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Made-for-TV Movie

 

By Derrick Webber

 

All-round nice guy Arlo Jeffries has no regrets about leaving Hollywood behind. Returning to his British Columbia hometown to help care for his ailing mother, he’s thrilled with his assistant director gig at Goldseal Studio—Hollywood North’s holiday movie empire. But when a last-minute shakeup has him reassigned as personal assistant to A Very Frosted Christmas’s brooding new lead, Arlo’s orderly world spirals into a plot twist he never saw coming.

Pace Ryan is damaged goods. A decade as a model and TV star has left him with a huge ego and even larger sense of entitlement. Banished to his backwater hometown after a blockbuster movie flop, he’s dodging not only the tabloids but his estranged mother. Worse still, he’s got a secret he’d do anything to keep. As the cameras roll on Frosted, sparks fly behind the scenes. Arlo is determined to keep things professional, but the chemistry between him and Pace is impossible to ignore. Will they let fear steal the spotlight, or fight for a love that deserves a Hollywood ending?


FADE IN:

INT. M CARDWELL DESIGN CONFERENCE ROOM—DAY

DALE opens door and leans into room as all ten people at table turn to look.

 

DALE

 

Sorry to interrupt the meeting. Melanie, the Spruce Falls Hospital just called. Apparently, your mother has had a fall and injured her arm.

 

MELANIE

(raises hand to mouth in silent gasp)

 

Oh no! Sorry, people, I need to follow up on this. We’ll reschedule pronto, because we have to finalize the gowns we’re including in the collection.


Chapter 1

 

 

Arlo

 

I CAN’T decide if I’m at the bottom of the roller coaster, getting ready for the long, slow climb, or perched at the very top, waiting for the big plunge.

How would I film this? Both images fit the first day of a new production. My mind automatically defaults to split screen.

I nod at Rick as I ride past his booth at the front gate, then lock my bike to the empty rack, whip my helmet off, and swipe at my sweaty forehead. After grabbing my messenger bag, I hoof it across the main lot toward the office.

Ahead, schlepping a huge box from her car, is Lucy, the First Assistant Director and my absolute best friend. She’s a vision, as always, in a vintage red gingham sunsuit with a matching hairband in her cute black pageboy.

“Hey, babe,” I call to her. “Ready to ride Movie Mountain?”

She turns, brow furrowed. “Ready to what now?”

“Never mind.” There’s no need to suck her into my clichéd roller coaster imagery.

“How was your full week of freedom? Please tell me you had some fun.”

“Um, sure. I watched a ton of movies and”—I brace for the blowback—“I got a ton of writing done.”

She thrusts the box into my arms so she can plant hands to hips. “You’re shitting me! You worked? Honey, I drove a convertible up and down the Okanagan Valley, going vineyard to spa. I wore a headscarf that made me look like Grace-frickin’-Kelly, but, you know, a little more Asian….”

I shrug. “Maybe I was wearing a headscarf too, you don’t know. Listen, I had a great week. I get my best writing done in long uninterrupted periods, when I’m not exhausted.”

We walk past big, burly crew guys loading props into a van from the warehouse, including the two iconic giant nutcracker figures that feature prominently in every Goldseal Christmas movie.

“Here we go again,” says Lucy. “I wonder what entrance they’ll guard—the tree lot, the chateau, the toy store?”

“I’m guessing the bakery because this one’s about cupcakes.”

She nods. “Right…. A Very Frosted Christmas. Clever.”

“You can’t go wrong with holiday baking.”

The second we enter the production office, we run into my number-one irritant, Adam Sloane—literally run into him, with the box I still carry. I wish the impact was harder, crippling even.

“Whoa!” Adam’s hands shoot up in mock surrender. “Careful there, Jeffries. You may have to go back to PA 101: Transport Safety.”

Both Adam and I are Second Assistant Directors, which proves awkward—I have seniority, but he’s massively competitive and insecure, hence the insinuation that I’m better suited as a lower-rung Production Assistant. He’s looking particularly douchey today, with his hair slicked back, fake Ray-Bans, and a hideous Hawaiian shirt open almost to his navel.

Lucy jumps right in with a big, red-lipped smile. “Well, Adam, punkin, why don’t you take this box to the office and put it carefully on my desk. Show Arlo how it’s done. Thaaanks!”

Adam snatches it from my arms. I think he glares at her, though it’s hard to tell for sure through the shades. “I hope it’s nothing important because it may get dropped. I’m super hung over from my week in Vegas.”

Lucy raises already arched brows. “I’m glad you had fun with your rat pack, sweetness, but you’re back at work now. Should we review the studio’s substance abuse policy?”

I wait till he’s out of range before summoning my best director voice. “Cue paroxysms of laughter.” And we burst out accordingly.

Lucy regains her composure first. “I really needed that. Missed you so damn much.”

“Love you, babe.” I open my arms for a big, curvy hug.

“Mutual.” She squeezes back, hard, dropping one hand down to include a butt cheek. “BTW, he told Len he was going down with his mom.”

“I figured. What a stud….”

“Right? Who goes to Vegas in late June anyway?”

