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      DANI

      I’m disappointed by the real Lukas Keith.

      When I signed on to this made-for-TV-movie production as personal driver for the guy—as in the Lukas Keith, aka the actor famous for his role as Joey in Our House—it wasn’t like I expected him to be exactly like his character.

      You know, cheeky but adorable, beloved by all.

      I’ve been driving for movies and TV shows here in Wallington for a few years now. I’ve had plenty of opportunities to be disenchanted by famous people. I get that an actor’s personality is likely to be very different from the roles they play.

      I’m still disappointed by the real Lukas Keith.

      Maybe, because Lukas was Joey right there in our living room for most of my childhood, I felt like I knew him already.

      Maybe, because my friend Violet—a casting assistant on the movie—told me Lukas would be playing a role just like Joey, I assumed he always plays himself.

      Or maybe it’s because he’s even better-looking in person.

      It’s not that he’s been obnoxious. He hasn’t hit on me, or asked me to buy him drugs, or thrown up in the car—all things that have happened with previous clients. He’s just been borderline rude. Every single day it’s the same. He gets in the car, mumbles a greeting without making eye contact, and then slumps down in the back seat to bury his nose in a script.

      When we arrive at his destination, he mutters a thank you and practically runs away from the car. Like I’ve got the plague or something. He never says anything else, not even to arrange the next pickup. The second AD does it for him.

      I don’t know what is up with the guy, but the tension he carries around with him is exhausting. So, even though I’ll miss the extra income, I have to say I’m relieved as I pull into the driveway of his rental house for the final pickup. Once I drop the guy off at the Wallington airport, I’ll never have to deal with him again.

      When I arrive at his rental house, I turn off the stereo, Smashmouth’s “Walkin’ on the Sun” still ringing in my ears. I don’t play music unless clients request it, and he never has. He appears at the top of the stairs as soon as I park and insists on loading his own bags into the trunk, but after I shut the passenger door behind him, he hides behind a script again.

      His body language made it clear from the very first day of this gig that conversation between us is not welcome. But he can’t be learning lines now. The movie wrapped yesterday.

      “Already preparing for the next role?” I ask, against my better judgment.

      “Yep.”

      He pops the P at the end of the word so aggressively, I know I should just let it go, but instead, I poke the bear. “Is it any good?”

      He doesn’t answer, and when I glance in the rearview mirror, he’s white-knuckling the script. Reminding myself that my only job is to get him to the airport, I keep my mouth shut for the rest of the drive.

      After I park under the Departures sign, I pop the trunk and paste on a professional smile, counting the seconds until this job is over.

      He’s out of the car and dealing with the Skycap by the time I turn off the ignition, and I debate whether I should even get out. It’s not like the time when I drove the actress who shared every detail of her mother’s battle with cancer, who cried as she hugged me before she went through those doors. Or even the aging British cinematographer, who told me so many hilarious stories that I wanted to adopt him as my grandpa. Who invited me to visit anytime I was “over the pond.”

      I’m not even sure Lukas Keith knows my full name, and I’ll be doing my best to forget him once those sliding doors close behind his very fine ass. He proves the truism: not all pretty faces have personalities to match.

      “Danielle?”

      The pretty face in question, dominated by soulful blue eyes framed by chestnut brown brows, suddenly appears in the open passenger side window. He’s never looked at me directly when he says my name, and the force of his attention pins me to my seat.

      “Sir?” a man calls. “Your baggage claim ticket?”

      “Can you wait a sec, Danielle?” he asks me. “I have something for you.”

      He jogs away, and it’s like the sun disappearing behind a cloud. Everything dims a little bit for a few moments. When he returns, sliding into the front seat and turning that intense gaze back on me, I’m not only blinded by its force, but I suddenly don’t know what to do with my hands.

      Meanwhile, my heart’s like the rabbit my dog Skye chased around the backyard last week, desperate to get away, racing from one side of my chest to the other. I don’t know whether it’s his movie star presence, or what, but the blood pumping through my veins is so loud, I have to lean closer to hear what he’s saying. This puts me in range of his intoxicating scent, which riles up parts of me that have been dormant so long I thought they’d expired.

      I’m not sure how long he’s been holding out the wrapped package before I take it from him, but once my eyes have something else to focus on, I can at least breathe again.

      “You can open it.” His hushed tone wraps around my shoulders like a favorite sweater on the first chilly day of autumn, making me want to snuggle closer.

      “If you want. You don’t have to,” he continues, almost like he’s nervous. “I usually get my driver a nice bottle of booze or something, but I don’t know. I thought you might appreciate these. I actually had fun hunting them down.”

      My cheeks could set fire to an ice cube, but curiosity is going to kill this cat if I don’t open the gift, so I just rip into the paper. When I see what’s inside, I literally gasp.

