink, eyes comically wide.

      Wendy made a “tch” sound and turned back to Alicia. “Why are you so convinced the two of you wouldn’t work? It sounds like it was pretty good up until the whole…thing about the nude scene. And it sounds like he fumbled the catch, but made it right in the end.”

      Alicia put the ice cream down on the table, her throat too tight to swallow anything else. “It was good. It was great. But…” She picked up the iPad and showed it to Wendy. “This was his last girlfriend.”

      Wendy took the tablet and looked at the society photo, then she tapped the screen, swiping through the open browser windows. “Why do you have, like…eight tabs open that are all about this woman?”

      Kathleen moved to look over Wendy’s shoulder. Her lip curled. “Ugh. She…”

      “Is the exact opposite of me,” Alicia said, ignoring Wendy’s question and the embarrassed flush of heat that flooded her face.

      “I was going to say she looks like she’s full of herself. Washington power couple nauseating bullshit.” Kathleen tapped the screen and made another face. “But they broke up. What’s the problem?”

      Alicia waved at the iPad. “Isn’t it obvious? She’s educated, she’s cultured, she’s the daughter of some big deal guy at his firm. She’s even my physical opposite. She’s petite, she’s got long dark hair…”

      Kathleen gave Alicia a look that said she wasn’t impressed. “And she’s his ex-girlfriend. Emphasis on the ex. I presume for reasons.”

      Alicia gnawed a fingernail. “Apparently, she cheated.”

      Kathleen dusted her hands, dismissing Tressa Lloyd-Hudson. “So, despite her so-called culture and education, she’s an amoral ignoramus.”

      “Well, she’s not the only society girl on the tree. I’m sure there are plenty out there just like her who would be plenty faithful.”

      Wendy put the iPad on the table. “But he chose you.”

      Alicia picked up the ice cream, jabbing at it with the spoon. “He would un-choose me eventually. We’re too different.”

      “So, deciding he was going to break up with you, you beat him to it?”

      “That was the idea. Rip the Band-Aid off early and fast.” Alicia’s plan didn’t sound so smart, so ironclad now.

      Kathleen’s eyebrows lifted. “But if it wasn’t for your fixation on your different backgrounds, would you still want to be with him?”

      Alicia put the ice cream carton down again and covered her eyes with one hand. “Yeah. I would.”

      Wendy laid a hand on Alicia’s shoulder. “Alicia, you’re so self-sufficient it’s scary. You may be one of the bravest people I’ve ever met. Why does this frighten you so much?”

      Kathleen snorted, and one corner of her lip curled up. “She’s a loner, Dottie. A rebel.”

      Wendy stared at her. “That was the worst Pee Wee Herman impression I’ve ever heard.”

      “But you knew it was Pee Wee. The point remains: Alicia’s not a people person.”

      Alicia’s mouth quirked sideways. “I’m that obvious?”

      “Either that or I have stunning powers of observation,” Kathleen said, seating herself again and popping a potato chip into her mouth. “Or both.” She snorted and waved her hand at Alicia. “Come on. We practically had to force our friendship on you. But that’s okay. You’ll never be rid of us now.”

      “I don’t want to be,” Alicia said, her voice small. It was true. After so many years of sliding in and out of easy, temporary “friendships,” Alicia wanted these two to remain in her life.

      Kathleen nodded. “Well, that’s a start. How about getting your man back?”

      “He’s not my man, and I wouldn’t even know where to begin. He’s probably over me already.”

      “I’ll bet not,” Kathleen said, throwing a handful of popcorn at Alicia.

      The idea of trying to call Colin, of admitting that she still wanted him in her life, was exhilarating and terrifying at the same time. “I don’t know. I need some time to think about it.”

      Wendy patted Alicia’s knee. “Don’t wait forever.”
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      Two days later, Alicia came home tired but triumphant. Laura had more than one conversation with “The Suits in L.A.” and had worn them down. Alicia would do the scene in a robe from the expensive hotel where her character was having her assignation with the sexy lobbyist.

      A tight band squeezed Alicia’s heart. The actor playing the lobbyist was lean and blond. Attractive, she supposed, but she was still using a mental image of Colin as her connection to the lust and heat she was supposed to feel for the man. Laura had praised Alicia for bringing an “interesting color” to her scenes with him.

      Considering how the memories of Colin affected her, Alicia figured between “blue balls” and sadness being “blue,” that “interesting” color Laura referred to was a sexually frustrated, morose shade of indigo.

      Flipping up the lid of the mailbox on the wall next to her front door, Alicia retrieved a couple of envelopes and hurried inside. One was addressed to the owner of the apartment, and Alicia placed it on a side table, breathing the air-conditioned cool with relief. The heat was still oppressive outside, though today’s scenes had been mostly interiors. She had yet to shoot the scene at the sculpture garden and she still dreaded going back to the place, inhabited as it was with memories of Colin.

      The second envelope was made from substantial, expensive-feeling paper and hand-addressed to her. Turning it over, she expected to see a return address. Nothing. Unease prickled her skin. She didn’t recognize the handwriting, but the thick black ink was clear and strong. It looked both old-fashioned and official, and had a Washington, D.C. postmark. Sliding a thumb under the flap, she tore open the envelope and pulled out a single sheet of costly paper.

      Dear Alicia,

      I hope the filming is going well. The Post can’t seem to stay away from your show, and I can’t seem to avoid reading those articles. The word “buzz” is tossed about, and I fear I may see yet more pieces that remind me of you. I dread when the episodes begin to air. As much as I want to see you, I don’t think I will be able to watch. It would hurt too much to see you, hear you, not be able to touch you.

      I don’t know that there is anything I can say to change your mind, to make you see us the way I see us. All I can do is tell you that I am still here and I still want you. I want your prickly independence. Your innovative mind. Your passionate intensity. I want the similarities I see between us and the differences that you perceive. In short, I still want it all.

      I understand that you may still feel wary or afraid. There are never guarantees, after all. But I am willing to take those risks. I hope that someday you are willing to also.

      The purpose of this letter is not to badger you or argue you into feeling something you do not feel, but merely to give you something tangible to show you that I have not changed my mind should you ever doubt me. “Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks” might as well be my motto these days.