We get to the main set, which is decked out as a bakery interior, so overdecorated it looks like Christmas puked on it—the trademark Goldseal style. The vast floor space where all the behind-the-camera magic takes place is jammed with tables pushed together to create a meeting space sufficient for a UN conference. The first-day meeting always starts with an overview of the month ahead, and it includes team leaders from all the production departments. The director, Will Patten, and the production manager, Tara Quinn, take turns going through the schedule.

Will could easily play Santa in one of Goldseal’s Christmas movies, though I’d never dream of telling him that. He’s a big, round man with a big, round face and the kindest blue eyes imaginable. Wrapped up with all that, however, is a firm determination to get things done—properly and on schedule. Nobody on set wants to let Will down, particularly me, because I’ve learned so much from him in my four years with the studio.

I’m mostly paying close attention to the meeting, but I occasionally drift—I find myself mentally re-dressing Will in white wig and beard and ubiquitous red suit. Lucy keeps shooting me quizzical looks, no doubt wondering why there’s a smile pasted on my face.

Finally, it’s just Will, Tara, and us three ADs left. We all move close together at one table. This is the meat, everything I need to know with filming set to start in two days. The great advantage of working for a company like Goldseal, which pumps out endless made-for-TV movies, is that it’s a well-oiled machine. The challenge is that we work on a very tight schedule, which doesn’t allow for screwups. As happy as I am to be working and learning with the Goldseal team, I look forward to the day when I’m writing and directing my own projects.

As soon as we start going through the schedules, I notice that my package barely has anything in it and that I’m not included on the AD charts or timetables. At the first lull in the discussion, I hold up the package and wave it around. “Uh, sorry, but I’m a little light over here. There are a lot of blanks in my schedule.” To put it mildly.

Will and Tara exchange a brief and very uncomfortable glance before Will clears his throat. “Yeah, Arlo, we’re totally guilty of avoiding this. There’s no easy way to say it….”

I grip the table, tight. They’re firing me? They have me come in on the first day of a new production to fire me?

I notice Adam sitting up pole straight, almost levitating, with a look of utmost glee.

Tara, thin, wiry and tense enough to snap in half, jumps in. “We’re pulling you from your regular duties this shoot. We need you to be personal assistant to the male lead.”

I do a three-count. “You’re shitting me, right?” I look around for hidden cameras. “I’m being pranked, right?”

Will leans in, making those eyes as kind as possible. “I wish we were, Arlo, but this is a special circumstance. It can’t be avoided. Tara and I will go over it with you in my office as soon as we’re done here.”

Lucy looks like she’s having a stroke. She mouths a WTF in my direction before jumping in. “Sorry, but how the hell are we gonna make it work, down an AD for this shoot?”

Tara fields this. “We don’t have the budget to replace Arlo, but he’ll be on hand to help where he can, when his assistant duties allow for it. Like, when Pace is on set.”

I do a perfect cartoon double take as I scan the cast list once again. “Pace? Pace Ryan?”

Tara nods. “Yup, our first-time leading man. You know him?”

“From high school. He grew up here in Fort Langley.” And he was an arrogant prick.

“Well, that makes this an even better idea!” she responds brightly, then turns away when my expression comes nowhere near to mirroring her own.

Will bathes me in the baby blues once more. “Arlo, this sucks, there’s no getting around that fact. But in an emergency situation, which this is, it becomes part of your job description. I know I can count on you.” He turns to Lucy and Adam. “And I know you two can handle this. We’ll give you as many PAs as possible to fill gaps. Adam, this is your chance to really step up, show us what you got. Understood?”

The nodding goofball is grinning so wide it looks like he might actually throw his jaw out of alignment. Then he won’t be able to talk. I can only hope.

Once the meeting ends, Lucy presses my hand before I mope along behind my bosses to Will’s office.

The minute the door is closed, before we even sit down, I blurt, “Why me? Sloane should be doing this. He’s the junior second AD.”

Will nods sympathetically. “Yes, in an ideal world that would make sense, but you’re the person for the job. This is a delicate situation, and Adam is just not up to the task.”

“Why does Pace Ryan even get a personal assistant? He’s new to the company, a junior male lead.”

Tara shrugs and shakes her head. “Believe me, we had no intention of providing one, but Pace’s agent insisted on it, and the studio already has this huge promotion set up for the two leads: ‘Pace and Katanya—Together at Last!’ Or some such shit. I hate to use the word extortion, but that agent pretty much demanded this to guarantee he’ll stay in the production.”

“But isn’t he…” I choose my words carefully, knowing better than to disparage the talent, “…kind of in decline at present? Does he get to be this demanding?”

Will feels no such restraint. “Oh, he’s on the skids, for sure. He hasn’t worked since his bomb of a movie almost two years ago. His agent really pushed for this role, and Pace very reluctantly agreed to do it. He thinks that a Goldseal picture is way, way beneath him. Like Tara said, the execs are loving this whole return-of-the-heartthrob angle, and they’re bending over backward to make it happen.”

I choke back the No! desperate to escape my mouth. “Okay, so I’m stuck with him….”

“You can do this.” Will squeezes my shoulder with a massive hand. “You’ve got mad-hot people skills. Not to mention patience up the wazoo. And your sacrifice will be richly rewarded.”

“Absolutely,” agrees Tara. “You get a sweet little SUV for the entire shoot!”