      “I hope you like them.” His voice now tentative, he leans closer to lift the collection of neon sticky notes from the box, only to reveal another in pastels.

      “Wow,” is the only response I seem capable of uttering.

      “Maybe it’s dumb.” He sounds so vulnerable that my gaze shifts to his face, where his expression is equally unsure. “But I noticed how you use sticky notes to organize your planner, and I thought the different colors would be useful.”

      He’s waiting for a response, I know he is, but I’m afraid if I say anything I might cry. I mean, it’s just paper, but it’s like the guy sees me. The guy who I thought didn’t even know my name has peered into my heart, examined my soul, and given me the perfect gift.

      “But, like, feel free to toss them if you don’t like them.” He reaches for the box, like he’s going to take it away from me, and I clasp it to my chest before he can.

      His hands go up in surrender, and he laughs, the sound like rain in spring. “I was going to point out that I did leave you a tip in the box as well. In case you were going to throw it away.”

      A car beeps behind us, and he looks back like he, too, forgot where we were. “Okay, well”—he hooks a thumb behind him—“I gotta catch my flight.”

      He climbs out of the passenger seat, closes the door, and then leans down, meeting my gaze again. “You take care, Dani.”

      I’d planned to pull away from this drop-off with a good riddance, but now, I can’t stop watching as he walks away. When he reaches the automatic doors, the idea that I’ll never see him again hits me like a rogue wave.

      He raises his hand to stop the doors from closing, turns around, and waves. He waits to pass through until I wave back. Only then does his hand drop.

      And then he’s gone.
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      DANI

      Just suck it up, Dani, I tell myself as I hoof it through the swampy Carolina heat from my car to the shrink’s office. If this one says no, you can always go to another one.

      As I press the button to let the doctor know I’m here, I acknowledge that I can hardly blame her if she thinks I’m a lunatic. If the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again, expecting a different result, the number of times I’ve paid someone to tell me I don’t get to make decisions about my own body would qualify me as wacked.

      What is a sex life worth? you might ask.

      Let’s add up what I’ve spent so far.

      Appointments with gynecologists not resulting in the tubal ligation I asked for: six hundred dollars. A visit to this shrink so I can get a letter attesting to the fact that I’m capable of making my own damn decisions: another hundred and fifty dollars.

      The door to Dr. Rangel’s office opens, startling me. “Come on in, Danielle.”

      Pasting on a cheerful smile, I do as she says. I do not, however, head for the couch and lie down like a patient. Instead, I take the chair by her desk.

      Following my lead, she crosses to its other side and taps an envelope sitting on her desk. “After our last session, I’m happy to give you a letter stating that you are lacking any psychological impediments that would affect your decision-making process.”

      An audible sigh of relief whooshes past my lips. “Great, thank you so much.”

      When I reach for the envelope, however, she slides it out of my reach. “I do have a couple more questions for you.”

      Eyes on the prize, Dani, eyes on the prize. “Okay.”

      “I am curious as to why it is that you’re opting for sterilization.”

      “Do you need to know to give me the letter?”

      Her lips twist to the side slightly and her gaze shifts toward the window. “Technically, no. But I can’t help but wonder if there are underlying issues that require our attention. If you’re seeking to solve a problem physically that may be more appropriately addressed emotionally.”

      I don’t know where she’s going with this, but I want that letter, so I hold up a hand in a Girl Scout promise. “I am not afraid of having children. I am also not going to be talked into having them. I helped raise half of my nine siblings. I have no interest in bringing any more Goodwins into the world. I believe we’re full up as it is.”

      She takes a deep breath, and before she can ask what I’m pretty sure is next on her list, I add another hand to the first, so she’s got two to look at. “And I swear, no uncle or cousin or stepdad diddled me. I just tense up when a penis gets near my vagina because all I can think about is that army of sperm coming for my poor little defenseless egg.”

      “Tense up?”

      “Like, so tense that there’s no way anything is getting in there. Sometimes I actually have the urge to run away.”

      “Are you saying you’re a virgin?”

      “Not exactly, but I’ve never been able to enjoy sex. And it’s getting worse rather than better.” I blow out a breath. “I get all sweaty. Sometimes even nauseous.”

      I’ll give her credit, she looks curious, but not horrified. “These are classic fight/flight/freeze responses, like when your body believes it’s in danger.”

      “The first gyno I went to told me I should just”—I make air quotes—“‘relax, have a glass of wine before sex.’ Like that’s a good idea. I mean, don’t more people get pregnant when they’ve been drinking?”

      “If they’re drinking to excess.” She folds her hands and leans closer. “I wonder if unpacking some of your experiences might be beneficial. For many people, emotional intimacy can be necessary in order to feel sexual pleasure.”

      At this, my hands and my head give into gravity.

      “Is that frightening to you?”