      Wishing you the very best for your health and happiness,

      Colin

      Alicia’s hand had crept up to cover her mouth as she read the letter, her heart hammering. She re-read it again and focused on the line from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116, her memory completing the phrase.

      Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

      But bears it out even to the edge of doom.
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      Colin gripped his glass of whiskey and wondered how long he had to endure before he could leave. He’d grudgingly agreed to join his colleagues on the trip to a bar to celebrate the successful acquisition of the new client, a large tech firm. The client company made it clear that they wanted Colin’s services as well as the litigation services that they had initially been pitched, concerned they wouldn’t have a workforce in ten years if America didn’t invest in STEM education. He should have been elated.

      Instead, he stood and stared at nothing and wondered if Alicia had received his letter yet. If she had read it or tossed it away. Had he gone too far with the Shakespeare?

      Had he not gone far enough?

      A hand clapped his shoulder, and his startled eyes focused on Brandon standing next to him.

      “Congratulations,” Brandon said, clinking his glass against Colin’s. “I understand your skill with congressional staff has more than a little to do with this shindig.”

      Colin shrugged. “I don’t know about that,” he said, even though the CEO of the company himself had told Colin that he was impressed at the firm’s forward-thinking attitudes in investing in education.

      “Typical British modesty, or is something else going on?” Brandon asked with his usual quiet shrewdness.

      Jaw set, Colin considered Brandon carefully. The other man’s hazel eyes were serene as they traveled around the bar, lighting with a smile as he focused on something. Colin turned to follow Brandon’s gaze and saw a mass of copper curls come in the door and start through the crowd on the way towards them. Looking back at Brandon, he saw the other man’s face relax into a smile as he watched his fiancée work her way through the crowd to join him.

      Colin’s heart squeezed as Mari reached Brandon and the pair exchanged chaste cheek kisses and conspiratorial smiles. Mari turned within the circle of Brandon’s arm and grinned at Colin.

      “Hi,” she said to Colin. Her eyes flicked around the bar. “Where’s Alicia?”

      Colin didn’t miss the way Mari looked at the air around him as if Alicia was just supposed to materialize. “She’s…we’re not together anymore,” he said.

      Brandon dropped his arm from around Mari’s shoulders. “That’s too bad. You seemed like a nice match. We liked her a lot when we met her at the gala.”

      Trying for an easy smile that he was sure looked more like a ghastly grimace, Colin waved his hand at the pair. “Please don’t stop your canoodling on my account. It’s not like we were together long.”

      Mari regarded him seriously. “Does that matter?”

      Trust Mari to somehow skip straight to the heart of the problem. Once, Brandon had told Colin that his fiancée had a brilliant mind and an oddly developed sense of empathy, often using movies, television, and other pop culture references to try to understand people. This method produced erratic results that were sometimes off, but more frequently they were eerily accurate.

      Mari was right. Colin may not have been with Alicia long, but the yearning he felt for her was like being towed out to sea, helpless and swamped by the emotion that rushed around and over him.

      “No, maybe not,” he admitted.
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      Still staring at the letter in her hand, Alicia realized she was chewing on a fingernail. A fingernail that had been manicured for her glossy congresswoman role. Whipping her hand away from her face, she folded the letter and put it back in the envelope with trembling hands. Her phone rang in her bag, sounding as if it were coming from a long way away. Heart pounding, half expecting it to be Colin, she was puzzled to see Melissa’s name on the screen. Her agent was the last person she expected to hear from right now.

      She answered the call, and Melissa’s harsh voice cracked out. “Hey, before you ask, no, this isn’t about an audition, and you’re not getting fired from your current gig.”

      Alicia blinked. “Okay. What is this about?”

      Her agent sighed. “I got a weird call today, and I almost decided not to pass it along. But I figured better to let you make your own decisions. Do you have a sister called Grace?”

      Ice water ran through Alicia’s veins. “Gracie?” Her voice was a tiny squeak.

      “You do have a sister? Seemed weird to me that a sister wouldn’t have your contact information, but it also seemed weird to me that in more than ten years you wouldn’t ever mention you had a sister. Yeah. I got a call from a Grace Johnson who claims to be your sister and wanted a way to get in touch with you.”

      Alicia simultaneously wanted to cry and to throw up. “Is she okay?” Her own voice sounded small and far away.

      “Seems like it. She said to tell you that she’s going to college and that she ‘left,’ whatever that means.”

      Her little sister. Her “Juliet.” On her own and getting an education. Alicia walked to the sofa and sat before her knees gave out. “Text me her contact information, please? As soon as you can?”

      “Sure thing,” Melissa said. “Glad this is an actual family reunion and not a scam. How’s the gig going?”

      Alicia inhaled, her hand on her belly, settling her jangling nerves. “Fine. Really liking the director. They canned the nude scene, by the way.”

      “What? Well, you’re still getting paid for it. I made sure that was in the contract. Never let it be said I don’t earn my percentage.”

      “Thanks, Melissa. Send that contact information, please. And thanks for calling.”

      Hanging up, Alicia stared at the opposite wall without seeing anything. Her phone chimed, and she saved her sister’s—Gracie’s—contact information. Her eyes drifted to the white envelope on the table.

      Only one other person in the world would know how much this meant to her.
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      Mulling over Mari’s question, Colin’s phone buzzed. Excusing himself, he pulled it out and glanced at the screen. His heart stopped. A text from Alicia. The whole thing didn’t seem to be coming up on his lock screen, so he opened his messaging app.

      23

      That was it. The entire message.

      “Problem?” Brandon’s voice broke into his puzzled concentration.

      Colin looked up from the phone, frowning. “I don’t know. I just got a text from Alicia. But I don’t know what it means.”

      “What’s puzzling about it?” Mari asked, her hazel eyes alight with curiosity.

      “It’s just a number. Nothing else,” Colin said, looking again at the screen as if it would provide spontaneous context.

      “Do numbers have some sort of special meaning for you?” Mari asked.

      “I…don’t think so?” Colin stammered and stared at the screen as if an explanation would be forthcoming.

      “I don’t suppose it’s too much to ask that you just text her back?” Brandon asked, taking a sip of his drink.

      Mari elbowed him. “Colin should try to figure it out if he can.”

      Brandon shot a sarcastic look at his fiancée. “Because it’s a test?”

