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Synopsis


Rebellious film director Andie McKenzie is offered career redemption when her father hands off his latest big-budget action movie to her. There’s just one catch—the film has already been cast, and Andie is less than impressed with the film’s leading lady.


 


Down-to-earth actress Skye Buckley is thrilled to have landed the role of her dreams, even if she’s heard some not-so-great gossip about the new director. Knowing this movie could be her big break, Skye’s trying her hardest to ignore the friction that seems present in all her encounters with the confident, artistic Andie McKenzie.


  


Secluded from the world while on the location shoot, Andie and Skye soon realize their initial friction has given way to something else. But with personal and professional obstacles thrown up at every turn, they’ll soon discover whether love is more important than their careers.
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Praise for the works of Bette Hawkins


			Running Deep


			This is a very well written second-chances sports romance where the MCs are geographically placed across continents (Australia and USA) from each other. There is something about Bette Hawkins’s writing that gets you thoroughly involved in the story. We love the hark-back in time when letters and short (and very rare) long-distance calls were the means of being in touch. Those days of pen pals. The chemistry between them is great which makes this a lovely read. Definitely recommended.


			-Best Lesfic Reviews


 


			The leads had great chemistry and I liked that they went for what they wanted without unnecessary angst thrown in for the sake of drama. The writing was very engaging and the flashbacks didn’t take away from how well the story flowed. I really enjoyed the behind-the-scenes look at the swimming world. I’m glad I discovered this author.


			-Melina B., NetGalley


 


			In My Heart


			Set in 1958 in small-town Southern US and focused on the early days of the country music circuit, this is a really sweet and gentle romance. The setting gives it a bit of a nostalgic feel, but Hawkins keeps things realistic and the setting comes alive. Hawkins provides enough detail to set the scene and give the reader a feeling of being in the moment without resorting to dumping information and context. Narrated by Alice, In My Heart follows her struggle to find her place in the world. There’s a wonderful innocence and inner strength in Alice—smothered by her life in a small southern US town, she wants more than to follow in the footsteps of her mother and sister, she wants to make her own way in the world and make her own mark. I especially appreciated that Hawkins wrote Alice within the context of the time and place—in some novels, the main characters openly, and rather unrealistically, challenge the societal norms but Alice’s resolution and rebellions are subtle and small. …This isn’t a long book but Hawkins uses the time she has with the reader to focus on the characters and creates a wonderfully sweet romance.


			-C-Spot Reviews


 


			In My Heart is a well-written romance with good pacing and dialogue. The interesting plot is about two strong talented women, country music, small-town mindset, being different… All in all, a really enjoyable story which I will read again. I recommend it, and am looking forward to the next book by the author.


			-Pin’s Reviews, goodreads


 


			Like a Book


			Like a Book is Bette Hawkins’s second book and it has a lot of good things going for it (especially June!). If you enjoy contemporary romances, especially those set in Australia, you should check this one out. I look forward to seeing what’s next from this author.


			-The Lesbian Review


 


			No More Pretending


			I don’t know what it is, but something about romances that involve a movie star falling in love with a girl-next-door type, are some of my favorites. I must be honest, this book was not on my radar at all. Therefore, it was such a pleasant surprise how much I really enjoyed this. Then to find out this is a debut novel, I’m even more impressed. The way she writes is believable and I thought contained good dialogue. For me, she successfully “showed” the romantic connection, and that’s what I look for in a romance author. 


			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads
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Chapter One


			1992


			Andie checked her watch, jogging her leg under the table. Her father had told her to bring her A-game to this meeting, yet she was waiting for him like when she was a kid ready to be picked up from her mom’s.


			She went to the bathroom to kill a few minutes, glancing around as she crossed the room. He always wanted to meet here. The restaurant was a converted dining car with crisp white tablecloths, and served the best steak in town. It was the kind of place where celebrities rubbed shoulders with bankers and lawyers, but she didn’t recognize anyone in the lunchtime crowd.


			Even after meeting so many famous people over the years, she wasn’t above getting starstruck. When you loved cinema as much as she did, it was inevitable.