      “No,” I say, forcing myself to sit up and face her again. “Of course not. It sounds exhausting.”

      She tips her head to the side again. Very birdlike, this lady. “Exhausting?”

      “Yeah. Another person wanting things from me. Another person to worry about.”

      And the head tips to the other side. “That’s what you do for the people you care about? Worry about them?”

      “Well, yeah. People leap without looking. Including two of my best friends. One married a total jerk just because she couldn’t pick between two guys who have loved her forever. And the other one is pregnant with a guy she’s only known for a year. They’re not even married.”

      “Are your friends unhappy with these changes? Because life is about change.”

      “Who can tell? Whitney, the one who got married? I call her once a month but can’t get her to talk about anything beyond what color she just painted her nails. And Violet, the one who’s pregnant, seems happy. But she has no idea how her life is going to get turned upside down. She’s an only child and doesn’t know anything about raising kids.”

      “But wouldn’t you agree that they should be able to make these choices for themselves, no matter the consequences?” Her chin lowers, and she waits until I make eye contact to continue. “The way you want to.”

      “But guess who they’re going to expect to be there to pick up the pieces?” I point at my chest. “This girl.”

      She nods slowly and then gazes off to the side again, her hand still on my damn envelope. “I’m curious about the other thing that exhausts you. People wanting things from you.”

      Damn, this woman must have a tape recorder in her head. “What about it?”

      “I’m wondering if you experience relationships as transactional.”

      “Like, you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours? I mean, yeah. That’s how most people are.”

      “Do you ever do things for people you’re close to, just because you care about them?”

      “Well, sure. But the problem with most people is that they run around trying to get things they don’t really need, and they’re never satisfied. From the latest gadgets to the next baby.”

      “And what about you?”

      “I am never going to be like that. Which is why I’m here.” I’m doing my best to hang on to my temper, but I feel like she’s trying to catch me out. “I take care of my own needs, if you know what I mean, but from what I hear, it can also be nice to have someone else make you feel good.”

      “Which takes us back to my original premise. Sterilization may be a solution that solves some of your problems, but it may not be the magic wand you’re hoping for. For many, many people, for most women, in fact, a certain level of attachment and trust is required before they can relax enough to, say, climax with a partner present.”

      “Well, hopefully I’m not like most women.”

      “And what if you are?”

      “What about all those folks out there having sex for fun? All those women looking for tips in Cosmo magazine?”

      The skin around her eyes and mouth tightens. “I think there are fewer of them than we are led to believe.”

      “I guess I’ll just have to hope I’m not one of them. Now can I have my letter or what?”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, I’m painting the back bedroom of my house when the phone rings. Setting the roller in the tray, I sprint to the hall nook, hoping to pick up before the machine gets it, since I’ve been playing phone tag with a gynecologist who refuses to leave a message.

      “Hello? Danielle Goodwin speaking.”

      “Is this Danny?” an unfamiliar female voice asks.

      “Uh, yeah. That’s me.”

      “Oh, sorry. I thought Danny would be a guy. My bad.” She clears her throat. “I’m a transpo PA on Lawson’s Reach, and I have the airline information for your pick up Monday?”

      Like way too many young women these days, her voice goes up at the end of every sentence, as if she’s not sure of what she’s saying. Drives me nuts, but she’s not one of my cousins or siblings, so I let it go. Besides, I’ve got my own shit to deal with. Including figuring out how to deal with the child star-turned-TV producer that I get to ferry around town for the next two weeks.

      The guy who, for the past two years, has popped into my head every single time I pull out my vibrator.

      Lukas Keith is hands down the most attractive and the most confusing SOB I’ve ever met. Until the last five minutes of our time together when I was his driver on that Hallmark movie, I was pretty sure he hated me. I have no idea what to do with the feelings those final moments stirred up, especially because they are one hundred percent likely to be felt only in one direction. I mean, he’s Hollywood royalty. I’m a nobody. Just a driver and locations scout in a backwater Southern town that just happens to get a lot of film and TV production. Not to mention the fact that he’s been in love with his co-star from Our House since he was in short pants. No way could I compete with America’s sweetheart, Kellie Kingston.

      If I wasn’t saving money for a tubal ligation—assuming someone will someday grant me one—I definitely would’ve turned down the job.

      “Hello? Are you still there?” the PA asks.

      “Yes, I’m—” At the call-waiting beep in my ear, I switch gears. “I have to take another call. Can you give me your number real quick, and I’ll get right back to you?”

      I scribble down her info as quickly as I can before connecting with the other call and repeating my greeting.

      “Oh, I’m glad I caught you, Ms. Goodwin,” another unfamiliar female voice says. “I’m calling for Dr. Jenner.”

      “Oh, great. I’m ready to schedule the procedure whenever he has an opening.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. That’s not—that is, he asked me to call and tell you that you’re not a good candidate for a tubal at this time.”