      She stuck her tongue out at him. “Because it’s communication. It’s like a video game. The context of the clue is almost as important as the clue itself.” She looked at Colin, her gaze unusually direct for Mari. “What was the last conversation you had? What did you say?”

      “We haven’t talked. I wrote her a letter,” Colin said, thinking over the laboriously constructed phrases, the deliberate and painful opening of his heart, the quotation…

      Electricity surged through him. Of course. He opened a web browser on his phone and entered a search. Shakespeare sonnet 23. His pulse starting to hammer, he began to read.

      As an unperfect actor on the stage,

      Who with his fear is put beside his part,

      Or some fierce thing replete with too much rage,

      Whose strength's abundance weakens his own heart;

      So I, for fear of trust, forget to say

      The perfect ceremony of love's rite,

      And in mine own love's strength seem to decay,

      O'ercharged with burthen of mine own love's might.

      O! let my looks be then the eloquence

      And dumb presagers of my speaking breast,

      Who plead for love, and look for recompense,

      More than that tongue that more hath more express'd.

      O! learn to read what silent love hath writ:

      To hear with eyes belongs to love's fine wit.

      “I think I have to leave,” he said, looking up at Brandon and Mari. “Make my excuses if anyone asks for me, will you?”

      “Did you beat the boss level?” Mari asked, eyes shining.

      Colin heaved a shuddering breath. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I really think I might have done.”
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      Alicia stared at her phone for what felt like the hundredth time, as if she could make those three pulsing dots that indicated a reply was being typed appear by willpower.

      Maybe his phone’s just off. Maybe he hasn’t gotten it.

      Maybe he’s already changed his mind.

      Putting her phone down on the coffee table, Alicia got up, twisting her neck from side to side and swinging her arms. She went into the kitchen to get a glass of water and returned to the living room.

      Was that a message? She grabbed the phone and tapped the home button. Nothing. She must have seen the light reflecting off the glass surface, not the glow of a notification. She checked the volume. All the way up. So she should have heard the chime if she had received a message.

      Was I too obscure? The reference had seemed so obvious at the time. But now… She bit her lower lip, considered sending another message, decided against it.

      Maybe he has changed his mind. Putting the glass of water down untasted, she picked up the envelope. The postmark was from only two days before. Enough time to feel regret? Handwriting a letter wasn’t exactly a rash action, though. And if there was one thing that characterized Colin, it was self-control.

      Alicia realized she was gripping her phone so tightly that it was digging painfully into her hand. She forced herself to put it on the coffee table. A brisk knock on her front door made her jump, and she dropped the envelope on the floor. Taking a deep, shuddering breath to calm herself, she picked up the letter and placed it on the table next to her phone. Walked to the door. Opened it. Colin’s broad shoulders filled the doorway. Her eyes roamed over him. His face had a sheen of sweat. His tie was loosened, and the top button of his shirt was unbuttoned.

      “You cut your hair,” she said, blinking at her own absurdity.

      “Was it a yes? Sonnet twenty-three? A yes?” Colin’s voice was harsh.

      Not trusting her voice, Alicia nodded.

      “Thank God,” he said, stepping forward to fold her into his arms and kicking the door shut behind him.
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      Colin crushed Alicia to him, resting his cheek on her head and inhaling deeply. Her hair smelled different—some sort of new hairspray or something—but otherwise she felt exactly as she should. Her arms wrapped around his waist, and she clung to him just as hard. Pulling back a bit, he cradled her face in his hands, stroking his thumbs across her cheekbones. Her eyes looked a bit tired and hollow, and her makeup seemed…not her somehow. Too formal, too glossy for the casual shirt and skirt she was wearing.

      The TV show. Of course. That explained the strange makeup and new smell to her hair. She must have just come home from work where others would have done her face and her hair.

      “How have you been?” His voice was practically a croak.

      Her lips pressed together, and her chin trembled. “Awful. You?”

      “Wretched. Rubbish.”

      “Is that British for awful?” A slight smile quivered on her lips, but her eyes were shiny with unshed tears.

      “It’s British for worse than awful,” he rasped.

      “Oh.” Her voice was very small, and a tear trickled from one eye. Leaning in, he pressed his lips to the droplet, the taste of the salt making him want to weep as well.

      “Don’t cry, darling.”

      “Saying that just guarantees I’ll cry.” Her mouth went square, and her eyelids squeezed together.

      He pulled her against his chest and held her there as she began to sob. “Shh.” Stroking his hand up and down her back, he said whatever soothing nonsense he could think of.

      “I’m ruining your tie,” she mumbled against his chest.

      “It doesn’t matter. Use it to blow your nose for all I care.”

      This produced a watery chuckle, and Colin pressed her more tightly to his chest for a moment before releasing her, using his tie to wipe at her tear-stained face until she laughed weakly and batted him away. Looking at the ruined length of silk he shrugged and pulled it off, dropping it onto her coffee table as Alicia composed herself, running her fingers under her eyelids to wipe away the smeared makeup. Her face looked more normal, more her without it.

      Glancing back down at the table, he saw the letter he had sent. A rushing surge of emotion swelled in his chest as he remembered the laborious drafts he had gone through, peeling away layers of caution and reserve until he had the essence of his feelings for her and his hopes for them both distilled to a single page.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Wiping her eyes again with careful fingertips, Alicia felt exhaustion overtake her. It had been a long day and a very long time since she had been this emotional.

      “Are you all right? When was the last time you ate?” Colin’s eyes were shadowed with concern.

      “Do I look that bad?” Her voice scraped, her throat swollen from crying.

      “No, you look beautiful. Just a bit peaky. Are you…eating properly?”

      Alicia’s breath caught a bit, remembering their last argument. How it had all started with him asking her what she wanted to eat, her disclosure that she had the upcoming nude scene. His expression told her he remembered too.

      “It got cancelled, you know. The nude scene.” Her jaw set slightly as she blurted the information and watched his face for a reaction.

      His eyebrows lifted. “Ah. Is that a good thing for you?”

      She nodded, her chin jerking. “Yes. I didn’t really want to do it, and definitely didn’t think it was necessary, but didn’t think I had a choice. But the director is a woman. She didn’t want it either and fought to have it taken out.”

      “Isn’t the director the boss? Doesn’t she get to say whether something stays or goes?”