			After washing her hands, she smoothed down her dark curly hair in front of the mirror. Her dad was going to hate this outfit. The black T-shirt, jeans, and boots were like a uniform for her, and he’d never been a fan of her punk-tinged style. At thirty-nine years old, she’d stopped trying to please him, at least when it came to her clothes.


			When she pushed the door open, she left a sweaty handprint. It might have helped her nerves if he had told her what this meeting was about. He was bringing his producer, long-time friend and ally, Ben Haynes, which indicated something business-related, but she had no idea of the details.


			A few years ago, she would have been more excited than anxious about a meeting like this. Back then, she had the luxury of picking and choosing her projects. She’d directed four features in a decade, and the first three were modest hits that the critics loved. She became one of the hottest directors of the ’80s, and journalists had plenty of hooks on which to hang their stories.


			She was Doug McKenzie’s daughter, and a wunderkind.


			Then, three years ago, her last movie tanked. It looked like the ’90s wouldn’t be so kind to her. The adoring critics turned, labelling the film a turkey. When the phone stopped ringing, it proved that in Hollywood you were only as good as your last hit.


			She spotted her father and Ben settling into their chairs across the room. As she approached, she pulled her shoulders back.


			“Hey, how are you doing?” her dad said.


			Half the restaurant patrons were watching by now. They might not have clocked her, but they recognized one of the directors who spearheaded the New Hollywood movement of the ’60s and ’70s. Her father looked the part, handsome and tanned in a leisure suit with sneakers. His black hair and long sideburns were shot through with silver.


			Andie had grown up on his movie sets, a precocious kid more at home around adults than people her own age. A famous shot showed her at seven years old sitting on his lap, each of them staring thoughtfully at storyboards. Following in his footsteps was as natural as breathing.


			They pulled their chairs into the table, and the waiter returned. Ben and Doug exchanged a look as she ordered a club soda.


			“No, I’m still not drinking. If that’s what you’re wondering.”


			“Are you in the program? I’ve wanted to ask you that for a while now. Nothing to be ashamed of. I have so many friends in the program. They swear by it. It’s a great thing,” Ben said, his brown eyes dancing under bushy white brows. He leaned forward excitedly like they were talking about something other than AA. He was in his late seventies, but her father’s oldest friend was like an oversized kid.


			“Nothing against it, but no, I didn’t feel like I needed that kind of help. Once I made the decision, it was easy for me. I’m happier this way.”


			“Good to hear you’re sticking with it,” her dad said.


			They all knew how Andie’s early success had spoiled her. She’d never been a saint when it came to women or partying. Her mistake was letting her messy personal life spill onto the set. After her movie failed, she took a long look at herself and decided it was time to grow up.


			“So, Ben, tell me about this Michael Spencer movie you’re working on. Dad said it was shooting now.”


			“Oh, yes. It’s going great. Michael is a great guy, the best.”


			Ben had produced almost all her father’s films and none of Andie’s, but he’d always been around to give filmmaking advice. In some ways, he’d influenced her style as much as her father. She loved hearing him talk about his work.


			By the time their steaks arrived, Andie was dying for them to get to the point. She hoped they were offering her a script-doctoring job. Rewriting had always been a lucrative side gig for her. She’d never scripted original stories but had a talent for refining others’ work. It was satisfying to put the finishing touches on scripts as they went into production—her directing experience had honed her instincts about what would work best on set. She knew which project they were working on together, and she wanted in, but was too proud to ask.


			There weren’t many roles that she’d turn down. The well of inspiration had gone dry, she had nothing in the pipeline, and the cure was work. 


			“I’ve withdrawn from Creature Island,” Doug said.


			Andie tried to cover her surprise. Nothing was ever a done deal in this town, and last-minute changes happened often. Still, she’d been so excited when her dad bought the rights to that book, because of its great female protagonist. That was years ago now, but she got her hands on a copy when the screenplay was done.


			It captured the subversive, fun tone of the cult novel on which it was based. Creature Island was one of those books that its fans loved hard. It was science fiction packed with horror and action, a character study, and a deeply political work about mistrusting authority. There had been talk for years about a movie adaptation.