      “Did he not get the letter from Dr. Rangel?”

      She clears her throat. “He did, but there are other factors⁠—”

      “Can I speak to him?”

      “He’s very busy, I’m afraid. He said to tell you that he has seen too many women in your situation regret their decision and come back wanting a reversal he can’t provide.”

      “What does that mean? My situation?”

      “Under thirty and unmarried, dear. I mean, honey, what if you meet the man of your dreams and he really wants kids? What would you do then?”

      “Ma’am, the man of my dreams is one who, like me, doesn’t want children,” I grit out, squeezing the receiver the way I’d like to wring this lady’s neck. “And how is it that turning thirty is going to magically make me mature enough to make the decision?”

      “All I can say is,” she says, her tone snippy, “this is his decision, and he told me to tell you that it’s final.”

      When I don’t say anything, she adds, “You have a good day now, you hear?”

      After roaring my frustration into the void she leaves behind, I slam the phone into the cradle so hard the ringer jangles.

      But it doesn’t help.
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        * * *

      

      Monday afternoon, when I flick through sticky notes and discover an open slot on the calendar between my last locations appointment for the day and my pickup for Lukas, I consider the best use of my time. My work as a location scout has grown steadily, but not enough to give up my other gigs. Driving Lukas will conflict with the bartending I usually do to fill in the gaps, but it’s worth it because the pay is good. The days are equally long; I just spend more of them on my ass than on my feet.

      For that reason, if I had a bigger window, I’d pick up my dog from my friend Vi’s office and take her for a run. Skye spends her days at Vi’s office, but I’m in charge of her exercise. When Vi was my roommate, it was easier to co-own a pet. Now that Vi’s living with her boyfriend, we’re always shuttling her back and forth, like divorced parents.

      I can squeeze a run in after I drop Lukas at his place, so I swing by my house before going to the airport. As I jog past the kitchen on my way to grab shorts and sneakers, the blinking answering machine taunts me. Could be my mom or a sibling wanting something from me. It could also be a callback from one of the many homeowners I left messages for this morning.

      I keep moving toward my bedroom. As I gather running gear, it occurs to me that if I had a second phone line, I could separate business from family calls, so I select a bright-blue sticky note from the collection on my desk and use it to add a reminder to my color-coded to-do list.

      As I do so, a note for a gynecologist appointment falls out of my planner. Wadding it into a ball and tossing it in the wastebasket does not change the fact if I were married, or even engaged, I could change the doctor’s mind.

      Not that I have any candidates lined up.

      “Honey,” my mom’s voice is the first up after I push the play button on the machine, her saccharine tone a tell. She wants something. “I had an idea I want to talk to you about. There’re some new condos going up out near us. Wouldn’t it be great if you got out from under that falling-down old house in that awful neighborhood and moved out here? I hate having to worry about you all alone in that place.”

      This is mom-speak for: I’m spending all my time with my grandbabies and don’t want to deal with the two teenagers I still have at home, and since you said no when I asked if they could take the extra bedrooms in your house, I’ve now decided you should leave the lovely house your aunt left you and move close to me where it’ll be easier to offload them onto you.

      The woman loses interest in her kids the moment they start to talk, which meant I helped raise most of my siblings until I moved in with my great aunt. Even as Aunt Gracie waged a battle with breast cancer, it was easier taking care of her than running after my siblings.

      My mother’s last volley: “I’ll even help you with the down payment. Then you’ll have more money to buy nicer clothes so you can find yourself a man, Think about it, okay? Love you.”

      Yikes. She’s on the hunt and serious. Probably sold off another chunk of her family’s land and is feeling flush with cash.

      “Hello, Dani-girl,” the next message begins after a beep from the machine. “How are you doing, honey? I’ve got a new contact for the phone tree. A couple finally moved into the old Rogers place.” My neighbor Ida’s husky tone has the opposite effect of my mother’s faux sweetness, and my shoulders relax back into place as I take down the information.

      My aunt kept a neighborhood call list to organize everything from the yearly block party to casserole brigades, and I’ve been happy to keep it up. Knowing my neighbors and feeling a part of this community is one of the things I love about living here. My aunt never married or had kids, and she was happier than any of the other women in my family. I have no idea what her sex life was like—she may have been independent, but she was still Southern, and ladies don’t talk about that kind of thing—but she never seemed lonely.

      After putting the sticky note with the new neighbors’ contact information on the wall cork board, I make another note to call Ida back when I get a chance. We’re overdue for a visit.

      The next few calls are from homeowners returning calls about shooting Lawson’s Reach on their properties, and I jot down the times they’re available to meet me. As I pick up the phone to call one of them back, the phone rings in my hand.

      “Aunt Dani?”