      Alicia chuckled at his naïveté. “You have a lot to learn about the TV and movie business.”

      Fine lines fanned from the corners of his eyes as he smiled at her. “I’m sure I do. Are you willing to teach me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Now can I take you out to dinner? I’m starving.” He ran his hand over his now closely-cropped hair, and Alicia felt a pang of loss for the shaggier locks she had loved to run her fingers through.

      “In a minute. There’s another thing. Gracie got in touch with me.”

      His expression went from puzzlement to enlightenment as he remembered. “Your sister. What did she say?”

      “I don’t know yet. She contacted my agent, asked Melissa to pass along her contact info, to tell me that she got out. I guess she got away from our family. I haven’t called her yet.”

      “Why not?”

      Alicia laid a hand across her fluttering stomach. “Because I had just gotten your letter and I knew there was nobody else in the world I wanted to tell. There’s nobody else who knows what this means to me.”

      His beautiful lips curved in the tiniest smile. “You have no idea how honored I am to hear you say that. But it doesn’t explain why you haven’t called her.”

      Alicia swallowed. “I’m scared of what she might say.”

      “Why are you frightened?” he asked, stepping toward her and running his large, warm hands up and down her bare arms. Paradoxically, the contact made her shiver.

      “What if she hates me?”

      “Why would she hate you?” Concern and tenderness shone out of his eyes as he looked at her.

      “Because I ran. I left her behind.”

      “It sounds like she ran too. I would guess she has more empathy for you than you can guess.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Call her. Then I’m taking you to dinner. Then I’m shagging you silly. How does that sound?” Colin’s pupils had expanded so only the barest sliver of deep brown iris was visible.

      A zing of heat flared through Alicia. “That sounds just perfect.”
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      Colin traced Alicia’s lower lip with his index finger. “Do you want me to go somewhere while you call your sister? If we decide on a restaurant I could go first and you could meet me.” The last thing he wanted to do just now was let her out of his sight, but he knew offering her privacy to make the call was the right thing to do.

      “No. I want you here. I’m…not sure I can face this on my own.” She picked up her phone from the coffee table and looked at the black, blank screen.

      “You don’t have to. If I have my way, you’re done facing things on your own.”

      Her eyes flicked up to his, uncertain and slightly wary.

      “But you get to choose,” he said, his voice low and earnest. “Are you sure you want me here?”

      She nodded, her mouth tightening. “Yeah.” Squaring her shoulders, she unlocked her phone, found her sister’s contact information and tapped it. While she waited for an answer, Colin took her hand and pulled her over to the sofa. Sitting next to her, he twined his fingers in hers, holding gently. She stiffened, her fingers gripping his almost painfully tight.

      “Gracie?” her voice cracked. A pause while she listened. “Sorry…Grace. It’s Alicia. Your sister.” Another pause. “Yeah, she did. Where are you? Are you okay?”

      Colin watched Alicia’s face as tense worry was slowly replaced by cautious optimism and outright pride as she listened to her sister, interjecting occasional questions and what he assumed were answers to questions Grace posed to her. After a much shorter time than he had counted on, she was ringing off, after promising to talk soon.

      “Well?” he prompted.

      Alicia turned to him with shining eyes. “She’s in Wisconsin. She’s about to start college. She got a full scholarship.”

      “That’s quite something. Those are rarely granted anymore.”

      “Aren’t they?” Her expression of wonder intensified. “She’s apparently really good at chemistry. She thinks she might want to be a doctor. My Gracie—Grace.” She corrected herself with a blink.

      Colin smiled, squeezing her hand. “She objects to the childish nickname?”

      Alicia nodded, her eyes serious. “She does.”

      “How is she?”

      “I think she might be okay, if that’s possible.” Alicia’s dark eyes flicked up to his face, then unfocused in the middle distance as she thought.

      “You’re okay. You’re better than okay. I think it’s very possible.” Colin rubbed his thumb over the back of her hand.

      “I wasn’t okay when I was her age and only just on my own,” she said.

      “She’s a different person. She’s in a different situation. Hell, maybe even your family is different now.”

      Alicia’s eyebrow arched, her expression disbelieving.

      “Or maybe not. Don’t decide. Let it happen. Even better, invite her to visit before the school year gets started. I’ll see what I can do for her, see if some of my contacts can help her.”

      “You’d do that? For Gracie?”

      “I’d do it for you.”
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      After dinner, Alicia let Colin persuade her to spend the night at his house. Not that I needed a lot of persuading, she mused as she waited for him to unlock the front door, admiring the set of his suit jacket across the breadth of his shoulders. The relief that coursed through her at being here, the need she felt for Colin’s presence, was almost frightening.

      As if he could hear her thoughts, Colin reached back and took her hand, drawing her out of the muggy evening air into the cool stillness of the foyer.

      “I’m so glad you’re here. So glad you said yes,” he whispered in her ear as he cradled the back of her head in his hands.

      Taking a deep breath that hitched in her chest, Alicia nodded, running her palms under his suit jacket and around his waist, her hands skimming over the smooth cotton of his shirt, feeling the heat of his body under the fabric. “Me too.”

      “Are you sure? You seem…fragile.” His voice rumbled in his chest and against her body.

      “I am sure,” she said, surprised at how much she meant it. “It’s just been a long, eventful day.”

      Colin drew back, stroking his hand across her hair, looking seriously at her eyes. “Do you just want to sleep?”

      Alicia huffed a surprised laugh. “Hell no. You promised to ‘shag me silly,’ and I’m calling that debt due.”

      A slow, sultry smile spread across Colin’s face, his full lips curving. “Consider it done.” Bending, he scooped her into his arms as she yelped and wrapped her arms around his neck. Taking the stairs without apparent effort, he charged into the bedroom and dropped her onto the bed. Laughing in helpless relief, Alicia slapped her hand over her eyes as Colin pulled her shoes off and threw them into the corner of the room, then inhaled sharply as he grasped her ankles and pulled her toward him, her skirt riding up around her thighs.