			“What happened? I thought you were in preproduction?”


			“We are. Everyone’s been working double time to get the location ready. It’s a little spot in Fiji. Mermaid Island,” Ben said.


			“Then why did you back out?”


			“I fell out of love with it. I don’t think this kind of high-concept movie is for me. I want to go back to my roots. We’re developing a good script for a gangster film,” he said, gesturing toward Ben with his fork.


			“That’s right. Doug wants to put a lot of energy into getting that together. A big production like Creature would tie him up for the next year.”


			She was trying to keep up. So, she might get to work on a serious gangster drama. It didn’t excite her as much as the crazy premise underpinning Creature Island, but her father had made his name with mobster movies. Whatever he did in that genre would be an instant classic.


			“That sounds great. People will be so excited you’re doing that.”


			“So, we need someone to step in on Creature. We know how much you loved the script. We want you to do it, and I’ll stay on as producer along with Ben. That way, we can still be involved, but we can fly back and forth when we need to work on the gangster flick.”


			It took a while for the words to land. But, as soon as they did, Andie’s heart thumped madly. Never in her wildest fantasies could she have imagined this. “That’s…I’ve never done anything on that scale, with that many big set pieces. The budget must be way beyond anything I’ve ever worked with. I don’t know if I could do that.”


			The men looked at one another, her dad smirking. “That’s what I said when I signed on for War Stories. Right?”


			“And we won an Oscar for it. Close your mouth, kid. You look like a goldfish.”


			“I’m just a little shocked. You don’t usually get handed a big movie like this when your last one bombed.”


			“You made one bomb, so what? Who hasn’t? This will help you get back on your feet. And you can learn some new skills. You’ve always made great use of your budgets. This won’t be any different.”


			“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you thinking of me for this, Dad, but I need a minute. This would be a lot to take on.”


			“We don’t have a minute. We don’t want to let it go, but we don’t want to hire one of those music-video directors who’ll make it look like every other action movie. We want someone with a vision,” Ben said.


			Andie’s mind raced, the possibilities taking hold. The script was excellent and while reading it, she’d visualized whole sequences, clear as a bell. She never thought she’d have the opportunity to make those images a reality.


			“We’ll be there to help, and there would be a fantastic team around you. We’ve already cleared it with the studio. We rewatched all four of your features, and we know you can do it,” Doug said, looking her dead in the eye.


			That was all it took. If they believed that she could do it, then she had to. She couldn’t afford to sit around and wait for her confidence to come back. She had to build it up again, brick by brick. She’d be crazy to turn this down, anyway. They must have lobbied the studio so hard to get the green light to hire her.


			She took a deep breath, then stood and shook their hands, Ben slapping her on the back.


			“This is going to be amazing. Doug would have done a stellar job, but this feels like destiny. And your sister has a part too.”


			“I know. It’s hard to believe Cary and I have never worked together before. That’ll be fun.”


			“You’ll have a blast. A real family affair, this picture. Plus, it’s going to be great to have a woman directing.”


			“You’re good with actresses,” Doug added.


			Andie flushed with pride. From him, compliments were rare.


			“Wait, who do you like for the lead?” she asked, sure that the role hadn’t been cast. She would’ve heard about it, but they must be close. Her older sister was formally offered her role weeks ago.


			A top part for a woman in an action film was unheard of. Actresses were starved for good roles, so it was heavily sought after. With their budget, they could have their pick.


			“We’re about to lock down our leading lady. They’re calling her agent this afternoon to offer her the part,” Ben said, reaching down to his briefcase then sliding a glossy headshot across the table.


			She studied the face smiling back at her. Everyone knew who Skye Buckley was. There was no need to show her the picture, but Ben could be theatrical when he wanted to get his point across. He was encouraging Andie to look at that face and see Skye as her lead.


			She ran a hand through her hair, trying to not react too strongly. But really, were they kidding with this? “It’s such an interesting choice.”


			“When she came in to read, she blew us away. We weren’t expecting it. We had her in a few times after that, and she knocked our socks off every single time. And that face? Tremendous.”