      It takes me a moment to put a name to the voice: Carrie, one of my many much-younger cousins that call me aunt. Every one of my mom’s sisters is alike. That is, they look sideways at a guy, and nine months later they pop out another baby. “What’s up, Carrie? I only have a minute or two.”

      “I was just wondering if you could lend me some money?”

      I take a deep breath and count to five before answering. “What for?”

      “I need a cell phone.”

      If she were knocked up, or in trouble some other way, that’d be one thing, but it’s practically my job to say no to this child. “No one needs a cell phone in Wallington, sweetheart.”

      “But all my friends have one,” she says, a whine creeping into her voice.

      “How old are you again?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “What did your mother say when you asked her?”

      She pauses for a beat before answering. “She said to ask you. Said you have plenty of money.”

      I may have a good cushion of savings, but it’s because I don’t waste my money on frivolous crap. I don’t have a cell phone. I haven’t even replaced the rotary phone in my hand with a cordless. I put any extra funds in places even I can’t get to the money, like an IRA and a health care savings account. Or into fixing up my aging but beautiful little bungalow in a neighborhood most of the town thinks is dangerous. The outcasts that share it, commonly referred to as “the freaks, the blacks, and the gays,” are happy to let that reputation lie.

      “Listen, Carrie,” I say, forcing a smile, “You finish high school, get your associate’s degree and a good job, and I’ll help you with your first month’s rent and deposit on an apartment.”

      “But I need a cell phone.”

      “I’ll even throw in a box of condoms from Costco. But that’s my final offer. Bye, now. Love you.”

      It’s how my family always signs off, but to me the words have become meaningless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

        
          
            [image: Sticky note:
            Monday, 7/7
            9:30 am LAX-CLT-WAL]
          

        

      

    

    
      LUKE

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to take the 405 instead of the canyon?” the cab driver asks as he pulls away from my house in Studio City. The one I won’t be seeing for several months. “Traffic isn’t bad.”

      “I prefer surface streets, thanks.” Hopefully my tone is curt enough to prevent further discussion without being rude. I have my reasons for avoiding the highway—no easy feat in the City of Angels—but I’m not getting into them with a stranger.

      Anyway, I’ve got plenty of time before my flight departs, and I’ve got phone calls to make. Goodbyes to say that will distract me from the drive as well as from my worries about my new job.

      Just as I pull my cell from my jacket pocket, it vibrates. Seeing my buddy Max’s name on the screen, I flip it open. “Don’t worry, man, I’m on my way to the airport.”

      “I’m not checking up on you.”

      Max was my roommate at boarding school, so not only does he know most of my secrets, but I know when he’s bullshitting. “You sure about that?”

      “Okay, I am checking up on you. But I’m also calling with news. Some good, some bad.”

      Max is the latest showrunner on the hit TV show Lawson’s Reach. Number five, to be exact; the production hired and fired three in the second half of its first season. My old friend is taking a calculated risk in bringing me on as producing director. As showrunner, he has to be in LA full-time running the writers’ room and would typically rely on the line producer or UPM to be his eyes and ears on location. But because this particular show has a history of drama both on and off camera, he wants someone he can really trust in Wallington.

      By hiring a guy like me, Max is betting that our long personal history will be more beneficial than the relatively short length of the list of credits on my directing résumé.

      “Bad news first,” I say.

      “New budget from the studio means we’ve got to cut costs. Which means you only get a driver for the first couple weeks.”

      The egg white and spinach omelet I had for breakfast suddenly threatens to come back up. “Well, that’s a problem.”

      “You have a driver’s license.”

      “That I haven’t used in three years.”

      “I thought you said therapy was helping.”

      I slump down in the back seat and lower my voice to answer. “Only in terms of being a passenger.”

      “Maybe this is a chance to change that,” he says, like it’s no big deal. Even though he knows it is.

      “Max, you know it’s not—” Trying and failing to keep irritation out of my voice when just the thought of driving making my hands clammy and my heart race, I do my best to concentrate on my breathing.

      “I mean, the town is tiny,” he goes on. “It’d be a good place to work through things. Plus, you said you requested the same driver you had on that movie you shot there, right?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “You liked her.”

      “What is this, eighth grade?”

      “Not liked her, liked her, you idiot. You said she was super chill. Unimpressed by your famous ass.”

      “I’d argue that more than my ass is famous.” Or was, anyway.

      “My point is, instead of driving you around, she could help you get back to doing it yourself.”

      With an eye on the taxi driver, I swallow further argument. No need to air my dirty laundry in public. “I’ll figure something out.”

      “I’m just saying, man. You could take this as an opportunity.”

      “Anything else?” I ask, my tone probably sharper than it should be with my boss.

      “I’m about to fax the final budget to O’Neill, the line producer. I wanted you to know about the change before you went over it with her.”