“Okay.” I nod with little enthusiasm because I really prefer riding my bike. “Can I get my own personal assistant for the next production?”

“We’ll check the budget,” Tara and Will reply, then bust a gut over their simultaneous standard answer.

I head outside to get some air and to pace the lawn and mutter “Fuck” under my breath for a few minutes. I need some time before joining Lucy and Adam in our office—one will smother me with well-deserved sympathy, and the other will taunt me without mercy. I force myself to stop, plant my feet firmly into the grass, and gaze across at Golden Ears and the surrounding mountains of British Columbia’s Lower Mainland. I feel instantly calmer, and even find myself chuckling an acknowledgement to this frequent accidental backdrop for many Goldseal movies, even if they’re set in Connecticut. Do viewers seriously never question the poor editing?

I’m finally able to close my eyes and do some mindful breathing. I feel the warmth of the sun on my neck, on my bare calves, and through the back of my thin T-shirt. The light breeze caresses my body and blows my hair around. I luxuriate in the quietness, broken only by occasional hammering from deep within the studio building. After years of living in LA, with a seemingly constant rush of freeway noise as the soundtrack, I’m definitely happier as a small-town boy.

All the good vibes are completely gone by the time I trudge back inside.

As expected, Lucy launches at me with a full-on mama hug the minute I enter the shared AD office. “So, so unfair! But we’re gonna get through this, precious one. No matter what they throw at us.”

I love that she sincerely wants to shoulder some of the impact with me, and when I glance at the human knob sitting across from us, I realize she is just as screwed.

Adam is leaning back with his feet up on the desk, hands clasped behind his head. “Jeffries, can you pick up my dry cleaning on your way home today? Thaaanks!”

“Sloane, you don’t have anything to dry-clean. Your mommy still washes and folds your Spiderman undies.” I spare him only a quick glare and start arranging my desk.

“Hey, you’re still living at home too!”

“I’m in the carriage house, dick.” I enunciate each word slowly and clearly. “You’re still in your childhood bedroom, with your teddy and one stiff sock on the floor.”

“Whoa!” Lucy makes a T-sign with her hands and moves to stand between us. “Gentlemen, we have work to do. Adam, biscuit, choose one thing from your very, very long list and see if you can accomplish that today.”

We all settle down to work, and we’re focused for a long time before I hear Lucy emit a quiet giggle, followed by an even quieter “One stiff sock…!”

 

 

LUCY AND I grab a quick lunch on our favorite courtyard picnic table in gorgeous, dappled sunshine.

I nod at her ensemble. “You look super cute in that sunsuit.”

“Thanks, doll!” She Betty Boops her hair with one hand.

“Isn’t it a little dressy for work, though?”

“I just wanted everyone to know that I can dress like this, at least on the first day, when there’s no heavy lifting. Starting tomorrow, it’s back to cutoffs and obscure band T-shirts.” She takes a long paper-strawed sip of Fresca. “Listen, I need all the deets on Pace Ryan. You never mentioned that you actually knew him!”

“He was two years ahead of me in high school, in Amanda’s year. Spoiler alert: they went to prom together and were crowned homecoming king and queen.”

She punches my arm, hard enough that I need to rub it. “Shut! Up! Your sister dated a Hollywood hottie? I’m going to need to see pictures. Bring your yearbook tomorrow. Did you ever hang with him?”

Vigorous head shake. “Two years is an ocean apart in high school. And he was so far out of my league anyway—only hung with the other good-looking, popular kids. Amanda was really pretty and a cheerleader, but they were only prom dates because someone tipped them off beforehand that they were both going to be crowned. She didn’t run with his crowd, and they never dated beyond that.”

“Be honest, did you have a crush on him? He must have been gorgeous!”

“He was, no doubt. He had great hair and the most luscious full lips. You couldn’t help but watch when he passed by.” A slo-mo vision of tight-jeans-wearing Patrick, as he was known then, saunters across the big screen of my mind. “However, comma, he was really full of himself, which killed the whole fantasy.”

“So, no teen boners for you, then?” Lucy laughs lustily.

“Well, not exclusively for him, no.” I squint out an oversized wink. “But I always needed to carry a coat or big textbook in those days. I was very susceptible.”

After a long bout of giggling and thigh slapping, Lucy refocuses. “So after high school? Did he head right to Hollywood?”

“He started out modeling. I think he was still wearing his homecoming crown when he got snapped up by some agency. Then it was off to Milan or wherever for a few years of catwalking.”

“He started acting in a soap, right?”

“Yup. He was bad boy Brick Ramsay on Pelican Cove for four or five seasons. Then he landed the Mountie role on that wholesome prime-time series Prairie Sky.”

“Right, Sergeant Crowley and his noble horse, True. And what was his girlfriend’s name?”

“Gwendolyn Pearce, played by Olivia De Vries. They were a couple in real life too, I think, for a while.”

Lucy snorts. “For someone who’s not a fan, you sure know your Pace Ryan lore!”

I shrug. “Well, you keep up with the hometown folks who make it big. And now it looks like I’ll get to know him way more than I probably want to.”

We head back to work.

 

 

WILL COMES to see me just as I’m packing up to head home.