      “How does this thing undo?” he grumbled, tugging at the waistband of her skirt. Smirking, she lowered the side zipper and then laughed outright as he tugged her panties off with it, flopping onto her back and lifting her hips to help. She heard the soft sound of her skirt hitting the floor, then gasped as Colin’s hands slid under her ass and tilted her hips toward him, licking and nuzzling. Her hands windmilled behind her, seeking purchase on something, anything to anchor her as her body responded to his erotic onslaught, rapidly torqueing with tension, only to release almost immediately, a wail ripping from her throat as she came apart, the sudden orgasm rippling through her with shocking force.

      His tongue continued to caress her as aftershocks thrummed through her body, his hands skimming up the insides of her thighs, the slight roughness of his wool jacket cuff tickling.

      Lifting her head, she took in the sight of Colin, rising from between her bare thighs, his office attire only lacking a tie, and collapsed back on the bed, her hand over her eyes again, laughing at the wonderful absurdity of it all.
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      Colin wiped his hand over his mouth as he stood, beginning to laugh, snared by Alicia’s hilarity. She removed her hand from her face and rose up on her elbows, glancing as she chuckled at her half-clad body, then at him, still fully clothed.

      “You’re dressed a little formally for cunnilingus,” she observed.

      “If I hadn’t left my tie at your place, I could have put it to good use,” he said with an expressive lift of his brows as he shrugged out of his jacket and began to unbutton his shirt.

      “Let me,” she said, getting to her feet, her nimble fingers slipping buttons through their holes and pulling his shirttails free of his trousers. Taking advantage of his hands being free, Colin cupped her bare bottom and pulled her hips toward him, bending to capture her lips with his own and trapping her hands against his chest.

      “You’re not making this easy,” she mumbled against his lips, then shivered as he abandoned her mouth to trace the curve of her ear with his lips.

      “But is it fun?” he whispered, nipping her earlobe gently as she nodded.

      “You know it is,” she said, leaning back to push his dress shirt off and tug at his undershirt. “I have decided that men wear way too many clothes.”

      “Agreed,” Colin said, releasing her to raise his hands over his head and help her with the undershirt. As soon as his head was free of the cotton, he kissed her again, his fingers tracing her waist underneath her shirt and pulling upward until they had to break the kiss to lift her shirt over her head. Free of this, her fingers sought his belt as his reached behind her to unfasten her bra. He managed the tiny hooks before she could get his belt unbuckled, and she clamped her elbows to her ribs to keep him from fully removing the bra and distracting her hands from their purpose. He chuckled and traced the column of her neck with his tongue as she continued to work by touch alone, head thrown back, pulling the belt free of its buckle, unfastening his trousers, and easing them around his insistent erection.

      “Fuck. Shoes,” he muttered in Alicia’s ear, rewarded by her low laugh as he knelt to untie the laces of the offending footwear and divesting himself of the rest of his clothes. Rising to his now-bare feet, he saw she had tossed her bra aside and stood waiting for him, a half-anticipatory, half-shy smile quivering on her lips.

      Settling his hands on her waist, he pulled her to him again, skin to skin finally, his eyes closing at the pleasure of feeling his cock pressed against the satiny skin of her belly. Her fingers skimmed up his jaw, his cheeks, into his hair, pulling him down to join their lips in a kiss. Their mouths opened in tandem, faces tilting, tongues tangling as they sank into each other.
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      Alicia inhaled, a deep shuddering breath that was full of the scent of Colin’s skin and her own arousal on his mouth. Colin’s lips tightened against hers, smiling, then softening again, claiming her mouth in a deep, languorous kiss. Feeling the mattress against the back of her legs, she realized he had walked them back to the bed. Sitting, she pulled him down with her, leaning back and turning slowly until they were both lying on the duvet, his body bearing deliciously down on hers. Her leg hooked over his, toes tracing light patterns on the back of his thigh.

      Colin lifted his head and looked down at her, his dark eyes roaming over her face. “God, I missed you so much.”

      Unexpected grief twisted her gut, and her eyes prickled. “Me too,” she croaked.

      “No, my darling. You’re not going to cry again. I can’t stand it.” Tunneling his hands into her hair, he kissed her mouth, her eyelids, her throat, her forehead in light, teasing caresses that turned the incipient tears to reluctant laughter.

      “That’s better.” He regarded her for a moment, then reached over to open the bedside table drawer and draw out a condom. Rolling it on, he positioned himself, sliding into her in a torturously slow glide, nibbling along the side of her neck until she shivered with pleasure, sliding her hands down to caress his ass, the muscles a hard curve under her hands.

      “Mmmm,” she groaned as he pressed inside her.

      “All right?”

      “More than all right. Delicious. Full.”

      “Is that right? How full?”

      Winding arms and legs around him, Alicia said, “Don’t fish for compliments.” Then she smiled, eyes half closing as he began flexing his hips in small, gentle pulses, the constant pressure of his hips against her clit causing her to writhe and tighten the grip of her legs. “Okay. Very full.”

      “That good?” he asked, his breath hot in her ear. “Or is that fishing for compliments again?”

      “God. So good. Fish away. Go fish.” She groaned, turning her head to capture his earlobe between her teeth, gently worrying it and flicking her tongue along the edge of his ear and chuckling when he moaned and began to thrust harder.

      “I’m trying…” he gasped, hips slowing again to their gentle rock, “…to make this slow. To make it good for you.” Rising on his elbows, he traced his thumbs over her temples.

      “It is good for me,” Alicia said, her voice breathy, moving her hips in opposition to his, lengthening the stroke and making his eyes flutter closed. Placing her hands on his cheeks, she looked steadily into his face. “You. You’re what makes it good.”

      Colin’s eyes opened as his thrusts picked up speed and his breath caught suddenly, his hips stuttering into her own. And when he collapsed into her, Alicia hugged him to her with arms and legs.
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      Later, when Alicia was tucked into the curve of his body, Colin let his hand play up the softness of her belly to toy with a breast, smiling as he felt the vibration of her chuckle against his chest.

      “Insatiable,” she murmured.

      “Sated. For now,” he whispered against her ear, then moving to kiss the back of her neck. He smiled to himself as she sighed deeply and slipped into sleep, relaxing against him.

      Colin stayed awake for a long time, savoring the rhythmic rise and fall of Alicia’s breathing against his hand and chest until he finally succumbed to slumber.
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      The wedding march always made Alicia tear up. It was ridiculous, but it was true. Looking up at the clear blue autumn sky, she clenched her jaw and tried to will the moisture out of her eyes.