			Andie stared at the picture again. Blond hair, soulful blue eyes, and a quality that was hard to put your finger on. Skye Buckley glowed. Her eyes and lips stood out, her features unique and exciting.


			It added up to breathtaking beauty, but she didn’t fit the vision of the Dr. Jessica Foster that had already formed in her mind. It was too important to keep quiet about. She pushed the picture back across the table.


			“I just don’t see it. Can we consider other options?”


			Another one of those private looks passed between the two men. It was starting to irritate her.


			“If you’d been in the room when she came in, you’d be on board. We’ll set up a meeting with the two of you, and you’ll see,” Ben said, waving a hand.


			“You guys know what you’re doing, and if you saw something special, I’m sure she is. I’d still like to look at some other actresses.”


			“Trust us. You’ll see,” Doug said.


			He nodded once and went back to his steak, signaling that the matter was closed.


			 


			After the meeting, Andie drove to her big sister’s house in Malibu, singing along to the radio all the way. She loved this crazy-ass industry, how you could wake up at the bottom of the heap and be back on top by the afternoon. This movie would open so many doors and restore her reputation. 


			It would be like the last miserable few years never happened.


			She pulled up at Cary’s triple-story place, set back from the beach and surrounded by palms. Andie jumped out of her car and waved up to her. Cary stood barefoot on her deck in her silk paisley robe. Her dark hair was as hard to tame as Andie’s, and it blew around her face in the wind.


			“I have big news,” announced Andie.


			“Come on up. I’m having breakfast.”


			Unless she was working, Cary never went to bed before midnight. She’d probably been up half the night with her musician neighbors. Andie went in through the unlocked front door, and by the time she got to the deck, a cup of coffee awaited her. A half-eaten croissant and a grapefruit sat on the table.


			They hugged hello, and Andie sat down, sipping her drink.


			“Well, I thought I was the dramatic one, but you’re really milking the suspense. Aren’t you going to tell me your big news?”


			“I’m still trying to get used to it, myself. I just had a meeting with Dad and Ben. They’ve offered me Creature Island.”


			“You’re directing it?” Cary jumped up and hugged Andie again, coffee sloshing over the side of her cup. “Oops, sorry. I just can’t believe it. Honey, I’m so happy for you. I’ve been worried about you. You’re the type of person that needs to be working. You go a little nuts if you’re not, like me.”


			“I know. And I needed something to get me out of my slump. I almost feel guilty about getting handed a dream job on a silver platter like this. I didn’t even have to pitch for it. They’re really saving my ass,” she said, grabbing the pastry from the table.


			“Don’t feel guilty. You’ll have to work that ass off. You’ve been brought on very late in the game. You’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”


			“I know. It’ll be crazy. I’ve got a list of meetings a mile long.”


			“Dad gave me a heads-up that he might be changing his mind about directing it, but I didn’t see this coming,” said Cary. “I’m so happy we get to work together. And this means you’re going to be working with Ben, huh?”


			“The one and only. And Dad’s coproducing.”


			“Hmm.”


			“What does that mean? Spit it out.”


			“Nothing, just that they can be a pair of control freaks, especially when you put them together. I hope you’re ready for that. I bet they’ve negotiated to have final cut with the studio already.”


			“Of course,” Andie replied.


			It was an afterthought, discussed with Ben and Doug over coffee when they were done with their meal. A director in Andie’s position didn’t stand a chance of determining which version of the film would make it to theaters. Ben and Doug had developed it and brought it to the studio, and the executives held the purse strings. Only directors who’d proven their money-making credentials, like Spielberg, had the authority to take on final cut responsibility.


			“Color me totally unsurprised that they made that clear to you from the jump,” Cary said.


			“There’ll be friction, but I can live with it. We’ve had our first creative difference already.”


			“You’re kidding, already? What is it?” she asked, picking up the pot to refill their cups.


			“They want Skye Buckley for the lead. They’re offering it to her today.”


			Cary stared past her as though trying to picture Skye in the part. “That’s a curveball.”


			“That’s what I think.”