“Have I mentioned today that you’re a superstar?” He pulls a chair over to my desk.

I fight the urge to climb onto his lap and make a Christmas wish that I can just do my regular job. “It probably wouldn’t hurt to tell me one more time, you know, to ensure that I show up for work tomorrow.”

Will stifles a fake scream. “Don’t even joke about it! You’re invaluable to me.”

“No worries, I won’t let you down. I owe you big time for all your support.”

“Pish.” He waves this off. “We’re family. You’re like a son to me—brighter and better looking than my real sons, in fact.”

I happen to know he’d take a bullet for his kids. “And the Father of the Year award goes to….” We laugh this off.

“Listen.” Will gets serious and leans forward. “I don’t want to harsh the buzz we have going, but Pace Ryan might be a challenge—a wee bit fragile, so to speak. You know that I’m not one to coddle actors, but I also know that one who’s hit rock bottom will need some extra support. Obviously, this isn’t something you wanted to take on, but please try and give him a little love and a lot of patience.”

“You mentioned he’s not really into the gig at all.”

Will shakes his head. “This definitely isn’t how he envisioned his comeback—I’m sure he was aiming for a cutting-edge, genre-changing role. A TV movie is going to feel like a slap in the face to him.”

“Seems to me he should be grateful to land it.”

Will nods thoughtfully. “You and I know that, but he’s going to show up here acting like a cornered animal, I can almost guarantee it. So gird yourself. And just work your amazing, supportive magic. Charm the pants off him. Well, you know, not really with the pants… we’ve all seen how coworker hanky-panky can blow up a production. But he’d be lucky to have you. If he’s into dudes. I don’t know him.” He slaps a hand to his forehead and releases a deep sigh. “I’m exhausted and blathering now. Sorry.”

Chuckling wryly, I give a Boy Scout salute. “I promise, boss, I will not hump the talent.”

This earns a loud belly laugh. “I don’t deserve you.” He makes to rise and then drops back onto the chair. “Oh, and Jimmy will pick you up at home tomorrow morning in the SUV—then it’s yours for the shoot. I sent you Pace’s schedule, which is now, of course, your schedule. It starts with picking him up at the airport at two p.m.”

I groan and follow that with a fake-enthusiastic thumbs-up.

Will stops in the doorway and leans back in. “And, Arlo, if Pace ever really goes off on you, let me know immediately. I will seriously fuck him up.”

With that cheery assurance, I cycle home, enjoying the cool breeze on my face and the late-day sun on my back. I’ll miss these rides to and from work, which are simultaneously invigorating and relaxing. I’ll have to make time on the weekends for cycling—if I have weekends. Some shoots are pretty nonstop.

The ride takes me out of myself, lets me focus on Fort Langley’s small-town charms—so apparent to me now in a way that they wouldn’t have been in high school—the beautiful heritage homes on huge lots, the trails along the river, the vintage chic of the downtown core. It all appears purpose-built for a Goldseal movie, but it’s also an amazing actual place to live.

I hang my bike in the garage, drop my bag on the stairs leading up to my pad, and head for the main house. Mom’s in the kitchen, prepping dinner. She has one hand on her cane and makes her way painfully to and from the fridge, bringing out ingredients one by one. It’s an exhausting process to watch, but I’ve learned not to jump in and try to take over—I’m no match for the wrath that would surely follow. Nobody is.

Finally, with a break in her fierce concentration, she realizes I’m standing at the back door. A loving smile spreads across her face. “There’s my baby! How was the first day? What’s the dish on set?”

I step forward and hug her gently, kissing the wispy hair on top of her head. I switch on my internal editing device. “It was good, Mom. Great to see the crew and hang out with Lucy. The actors all arrive tomorrow.”

She nods and refocuses on her hunting and gathering. She stops suddenly and does the world’s slowest pivot to face me again. “Before I forget, I ran into Barinder today on my way to Dr. Myers. He was with his two boys, and they’re getting so big and handsome! He said to say hi and you should text him. He really wants to get together. You should have hooked up with him last week when you had the time off.”

I can’t help but smile at her word choice. A hookup is exactly what Barinder is looking for, and Mom would never have passed on the greeting if she knew. He and I had been “palling around”—Mom’s phrase—since late high school, after I came out. Barinder is super into guys, but everything has to be on the down-low, because he was expected to and had now married. No sooner did I return home than I found myself being pressured, once again, to be his dirty little piece on the side. I went for it just once, during a particularly low period, and then ran into the whole Deo family at the market the next day. I slammed the door shut on those booty calls. It’s one of the problems of small-town living—almost all the young single gays have moved to the city, which leaves older couples looking for threesomes and closeted dudes like Barinder. To make it even worse, he’s now a very handsome, beautifully suited realtor, and he and his signage torment me everywhere in town.

“Yeah, I blew it,” I admit to Mom, instantly snorting at my own word choice. “Now what can I do to help?”

We settle into our meal prep rhythm, me chopping garlic and onions, Mom making salad. We chat away about all manner of pleasant things—the perfect weather, the new summer banners they put up on King Street. The subject of her health is strictly forbidden—she refuses to ‘burden’ Amanda and me with her illness.