      Rising to her feet, she turned to see Mari coming down the aisle between the rows of white folding chairs. Her curly copper hair had been tamed—mostly. A few ringlets fell charmingly around her round, freckled cheeks. Instead of her father, who had died some time before, her sister Ellie escorted her. Ellie’s dark auburn hair was pulled into a smooth chignon, and her large, brown eyes were bright with unshed tears.

      As the two moved down toward a stunned looking Brandon, stiff in his tuxedo and supported by Ellie’s husband Ed, Alicia felt Colin’s large, warm hand wrap around her own. The wedding guests turned as a group and settled to their seats again as Mari reached Brandon’s side, handing her bouquet off to her sister so she could clasp his fingers in her own.

      The service was brief and unusual. Alicia was sure she had never seen a wedding that had a reference to the television show Ted Lasso in it, but it seemed to suit the pair somehow. When it was done, the couple kissed and surged back up the aisle hand in hand to a string quartet playing the closing theme from The Return of the King in place of the usual recessional music.

      Alicia pulled her wrap around her shoulders as the guests stood again, wending their way over toward the tent that covered a dance floor and dinner tables. White lights wrapped in ivory tulle wound around the supports of the tent, ethereal and twinkling in the cool early evening.

      “Chilly?” Colin asked, tucking her fingers into his arm and walking her across the wide green lawn.

      “Not so much,” she replied, leaning into his solid, warm bulk. They paused as a waiter approached them with a tray of champagne flutes. Colin handed her one then took another for himself.

      “To Mari and Brandon. And us.” Tapping his glass gently against hers, they each sipped a bit of the wine.

      “Oh, Colin…there you are.” Alicia stiffened at the sickly-sweet tones of Mrs. Lloyd-Hudson. Colin winked at Alicia before he addressed the older woman who had arrived with her husband in tow.

      “Hello Mrs. L-H, hello Will. You remember my fiancée? Alicia Johnson.” His voice had a forced heartiness, but his large, warm hand pressed reassuringly against Alicia’s back and she managed to direct a smile at the other couple.

      “Fiancée?” Mr. Lloyd-Hudson faltered for a moment, then directed a false, cheery smile at Alicia. “That’s fantastic. Congratulations.”

      His wife looked like she had swallowed a bee. “How lovely.”

      “Thank you.” Alicia smiled without letting it reach her eyes, mirroring the older woman’s expression. Then Alicia let her eyes drop to the sandals she wore—shiny red straps around her toes sporting a black pedicure. When she lifted her eyes again, Alicia thought that the older woman now looked like she had swallowed an entire hive.

      Mr. Lloyd-Hudson seemed to recognize the tension between the two women. “Let’s get you some champagne, my dear. Colin, Miss Johnson. Congratulations again.” Tugging at his wife’s elbow, he moved away toward the nearest waiter.

      “I told you there was nothing to worry about.” Colin’s voice rumbled low, and he took her hand, rubbing his fingertips across the sapphire and platinum band on her ring finger. “You okay?”

      “I admit, I was dreading seeing them.”

      “And now?”

      “What did Mari say at the gala? ‘Ding dong, the witch is dead.’”

      “Not dead, but I think she’ll be checking the weather report for her own personal housing forecast. Tornadoes ahoy.”

      Alicia laughed and looked out across the rolling expanse of the country club’s golf course and shook her head. “I can’t imagine what this must have cost.”

      Colin’s hand moved to her waist, pulling her close. “Don’t even try. Unless you want something like it. Then we’ll have to face those budget numbers together.”

      “God, no. It’s beautiful, but it’s not my style.”

      “What would you like?” he asked.

      “What would you like?” she retorted.

      “I asked you first.”

      She looked at him. “I just want…you.”

      “Well, that’s easy then. You have me. Forever.”
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      Sign up for my newsletter for a special bonus chapter featuring Alicia and Colin!

      https://bit.ly/methodacting_bf

      And if you’re so inclined, please leave a review on your favorite book vendor’s site, Goodreads, or wherever you review books. Even a sentence can help a reader find a book. Thank you for reading, and keep reading for a sneak peek at what happened to Freddie and James after Acting Up, coming soon…
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      Want to get a sneak peek of Book 3 in the Center Stage series? Check out this preview of Freddie and James’ second chance.

      

      Ever since that summer in Connecticut, Freddie Alves promised herself she’d never work with Susan Vernon again.

      “I know.” Cath’s low voice was hard to hear over the buzz of conversation and the hiss of the machines in the coffee shop and Freddie pressed the phone to her ear so hard it hurt. “Susan is a world-class problem and Michael was an idiot to hire her.”

      “Right. So you’re saying I need to say no.” Relief washed through her.

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying…this is a really big opportunity. I wouldn’t blame you if you eventually said no, but you need to at least talk to Michael first. He’s a good guy and a great director.”

      Freddie squeezed her eyes shut. “Susan aside, it’s a musical. I’ve never stage managed a musical. I only ever assisted on one, and that was in college.”

      “Yeah, it’s daunting. But you can do it. Didn’t you tell me you danced as a kid? It’s not like you have no sense of timing or rhythm and that’s really what you need. Nobody’s going to ask you to get up and sing and dance yourself.”

      “Yeah. I did dance and gymnastics in school,” Freddie said, opening her eyes and staring at nothing.

      “Well, then you will be great.” Cath’s voice sounded bracing and confident. “Meet with Michael. See if you click. I think you’ll work well with him. He’s very experienced and used to dealing with volatile musical theater types. He should handle Susan just fine.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Freddie grumbled. “You’re not the one looking at her treating you like a piece of furniture. At best. Again.”

      “Just talk to Michael.” Cath’s voice held that commanding tone she had sometimes used back in the days when Freddie had worked for her as her assistant stage manager. When Cath had been in charge. Which sounded…kind of nice right now. Not having to make decisions. “Don’t decide before you have more information.”

      “Fine.” Freddie sighed. “If you’re going to be reasonable about it. I’ll give him a call and set up a time to talk.”

      “Good.” Cath was out of “compelling” mode and back into “bracing.” “This could be a great career move for you. I’m glad you’re considering it.”