      “Thanks, man. I do appreciate the heads-up.” It wouldn’t be a good look to wig out on my first day at the office.

      “O’Neill’s a ballbuster, but she’s good people.”

      “Anything else? I owe Angie a call before I get on the plane.”

      “Ah, tell your lovely mother I said hi. You have the latest scripts?”

      I pat my messenger bag, bulging with photocopies. “Yep. Plan to go over them on the plane.”

      “That’s the good news, by the way. You’ve got the green light from the network to direct the first episode.”

      “Wow, that’s great.” Both Max and I were worried the powers that be might insist on bringing in a director with more experience.

      “I had to beg a little bit, so don’t fuck up.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I open my mouth to tell him that I’ll check in tomorrow, but before I can, he says, “Oh, shit. There’s one more thing. Speaking of literally fucking up, we just got this memo, directly from the chairman of the board of Brothers Werner.”

      “Sounds ominous.”

      “It’s a no-tolerance policy for quote-unquote ‘fraternization among employees.’ People are already calling it the Morality Memo.”

      “What is this, the 1950s?”

      “My theory? It has to do with two things. You remember how I said it was all hush-hush why the last showrunner got fired?”

      “Yeah,” I answer, wondering where this is going. People get fired in Hollywood all the time for all kinds of reasons.

      “When I cornered one of the writers who’s been around from the beginning, he told me the previous showrunner had an affair with a writer.”

      “Why is that such a big deal?”

      “Apparently, after they broke up, she had a huge meltdown in the studio commissary. Right after the show got that mention in Ten Things I Hate About You.”

      “You mean the dad character saying something about Lawson’s River where the kids share beds ‘and whatnot’?”

      “It doesn’t matter that they didn’t quite get the name right. That line plus the woman’s meltdown stirred up controversy all over again about the show being overly sexual. Long story short, they fired the writer and bought out of the showrunner’s contract.”

      “Typically unfair.”

      “Meanwhile, we’re still trying to sell the idea of a love story between two male characters to the suits.” He clears his throat. “All this is to say that I need you to keep things squeaky clean over on the right coast. Keep those kids out of each other’s beds.”

      When I groan, he echoes it. “My thoughts exactly. Good luck, brother.”

      After I hang up, I take a moment to digest all this information before calling my mother. Who also happens to be my manager. Ex-manager technically, though she’s refusing to accept that I’ve fired her. Once her assistant puts me through, she starts right in. “Are you sure you can’t put off leaving another day? Because I was just talking to casting at Universal and they’ve got a movie you’d be perfect for.”

      “Angie. We talked about this.”

      “I could get you a meeting later today. Then you could take the red-eye.”

      “For one thing, my first day is tomorrow. I’m not starting this gig by driving directly to work from the airport. And two, when are you going to get it? I quit.”

      My mother’s acting career fizzled out when she had three kids back-to-back. After I booked a commercial that she lost out on, she shifted gears. I’ll never know if leaving acting behind was a relief or a disappointment for her, but I do know she flourished as a manager. My brother and I were her first clients, but twenty-some years later, she’s got more clients than I can keep track of.

      My brother’s career is booming, so I’m not sure why she takes my failures so seriously. Before she can launch into her usual arguments, like I just need to take a class from this guy, get a haircut from that woman, change my workout, yadda yadda yadda, I’m saved by the bell.

      “Gotta go, Angie. Kellie’s on the other line.”

      “Oh, tell her to call me. I have something to run by her.”

      Did I mention that my mother also represents my longtime co-star-slash-best friend with whom I have a complicated public relationship? Stifling a sigh, I promise to pass on the message and tell her I’ll check in with her and my father once I’m settled.

      “I hope you’re not making a mistake. Running second-unit shoots and babysitting a bunch of teenage actors in the middle of nowhere,” she tuts. “Are you sure you want to give up on your own career for that?”

      Maybe it’s because I was her first client. The one responsible for extinguishing her own rising star. But my mother can’t quite accept that not every child phenom can cut it as an adult.
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        * * *

      

      Too many hours and too little fresh air later, my feet finally hit the ground in Wallington, North Carolina. I’ll be calling the beach town they call the Hollywood of the East home for the next nine months, assuming Max and I can manage to hang on to our jobs. After the very short walk from the gate to baggage claim, I begin to scan faces for my driver.

      It doesn’t take long before I catch the glint of her midnight-black hair. When I catch sight of her profile, my reaction is instantaneous. A spot between my shoulder blades—muscles so habitually tense I forget what it feels like to relax them—poof, lets go.

      I’ve thought a lot about this woman in the past two years. She probably had no idea, but she helped me get through a pretty rough time. Between dealing with my fears of being in a car to facing the reality that my career was over, I barely said a word to her. It took everything in me to get through each day on that show. Pretending I was grateful to be there, even though it was obvious that my career had reached its nadir. I mean, not only was I working on a made-for-TV movie while my brother was bouncing from an Oscar-nominated art house film to a superhero franchise, but I couldn’t even score a lead. I was just the snarky best friend.