Dad arrives home from work when dinner’s almost ready. He squeezes my shoulders from behind and leans in to kiss his wife.

“How were your tests today, June Bug?” he enquires softly.

She quickly waves him off and whispers, “Fine. Later.”

He washes his hands and sets the table.

As we enjoy our pasta, keeping the conversation light, I observe my parents, like character studies for a script:

Dad (59, pharmacist): Apart from the overarching sadness and worry, he is fiercely protective and fiercely in love with his wife. He also frequently casts warm smiles and glances his son’s way. Even after four years, he never ceases to express appreciation for him moving home to be with his mom and family.

Mom (60, retired school secretary): Even on a bad day, she is vehemently independent and incredibly brave as she battles leukemia. She’s determined not to be a downer for her family. Primarily, she’s happy that her son moved home, but also feels guilty for wrecking his Hollywood career.

It’s impossible for me to convince her that I’m delighted to be back home and working at Goldseal. She assumes that I’m missing out on superior offers in LA and is always encouraging me to reconnect with my network there.

“Call Lachlan” is a frequent suggestion, referring to my old so-called boyfriend there. “See if he has any leads on projects you might want to get involved with.”

I don’t have the heart to tell her that Lachlan only ever focused on opportunities for himself, and that when I said good-bye before returning home, my supposed BF barely bothered to look up. I don’t want to hook up with Barinder, for sure, but I wouldn’t waste another second in a meaningless relationship either. Who the hell has the time and energy?

We’re clearing the table when a little bundle of vivacity comes flying into the house. “Gramma, Grampa, I’m here for my sleepover!”

I grab my nine-year-old niece, Rae, before she bowls poor Mom right off her feet. “Too bad, li’l spark plug, cuz I just finished the last bowl of ice cream!” I laugh wickedly in her ear as I nuzzle into one of her massive frizzy pigtails.

“Gramma!” shrieks Rae.

Amanda and Jamal follow their daughter into the kitchen.

“Rae-Rae, since when have you ever believed a word out of Uncle Arlo’s mouth? I taught you better than that.” Amanda kisses my cheek, and Jamal gives me a massive bro hug that nicely adjusts my spine.

“Do you two have time for ice cream before the movie?” I head to the freezer when I receive nods.

A fresh volley of questions about my first day follows me onto the back deck. When I finish answering those, I decide to the drop the bomb. “Breaking news: guess who the male lead is for this picture?” After a string of predictable guesses from among the regular Goldseal stable of actors, I detonate. “All wrong. It’s Fort Langley’s very own Patrick Ryan.”

“Ooh!” Mom enthuses. “Your handsome prom date, Amanda!”

“Wait, what?” Jamal sits bolt upright, which for the high school basketball coach is really up there. “You got an old boyfriend in this movie?”

Rae starts giggling uncontrollably and shrieks, “Mommy!”

“Whoa!” Amanda is up in a flash, using her best flight attendant techniques, including hand gestures. “Everyone stay seated and remain calm. Patrick—who goes by Pace now, Arlo, which should help you on set—only took me to the prom. It was a one-off. Don’t you remember him from school, Jamal? I never really talked to him again after that.”

“Never really?” Jamal has dubious written all over his face before turning to me. “Dude, you gotta make sure a sandbag falls on him, takes him out.”

“Uh, you’re thinking of a stage play. How ’bout a big light?” I flash Amanda my most maniacal grin.

“Please don’t egg him on, little bro, seriously, or your leading man will finish the shoot in traction!”

Now Mom makes her pitch. “You have to invite him over for a family dinner, Arlo. It will be so nice to see him again, and he’ll probably enjoy a home-cooked meal instead of all that craft service and takeout.”

“Trust me, Mom, this guy is not going to remember Amanda or any of us. He blew this popsicle stand the second they handed him his high school diploma.”

“Well”—Mom shrugs—“I know his mother, and I want to do right by her, so please extend the invitation. Alan, go get that picture of Amanda and Patrick as the king and queen. It’s upstairs on my desk.”

“Yeah,” encourages Jamal, clenching and unclenching his fists. “I need a visual!”

“Arlo, come here!” Amanda demands angrily, only to whisper very sweetly once her head is alongside mine. “Thank you for this! You know how jealous and competitive Jamal is. After the movie I’m going to get some very intense loving! Can you say triplets?” She plants a big wet smooch on my cheek.

Amanda and Jamal race off and I chuckle to myself, wondering if they’ll make it all the way through the show before the biological imperative kicks in.

I finish cleaning the kitchen and wave a quick good night to the parentals and Rae, who are all tucked into the guest room bed watching an animated movie. My money is on Rae outlasting both her grandparents.

The little carriage house is my happy place. My parents never barge in—always text first—and it has everything I need: great office area, big-screen TV, and nice little deck facing the mountains. The king bed is a bit of overkill, given my single status, but I’m definitely in no hurry to fill the empty side.

I make myself a cup of tea and take tomorrow’s schedule outside, with a highlighter to run over the important stuff.

As I get ready for bed, only one question remains: what to wear tomorrow? I can’t get away with the usual ratty shorts and T-shirt now—I have to come across as more professional. But I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard, like I’m catering to Patrick. It’s tough, but I refuse to compromise further than chinos and a polo for this new, unwanted role.