      After hanging up, Freddie sat for a few minutes, sipping her coffee until the moment where the drink went from “cool but still acceptable” to “utterly disgusting.” Putting the cup down, she tapped her fingernails on the screen of her phone, not picking it up off the table.

      She almost laughed when she remembered the youthful crush she had had on Susan Vernon. Susan had once been her number one lust object. Freddie had seen the actress play Maggie the Cat in a revival of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof when Freddie was still in college and the thought of Susan prowling around in a satin slip for the better part of two hours was still hot.

      But then Freddie had actually worked with Susan.

      Her budding infatuation with the woman behind the actress had been killed within days by Susan’s selfish, predatory behavior.

      But that wasn’t really why Freddie was procrastinating now.

      Susan was always going to make her think of James.

      #

      James Martin stepped out into the baggage claim area of Kennedy airport and heard the click of a shutter almost immediately. His jaw tightened and he resisted the urge to roll his eyes, even though they were hidden behind his mirrored aviators. Striding out a little more quickly and tightening his grip on the strap of his leather duffel, he didn’t look to the left or the right, keeping his eyes on the door as he walked. He heard another few clicks and saw light glint off the lens of the camera out of the corner of his eye.

      Slow day for the paps, I guess.

      He hadn’t seen anybody more recognizable on the flight out from Los Angeles, so he guessed he was this poor bozo’s consolation prize. Getty or one of the other photo wires might buy a picture or two of him on the strength of his new gig, he supposed.

      It wasn’t like his last two years in L.A. had been a roaring success.

      His career had started in television, then moved to theater and then television had called again, luring him out to Hollywood. He had kept his career puttering along out there, but never seemed to get anything more sustained than a three-episode guest spot on an established show. Finding himself longing for something more stable, he had started to fantasize about getting back on stage. About going back to New York. Fantasies turned to plans as the months went on and the one- and two-episode guest roles trickled through.

      And then just as he was getting ready to kiss off television forever and try for Broadway, television went and handed him a supporting role in a new superhero series. A last-minute replacement for the original actor in the pilot. Shooting in New York.

      An all-expenses paid ticket out of Los Angeles? Yes please and thank you.

      He sold his car, sublet his apartment, had a crew pack his belongings into a truck, and practically sprinted for the airport. Los Angeles hadn’t been bad, but it had never felt like home the way cities on the East Coast had. And now he was back.

      Stepping up to the line for a taxi, he pulled his phone out of his pocket and rubbed the screen with his thumb, thinking. He hadn’t talked to Freddie in months and wondered if she’d be thrilled or peeved at his sudden, unannounced arrival in New York.

      He also wondered if she was seeing anyone.

      #

      Michael Balducci’s handshake was strong and sure as he welcomed Freddie into his tiny office in the Hatbox Theater in TriBeCa.

      “Thanks for meeting with me on such short notice. Cath can’t say enough good things about you. Says she wanted to keep you as her assistant stage manager forever, but I know she’s too fair to hamper your career like that.” Michael’s warm smile made lines fan out from his deep-set brown eyes. “And I value her opinion. I even tried to lure her away from Paul once to do a show with me. But that was shortly before they got engaged, so I suppose that was a vain hope.”

      Freddie nodded. She had worked for Cath that summer. The summer of Susan. The summer of James.

      “Cath was a great mentor to me,” Freddie said. “She taught me a lot.”

      “I don’t doubt it. And you have that same calm, competent demeanor that she has. It’s part of what makes me hope you’ll consider taking this job.”

      Freddie leaned back in her chair, relaxing her tight, upright posture a little bit. She wasn’t used to being offered things on a platter like this. Her gaze roamed over Michael’s desk. Two framed pictures had pride of place. One showed Michael and another man, Freddie supposed this was his husband, both suntanned and standing with their arms around each other and their backs to the ocean. The other was of a snaggletoothed, shaggy little mutt who looked as if it existed in a permanent state of bafflement.

      “What happened to your original stage manager?” Freddie asked, her eyes flicking back to Michael’s face. The production was halfway through rehearsals. “Losing a stage manager at this point in rehearsals…”

      “Must be either a misfortune or carelessness?” Michael asked, paraphrasing Oscar Wilde, and Freddie suppressed a smirk. Cath and her husband Paul were forever quoting plays at each other. She wondered if she would eventually pick up the habit as well. “Neither, I’m afraid. Carolyn Tanner’s mother became gravely ill. Carolyn is an only child and was, unfortunately for us, the only person available to step in and take care of her.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.” Freddie reflected on her large, chaotic family. At least she would never be on her own like that if something happened to her parents. She had once been the one everyone counted on, the go-to girl in the midst of her four brothers. But they all still lived in the former fishing town where her parents did, where her Portuguese ancestors had plied the sea. Whereas she had made the decision to leave. While she would always help out where she could, she felt sure she could count on her brothers to figure things out.

      “So…what do you say?” Michael’s voice broke in on her irrelevant thoughts and his heavy brow made his intent expression even more compelling. “Can you bail us out?”

      Freddie thought about her bank account. And then about Susan. She considered the resumé credit this project would represent.

      And then she considered Susan.

      She took a deep breath, holding it for a moment before answering. “Can you give me a day or two to think about it?”

      Michael leaned back in his chair, considering. “I can give you twenty-four hours. Honestly, I shouldn’t even do that. I’m hoping you’ll say yes, but I’ll continue to get the word out. I need someone and I really need them yesterday, Freddie.”

      “That’s fair,” Freddie said, rising. “I just have a few things to iron out. Thanks for being flexible.”

      Shaking hands again with Michael, she headed for the theater door. Her phone chimed in her bag just as she reached the sidewalk. Pulling it out, she stared dumbly at the text message on the screen. A text from James.

      Hey. Back in NYC. Drink?

      Speak of the devil.

      #

      James fidgeted, checking Twitter on his phone, glancing at the door, swiveling on his bar stool.

      You know Freddie better than this. She’s always punctual.

      And James had shown up twenty minutes early. He was always too eager with Freddie, it seemed. He had asked her to move to Los Angeles with him, but she had panicked at the thought. She had been too young, too intent on building her own career. She couldn’t imagine what she might do on the West Coast except be James Martin’s girlfriend, and she had wanted more than that.