      At the time, I was terrified to quit because I’d never done anything else. But that job was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Two things got me through it: Living right on the beach, where watching the sunrise over the water gave me some perspective, and my driver’s calm, quiet presence at the beginning and end of each day.

      Maybe Max is right. If anyone could help me get back in the driver’s seat, it’d be her. She’s so confident and competent, maybe it’d rub off.

      She hasn’t seen me yet, so I take a moment to appreciate the view. Not that I’d act on my attraction to her, even without a Morality Memo hanging over my head, but the woman is so effortlessly beautiful. I’m sure her tawny skin has never seen the inside of a tanning salon. Naturally dark lashes and high cheekbones draw attention to her wide-set, almond-colored eyes. There’s nothing showy about her uniform of golf shirt and khakis, or her unfussy ponytail, but her presence commands attention.

      The moment she sees me, a frown crosses her face briefly before being replaced with a professional smile. It’s only when her gaze drops to the carrier in my hand and her brows come together in confusion that I remember Peanut.

      “Is that a dog?” she asks.

      “It is.”

      “Your dog?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      She raises a brow. “Does it need to relieve itself before we get your checked bags?”

      “Probably?” I’d been able to take him out to pee when we changed planes in Charlotte, but the poor guy has been stuck in the carrier for most of the day.

      She holds out a hand. “Why don’t I take him—or her?”

      “Him.”

      “Outside while you get your bags,” she finishes.

      “I’d appreciate that, but he’s got some issues.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m used to clients with issues.”

      I think that was probably an insult directed at me, but I hand her the carrier and tell her I’ll meet her out front.

      The Wallington airport ground crew takes its sweet time getting the bags to the carousel, but everyone is so friendly while they make you wait that you hardly notice. By the time I emerge from the cooled air of the terminal into the muggy early evening, Peanut—who is much more likely to cower than wag his tail at strangers—is on his back writhing in pleasure as Dani rubs his belly and whispers sweet nothings to him.

      The green-eyed monster awakens within, and it takes several beats for me to shush it. Pretty pitiful to be jealous of a scrawny little dog.

      She looks up when I roll my bag over to the grassy area where’s she’s squatting with the dog. Scooping him up, she juts her chin toward the parking lot. “I’m over here.”

      After spreading a towel on the back seat of the town car, she puts him on top of it, points, and delivers a firm “stay” before closing him inside. Picking up the pet carrier from the sidewalk, she peers at the suitcase I’ve already stowed in the trunk. “Just the one bag?”

      I take the carrier and drop it next to my bag. “I’ve got some boxes coming with transpo.”

      One perk of having grown up in LA is that you know people everywhere. The uncle of a high school buddy is the head teamster on Lawson’s Reach, so my belongings are taking the slow route across the country with the cameras, lights, and other production equipment that can’t be rented locally.

      She closes the trunk. “To production or your rental?”

      “I’d like to check in at the office first, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Do they know you brought a dog?”

      “That is one of the things I need to check in with them about.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      “You don’t think one of the beach houses will allow dogs?”

      She shoots me a pitying look. “Honey, I doubt you’re staying at the beach. It’s summer. High tourist season. No one wants to rent a beach house to production when they can get triple the rate from tourists. Anyway, laws about dogs on the beach are pretty strict.”

      “Shit. I didn’t think about that.”

      I still don’t how I got talked into taking him in the first place. I’ve never had a dog and have no idea what to do with one. But when Kellie found out about this group of dogs that’d been rescued from a horrible hoarding situation, she convinced me that adopting him would be good for both of us.

      More likely, this is yet another impulsive decision on my part that’ll come back to bite me on the ass. Perhaps literally.

      “We going, or what?” Dani asks, breaking into my thoughts.

      “Sorry,” I say, and fold my frame into the back seat next to the dog, who, surprisingly, leans against me. I set my hand on his flank and start the breathing exercises recommended by my therapist. In on four, hold for four, out for six. After a few rounds of those, I focus on the sensations around me. Whenever my thoughts swerve toward images from the accident, I do the breathing again.

      The drive from the airport to the studios is short, but even so, having the little dog next to me is a comfort I hadn’t expected. Probably not a good idea to walk in the office with him, though, so I ask Dani if he can stay with her while I pick up my housing information.

      She agrees, but mumbles something that sounds like, Don’t get used to it. When I pull out my cell phone and ask for her number, she shakes her head. “Those things still don’t work here.”

      “Seriously?”

      “It’s not like I’m in charge.”

      “No, if you were in charge, the problem would be fixed.”

      She side-eyes me. “You’re assuming I think it’s a problem.”