Sprawled across my unnecessarily large bed, just before the scene fades to black, I find myself repeating, “Please don’t be an asshole, Patrick—I mean, Pace.”


FADE IN:

INT. MELANIE’S OFFICE—DAY.

CLOSE-UP OF MELANIE’S HANDS QUICKLY CRAMMING FILES INTO BRIEFCASE.

CAMERA PULLS BACK TO REVEAL MELANIE AND DALE STANDING BEHIND HER DESK.

 

MELANIE

 

Obviously this is the worst time for me to leave, but my mother needs me, Dale. She runs the bakery by herself, and the Christmas season is her busiest time of year. If she closes now, the business could go under.

 

DALE

(exaggerated sigh and hand on hip)

 

I get that, but I don’t see how we’re going to put this collection together by deadline if you’re heading to the North Pole to bake cupcakes!


Chapter 2

 

 

Pace

 

“LISTEN,” MAGDA demands as we pass the LAX sign, “I don’t remember the last time I dropped a client off at the airport. It’s gotta be ten, maybe fifteen years. I love you, you’ve got talent, you deserve another chance, I found you one. You’re not thrilled, I get it, but you are damn lucky to have this opportunity. Don’t blow it, Pace, because if you do, we’re done. Simple as that. I’ve got clients who want to work. Get another agent. You understand me?”

Nice sendoff.

I glare out the window of an economy seat on a regional carrier heading to a regional airport. Over ten years in the biz, and this is all the fucking glamor I’ve achieved. I desperately want a drink, but it’s barely past noon and, even wearing shades, I don’t want to risk being recognized. I spend a good chunk of time thinking up tawdry tabloid headlines. “Pissed Pace Pounds Plenty on Plane!” finally emerges as the frontrunner. The bastards would run it too, a hundred percent.

I take a big swig from my water bottle and consider opening the “Welcome to the Goldseal Family” package in the seat pocket in front of me. Goldseal. A made-for-frickin’-TV Christmas movie! Magda’s right, I have to get back out there, but is this seriously the only option? Doing another TV project is a step back for me, even if my one and only movie was a colossal bomb.

Now I really need a drink. A flood of scathing reviews races through my head, as they often do. I get it—the whole movie had been shit. Magda warned me, but I was determined to take on the lead role in an edgy courtroom drama. When Overruled flopped, all the criticism was dumped squarely on me, and not just by the reviewers—the whole production team singled me out as the reason, cuz they didn’t want to wear it.

I push the call button.

The clatter of plastic cups being cleared from my tray table and the staticky landing announcement jolt me awake. I look down at my hometown, now right on the edge of the suburbs sprawling out from Vancouver. I haven’t been home for five years, and the idea that I’ll be working here makes my gut lurch. I’ve been sent back to Fort Langley. I’m officially a failure.

Once through customs, I find a cute blond guy with a great smile holding a Goldseal sign. “Welcome home, Patrick.”

I flinch my annoyance. “It’s Pace.”

He cringes and starts blinking rapidly. “Right, sorry, Pace. I knew that.”

I heave my shoulder bag at him and wait several seconds for a surprised “Oh, okay.” He takes the damn bag, and the two rolling suitcases, and leads the way to the car outside. I wait by the rear door while he puts my luggage in the back, and then stands there slack-jawed. I open my own fucking door and get in, to another “Oh, okay.” He scurries to get behind the wheel. Pretty-but-dumb is the verdict on this one.

“I’m Arlo. I’ll be assisting you on the shoot.”

“Fine.” I hope he has skills beyond luggage handling and door opening, because they suck.

“It says in your notes that you’re staying at the Goldseal condo, right?”

“Yeah. Unless you have a better idea.” My annoyance is ratcheting up.

Now the driver is really blinking. “No, it’s just that I thought you might rather stay with your parents, that’s all.”

I feel like this poster child for incompetence has just slapped me in the face. “Are we friends? Do you know me? I won’t be staying with my father for sure because he’s dead, but yeah, why don’t you go ahead, call my mother and arrange things. Take me any fucking place you want.” If this is my assistant, I have to speak to someone about a replacement. Pronto.

The eyes in the rear-view mirror look stricken and he’s mercifully quiet, though I can almost hear him counting down. Then: “I am so, so sorry. I hadn’t heard about your dad. The last thing I wanted to do is upset you. We’re heading to the condo.”

“That’s awesome. Thank you so much. Less chatter would be great.” I sit and curse to myself as I stare out the window at all the familiar Podunk landmarks. You could choke on the fucking quaint here.

The rest of the drive is in blessed silence, and I glance at the rear-view mirror a few times to see if the pretty boy looks any less upset. He doesn’t. He still looks close to tears. Great, now I guess I’m supposed to feel guilty about that.

We arrive in front of a plain-looking low-rise. The Goldseal logo emblazoned across the entrance tells me this will be my home for the next month. I open my own door, not wanting to press the issue, while blondie gets the luggage. A very large, very friendly woman smiles at me from the front door.

“Welcome, Mr. Ryan. My name is Myrna, and I’m the concierge. Let me show you to your condo and tell you how this place works.” She talks a mile a minute while I dutifully follow her. When the tour’s over, she leaves me in my suite with blondie, who’s hovering by the bags just inside the door. Is he expecting a fucking tip?