      Your own fault you have to wait. James decided to answer a few tweets while he waited. The new show had raised his profile and activity in his mentions had picked up. He scrolled through the feed. Compliment: reply with thanks. Troll: block. Request for birthday wish…

      “When you’re done with your adoring fans, can an old friend get a hello?”

      James dropped the phone on the bar, his head whipping around to trace the sound of Freddie’s voice. The sight of her was a physical blow, a soft whump to his solar plexus.

      “Hey stranger.” The husky voice that James had gotten used to hearing on the phone was even sexier paired with her face. Freddie hated cameras, which pretty much left out video chatting on FaceTime and Skype, so their infrequent, sometimes lengthy conversations after they had gotten past the hurt of the breakup and stitched their friendship back together had been voice-only. James had appreciated the intimacy of just that voice in the dark, but looking at her now, he remembered how much he had been missing.

      Her eyes still dominated her face: huge, dark brown, and tip-tilted, she was a Disney princess come to life. That pointed chin still advertised her stubborn nature. Her hair was longer now, grown out from the short curls that had clustered around her face. Now it waved nearly to her shoulders, and James’s fingers itched to tug at the dark brown silk.

      “Hey.” His own voice flaked with rust and he cleared his throat. “How’re you doing, Fred?” he asked as she clambered to the stool next to him, making a face as she boosted herself onto the barstool, her short, shapely legs dangling and her skirt riding up distractingly when she seated herself. He coughed again. “Sorry. I should have picked a table, not the bar. We can move if you want.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m short, I’m not incapable.” Her glance flickered from James to the bartender and he tried to gather himself as she ordered a drink, winking audaciously as the man mixed her a gin and tonic.

      Accepting her glass from the bartender with thanks, she took a sip as she gave James a long, assessing glance. She placed the drink down, centering it carefully on a little cardboard coaster. “So. You get a supporting role in a hot new tv show and you only call when you actually arrive? What’s that about?”

      James’s throat went dry and he took a sip of beer. When he was offered the role, his first thought had been of her. But he had panicked, been afraid that she would be with someone or just not want to see him. And now those big eyes had him transfixed, unable to offer explanation or apology.

      Two years before, he had taken the lead in their relationship. Now, it appeared he was following.

      #

      Shifting uncomfortably on the barstool, Freddie sipped her drink and continued to look at James. He was…Oh, crap. He was even more attractive than he had been that summer in Connecticut.

      Nothing to do but to brazen it out. “Well?”

      James shrugged, an unusually awkward, one-shouldered motion. “I honestly don’t know. I was definitely thinking about you. It’s just…I don’t know,” he said again.

      She decided to let him off the hook. For now. “You shaved your head,” she said.

      “Yeah.” He rubbed the dark brown skin of his scalp with an open palm. It looked smooth and inviting. Freddie’s fingers itched to stroke him. “‘Keepin’ it real,’ right?”

      Freddie laughed, the nervous clenching of her stomach pushing it toward a giggle. “You remember that?”

      “I’m going to forget you forcing me to watch Clueless fourteen times in one summer?”

      “Once. I made you watch it once. And you laughed your face off.” Freddie sipped her drink and tried to look challenging. She was all too aware that she probably looked about as intimidating as a chipmunk.

      James’ beautiful mouth stretched in a reluctant smile, exposing perfect, white teeth. Freddie melted a little.

      It’s just not fair.

      “Yeah. It was funny,” he said. “I admit it.”

      Freddie’s eyebrows lifted. “You do, huh?”

      “I do. In fact, my masculinity is strong enough to also tell you that it was on cable last month and I watched it again. Is it still your favorite?”

      Gulping a sustaining mouthful of gin and tonic, Freddie nodded. “Yup. I used to watch it with my mom all the time when I was a teenager and what’s not to love? It’s probably the best modern-day Austen adaptation out there.”

      “Well, all right then. Not going to argue with the classics.”

      An awkward silence stretched between them. James spun his beer bottle on its coaster and Freddie fidgeted with the tie of her blouse. She had no idea how to ask the question she really wanted the answer to.

      “So…” James said, tension drawing his jaw tight. “You seeing anyone just now?”

      Or he could ask me, I guess.

      #

      Heart thudding, James took a sip of his beer. He hadn’t intended to get so personal so quickly. He had planned to get to know her again slowly, see if the attraction that they had shared two years before could be reignited.

      Well, it had been abundantly clear from the moment he saw her again that he was still drawn to Freddie. Whether or not she still felt anything for him was another question.

      Speaking of which, she hadn’t yet answered his question. James’s throat and chest tightened.

      “No.” Her eyes flicked up to meet his. “No, not seeing anyone just now. You?”

      James coughed, her response eased the band around his chest, but his throat still felt clogged. “No,” he said hoarsely. “Haven’t for some time.”

      “Me neither.” Her eyelashes fanned across her cheek as she looked down. Impulsively, he cupped her face with one hand and she jumped.

      “Sorry,” he said, realizing his fingers were freezing from toying with his beer bottle.

      “It’s okay.” One of her hands flew up to clutch his, holding it to the curve of her cheek which flushed pink as he watched her.

      “Your face is hot,” he said, his own relaxing into a smile as she glared at him. “I mean it,” he said more softly as he let his fingers caress the soft skin, his hand soaking up the heat. “Your face is hot. And pretty. And sexy.” He traced the plump curve of her lower lip with his thumb. “Always did love your mouth.”

      “Likewise,” she said, looking at his lips. Her breath had a hitch to it, and she had slid a little way off the barstool, her skirt riding up on her thighs. He let his hand drop softly to her leg, and she looked down, seeing the exposed length of toned thigh. “Shit,” she said, tugging her skirt down and sitting back more firmly. Her face had gone from pink to bright red and her eyes darted around the bar.

      “Relax, you didn’t give the entire place a show. Just a few inches of leg.” James took another sip of beer and was rewarded with yet another glare. “What? What did I do?”

      Freddie sighed and finished her drink, clinking the remaining ice around in the glass. “Nothing. I’m just a little on edge today.”

      James took in the skirt, the V-neck top that showed the barest hint of cleavage and wondered if they were just clothes or a coded message. His jaw tightening, he decided to risk it. “Any chance I could relax you? I’m in a hotel for the next few weeks. It’s not far away.”

      Those big brown eyes flew back up to his face. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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