      “You still use a pager then?”

      She holds one up and hands me a business card. “I’ll wait out here if you’re not going to be too long.”

      After I get out of the car, I drop my phone in my briefcase and try to remember what it was like to not be constantly available.

      I think I liked it.
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        * * *

      

      DANI

      Lukas is true to his word and is back at the car within fifteen minutes. He’s actually spoken full sentences to me today, so I venture a direct question. “What’s the news about keeping a dog at a rental?”

      He holds up a key. “She wasn’t happy about it, but the housing coordinator talked one of the landlords into it. I just have to make sure he doesn’t disturb the neighbors. And I had to put down a big deposit.”

      After handing over the paperwork with the address, he gets in the car. I’m pretty sure I know where this place is, but I pull out a map to make sure. As I scan the grid for the location, I notice he’s doing the same breathing thing he did on the drive from the airport to the studios .

      Instead of ignoring me after I start the car, he asks, “Could I hire you to, uh, give me driving lessons before production starts up?”

      I meet his gaze in the rearview briefly and determine that he’s not joking. “You don’t know how to drive? How is that possible?”

      “I just… don’t.”

      After stopping at a light, I turn to face him. “Tell me the truth, or there’s no way I’ll even consider teaching you to drive.”

      He sighs heavily, but before he can spit out whatever crazy reason he has for skipping out on yet another step to adulthood, a beep from behind us has me turning my attention back to the road.

      “It’s a long story,” he finally says. “I’d tell you if I could, but I can’t.”

      “How do you get around in Los Angeles?”

      “Drivers, friends, taxis.”

      Being dependent on others to get around is not something I could tolerate. I got my license the minute I turned sixteen. “Why now?”

      “Things are different with this job. I’m not ‘the talent’ so the budget isn’t there for me to have a driver past pre-production. I’m hoping driving here will be easier than it would be in LA.”

      An image of Lukas driving a car pops into my head, from some stupid movie he was in. “But I’ve seen you drive. On TV, I mean.”

      “You watch me on TV?”

      Glancing in the mirror again, I’m surprised by the sheepish grin on his face. I can tell it’s real, because it’s much more endearing than what I’ve seen him employ on TV.

      I shrug, not willing to stroke the guy’s ego. “Not on purpose. I can’t help it if you show up on the screen when I click the remote.” Not that I change the channel, but I’ll never admit that.

      “In any case,” he begins, like he’s got my number, “what you saw was me behind the wheel of a process car.”

      “Right. Of course.” I may not work directly on sets like my buddies Sully and Ford, but I have seen the setup where the camera is mounted on a vehicle that tows the car the actors pretend to be driving.

      “I know it’s a lot to ask,” he says.

      “Why not go to a driving school? Don’t you want to learn from an expert?”

      “You’re a professional driver. Can’t get more expert than that.”

      “I’m not trained to teach driving, just to get you from point A to point B safely.” I mean, I’ve taught most of my younger siblings and half my cousins to drive, but still.

      “It’s more that… I trust you, Danielle.”

      His rental is downtown, much closer to the studio than he’d be at the beach. In fact, I’m pulling into the driveway when he says this. The sincerity in his tone has me forgetting what I’m doing momentarily, and I almost take out the mailbox. Pulling my attention back to the thing I’m supposedly so good at, I steer carefully up the slight hill, put the car in park, and set the emergency break before speaking. “You trust me? Why?”

      I turn to face him, and my heart clenches when I see that he’s got his arms around his little dog, like they’re comforting each other.

      Despite all my claims otherwise, I’m a sucker for a creature in need. And he seems to need this from me. Like, really need.

      He hasn’t answered my question, and his attention is elsewhere. Not just out the window, but somewhere deep inside. Neither of us says anything until Peanut breaks the spell with a whine from the back seat.

      When Lukas doesn’t move, I say, “Your dog might need a tree to pee on.”

      At my words, the man literally shakes himself back from wherever he’d retreated. “Right. Sorry.”

      He shifts to grab his messenger bag, and I catch a whiff of his scent. Some of my clients fill the car with heavy colognes and perfumes that take forever to clear out, even by driving along the water with the windows open. But his has always been refreshing. Clean and sharp, somehow. Like he doesn’t tolerate any softness. That, I appreciate about the man.

      “Dani?”

      His voice brings me back to earth. “Uh, yeah? When do you want a pickup?”

      “Does eight work? I’ve got meetings all day.”

      “Sure. That’s fine.”

      “But that’s not what I was saying.”

      When I meet his gaze, he’s got that look again. That honest-to-god-I’m-up-shit’s-creek-without-a-paddle look. “Please think about the driving thing? I’d do anything in return.”

      I nod, promising that I’ll think about it, but even as the words leave my mouth, I get what seems like the best and worst idea in the entire world.
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