He finally lifts his beautiful dark blue eyes to mine, stubbing the toe of one runner into the marble floor in the most adorable way. “Mr. Ryan, I want to apologize again. I made assumptions that weren’t mine to make. I’m new at this gig, but that’s no excuse. I hope you’ll give me another chance.”

My icy heart melts. He is way too sweet. Now all I want to do is take a nap and drag this beauty onto the bed to spoon with. Luckily my filters are fully engaged. Instead, I decide to ditch the go-to Hollywood douchebag routine and step forward with my right hand extended. “Call me Pace. And please tell me your name again.”

“Arlo.”

“Arlo,” I repeat while we shake. “Okay, we’re starting over. And I’ll begin by apologizing to you too. I’m in a foul mood because I don’t want to be here, but I had no right to take it out on you.”

He nods. “Well, thank you for that.” He pauses for a moment, looking unsure how to proceed. “Am I supposed to open your car door? No one told me about stuff like that.”

I want to say Yes, of course you are! but this guy is just way too nice. “Now that you mention it, no. I thought at first that you were my driver, but if you’re my assistant, there’s no need.”

He exhales loudly and his shoulders visibly drop. “Okay, well, if I’m screwing up anything else, please tell me. And”—he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a card—“this is for you. Myrna’s number is on there, and our director, Will’s—and mine, of course. Call me whenever.”

Blondie, please do not tell me that. “Okay, thanks.”

“Will is hosting a cast dinner at seven. I’ll come pick you up at 6:45, if that works.”

“Okay. Dress code?”

“Oh, super casual. I’m wearing this.” He raises his arms, indicating his preppy outfit.

My assistant is attending the cast dinner? “All right, good to know.”

Arlo snaps his fingers, fresh-idea style. “Katanya, the leading lady, always dresses up for this dinner—for every dinner, actually. So, if you want to charm her….”

No bloody way I’m dressing up to charm some Goldseal hack actress! “Good note, thanks.” As Arlo opens the door to leave, I grab his arm. “Please don’t mention to anyone what I said about not wanting to be here. That’s my issue and I’ll deal with it.”

Arlo flashes a very agreeable smile and mimes locking his lips and throwing away the key.

I stand there for a moment after he leaves and let out a massive sigh. My assistant can be as incompetent as he wants; he is so damn fine.

Small wonder that I’m attracted to a pretty face. I’ve been holed up in my North Hollywood condo for almost two years. I go to the gym and for long runs, always in shades and baseball caps, and that’s about it. I don’t have any close friends. Strike that. I don’t have any friends. For a while, after the movie bombed, I invited so-called buddies over for coffee or lunch, but that instantly ground to a halt. People in LA, particularly in the biz, want to go out to see and be seen. They do not want to hang out with losers in hiding.

Or with guys in the closet. Constantly presenting a straight image is hard work, especially the frequent, highly publicized dates with women I used to orchestrate—my costar Olivia and I were a media couple for a few years, but I had to end that one.

I’m pretty much celibate now, cuz hooking up with guys is way too risky—I have an intense fear of exposure, or worse, blackmail. Even now, with a career in ruins, my last two liaisons with men had been in a hotel around the corner from my condo. They had both been so profoundly nothing—races to get off that I quickly lost interest in—that I gave up trying.

Magda finally insisted I get medical help for my depression and anxiety, so now I take Xanax and see a therapist regularly. They both help, I have to admit, but at the end of the day I’m still quick to anger, and I still feel like a total fucking failure. Being here, back in Fort Langley making a cheesy Goldseal movie, only confirms it.

As if things can’t possibly get any worse, I’m attracted to my personal assistant.

I’m in trouble on so many fronts.

 

 

AFTER UNPACKING and crashing for a while, the depth of my woe-is-me mode disgusts even me. I take a G&T out on the deck and look across a farmer’s field. I’m no longer in Oz—this is clearly Kansas. Well, Kansas North. The mountains in the distance were the backdrop to my childhood. They always made me feel hemmed in—trapped.

My heart actually leaps when Arlo texts, right on time, to say he’s downstairs. I feel strangely nervous about meeting and mingling with the cast. Not that I’ll find the in-house actors in any way intimidating, but I’ve been out of the general socializing loop for a long time. It surprises me to realize how happily and pathetically relieved I am, knowing that Arlo will be with me.

And there he is, standing at the car, holding the rear passenger door open and grinning.

He laughs. “Why the shocked expression? I wanted to.” He gives me an extremely gratifying once-over. “You look great!”

I chose a very snug black shirt with white jeans and slides; I decided to wow the hicks. “Thanks. Grab attention the instant you walk on camera, or so I’ve been told, like, a million times.”

On the drive there, Arlo gives me a preview of the evening. There’s an open bar to start, a reunion time to give the regular actors a chance to catch up. Then Will introduces everyone, goes over some general schedule stuff, and cuts to the buffet dinner.

“A heads-up on the bar: once dessert is served, there’ll be time for a quick brandy or whatever, and then the liquor will disappear so fast you’ll wonder if it was ever there. Will is strict about work nights.”

“Good to know.” I wonder if Arlo smelled the gin on my breath and pegged me for a lush. I plan to really watch the drinking on this shoot, as well as my tendency to pop an extra Xanax from time to time.

The minute we walk through the door of the commissary, I wish I’d brought something to pop. Desperately. All eyes are on me—the newcomer, the fallen star. Sure, there are polite smiles, but there are also not-so-discreet inquisitive glances and whispered comments. I instinctively move closer to Arlo. “Let’s not take a chance on that bar closing.”

A large man makes a beeline for us, hand extended to greet me. “Pace, welcome! It’s a pleasure to have you join us. I’m your director, Will Patten.” And just when Arlo offers to fetch me a drink, Will lays an arm across his shoulder and declares, “Arlo is one of the best people on our team, so I hope you two are getting acquainted. He knows how Goldseal runs inside and out, so avail yourself of his knowledge.”

Arlo blushes and hurries off to get my double G&T. I’m confused now, because I thought my assistant was new to the job.

Just then a fiery-haired, smoky-eyed woman makes her presence known by gliding up alongside me and linking arms. “Will, darling, please introduce me to my new leading man!”

“With pleasure. Katanya Ravensworth, this is Pace Ryan.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Pace. So happy to have you join the Goldseal family.” She tightens the grip on my arm. She’s a total knockout in her form-fitting jade green wrap dress, but even with all the obvious work she’s had done, her age shows around her neck and eyes.

“Thank you, Katanya. I really look forward to working with you.” I manage to get that out just as a group of people push their way forward to be likewise introduced.

As Katanya releases my arm and I turn to greet this new batch, I hear her sidle up to Will and stage whisper, “My high school boyfriend? More like he’s hot-for-teacher, Will. I mean, help me out here!”

Arlo finally returns with my drink and assists me with processing the rest of the crowd. “You okay?” he asks quietly and perceptively when it’s just the two of us.

“Do I look like I’m ready to crawl out of my skin?” I try for a laugh. “I guess I’m just not used to large groups anymore.” Or small ones.

Arlo squeezes my shoulder and walks over to where Will is talking to a few people. He taps him on the shoulder from behind and whispers in his ear. Will immediately asks everyone to take their seats for the business part of the evening. How the hell does my personal assistant have so much clout with the director? Even as Arlo walks back to me, several people come over to greet and embrace him. He’s clearly someone of importance, or at least someone known and loved.

Arlo’s returning smile doesn’t have a hint of arrogance, and he puts his hand on the small of my back and guides me to a table far off to the side. “We’re going to sit with some very nice people right here. This is my best friend, Lucy, the first AD, and Tara, our production manager.”

Tara looks disapprovingly at Arlo. “I’m sure Mr. Ryan would much rather sit at the main table. There’s a spot right next to Katanya.”

“I’d actually like to sit here, if that’s all right with you both. I’m feeling a little… overwhelmed.” I try my best to smile.

“Absolutely!” Lucy pats my forearm and fixes me with a big grin. “Welcome, Pace. So great to have you here. You’re gorgeous!”

This actually scores a chuckle from me, and I turn to Arlo. “Your best friend is very discerning.”

Arlo winks at Lucy. “She has her moments,” he allows. “Particularly when it comes to men.”

I have my shit together, more or less, by the time introductions are being made and it’s my turn to stand up and say a few words. “I’m very happy to be here at Goldseal,” I lie. “I’ve been out of the loop for a while, and this is all a little new, so please be patient with me.”

Then it’s Arlo’s turn. “Hi, folks, most of you know me already. I’m the second AD, and I’m a sucker for our Christmas movies, so let’s roll out that snow!”

I stare at him when he sits back down, now completely confused. “You’re what?”

Arlo waves it off. “I wear a lot of hats. I’ll fill you in later. Shall I bring you a plate? If I go now, I can beat the lineup.”

I shrug. “Sure, thanks, though I’m not really hungry.”

After he leaves, Lucy leans in and offers to buy me a drink.

I blast out a laugh. “From the open bar? Hell yes—a double G&T, please. And Lucy….” I call her back just as she steps away from the table. “If things don’t work out with you and Arlo, I’d love to be your best friend.”

Now it’s her turn to release a clap of laughter, and she drops a kiss on the top of my head before tottering off in her high heels and June Cleaver dress.

“I brought you everything,” Arlo declares in obvious understatement as he deposits a massively mounded plate in front of me.

“Christ, Arlo, am I playing the male lead or Santa Claus?”

He beams. “Pace Ryan, you just made your first Goldseal joke. You have officially arrived.”

I pick at the food, a bit unsure of my nervous gut. Not helped by several more people coming over to meet me. Again, far more people drop by to chat with Arlo and to ask how his mom is doing. He’s obviously a very popular AD.

As dinner winds down, I really begin to feel the effects of the two doubles, choosing not to count the ones back at the condo, and definitely not the ones on the flight. I turn to Arlo. “Whenever you’re ready.” I’m barely aware of how Arlo finesses our escape, but Lucy is the only person I say good-bye to.

When we get to the car, I sit in the front passenger seat. Arlo looks over at me and laughs. “We’ve come a long way in our relationship in just a few short hours!”
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