			“It’s a great role,” she said, kicking the leg of Andie’s chair. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to start lobbying for it. I know I’m too old.”


			Andie knew better than to say anything to an actress about her age. Cary had moved onto character parts in the last few years. In her last movie, she played the mother of an actor who was only a decade younger than her. It was one of the many reasons Andie was glad she’d been bitten by the directing bug instead of wanting to act.


			Fifteen years separated her from her sister. They shared their father, but he’d married three women and had children with all of them. Their dad had fathered Cary with his first wife when he was barely out of film school, and Andie with the second.


			“You’re right. It is a spectacular part. I guess Skye Buckley is a decent actress, but she doesn’t have the chops. And she’s not tough enough.”


			“I know what you mean. I’ve only ever seen her in romantic comedies. And all those ’80s teen movies, of course. Has she ever done a drama or an action film?”


			“Not that I know of. I don’t really want my movie to be the one where she’s trying to transition into roles with more gravity.”


			“I wonder why they think she’s a good fit?”


			“They said she gave a great audition. Maybe she did, but it doesn’t mean she can carry a movie like this. It’s one of those ideas they’ve fallen in love with, though. What do you think I should do?”


			Cary set her cup down on the table and stretched her arms over her head. “I think you should put your foot down. You’re the director now. It’s your movie, even if technically they’re the bosses. Don’t back down just because they offered you the job. You’re not some random director for hire.”


			Cary’s advice confirmed what Andie had been thinking. If she gave in too quickly on this, they would think they could tell her what to do about everything else. She was more than grateful to them, but she didn’t want to be anyone’s puppet. She had to wield at least some influence.


			“You’re right. Fuck it. Can I use your phone?”


			“Go nuts.”


			Andie went into the kitchen, where a phone sat on the counter. She went through the address book she kept in her bag until she found her casting director’s number. They could throw a few ideas around, and she trusted Ellen’s opinion. Once they’d worked out some strong possibilities, she could go back to her dad and Ben and tell them there was a change of plan.


			After she dialed, she stared out the window, thinking about Skye Buckley. She could be being offered the role right now.


			It didn’t matter. Until she signed on the dotted line, Andie had time to put a stop to the deal.


			It wasn’t personal. It was just how things worked. 












Chapter Two


			Skye laid the phone back in its cradle and ran to the kitchen to find her assistant. She watched Teri unpacking groceries, bouncing on the balls of her feet.


			The kitchen was modest, with Skye still living in the Californian bungalow she’d bought with earnings from her teens. It was large enough to house her plants, books, and framed movie posters. She was happy here, so she had no plans to buy one of those Beverly Hills mansions. Many of her child-actor peers had, and she was happy for them, but she preferred it here in Silver Lake.


			Teri stacked canned vegetables into rows in the pantry. Her jet-black hair was piled up in a bun, and she wore a leopard print skirt with ballet flats.


			She was the most efficient person Skye knew, so it was a no-brainer to hire her when her last assistant left to have a baby. They met when Teri was working for a friend, and over the previous two years, they’d become good friends. At first, she’d felt weird about how close she was getting to someone who worked for her, but it always seemed natural. Teri never slacked off and could switch modes easily from professional to personal.


			“I’m nearly done with this. I was going to go through the mail after, unless there’s something else you need?” Teri said, looking back over her shoulder.


			“I just got off the phone with Helene.”


			Teri put down the package of crackers she was holding. “Oh my God. Is it a yes for Creature Island?”


			Skye nodded, and Teri ran over, giving her a high five before they hugged.


			“I was sure you were going to get it.”


			“I wasn’t. I’m freaking out. I think I’ll go over the script and start working on it this afternoon.”


			“You’ll do no such thing. You still have that bottle of Dom Perignon. You promised we were opening it if you got this one,” Teri said, playfully wagging a finger at Skye.


			“You know what, you’re right. We should. Getting this role is like winning the lottery,” Skye said, heading over to the fridge while Teri got a couple of flutes out of the cupboard.


			“Oh, come on. That wasn’t luck. You worked damn hard to get it, and you went in there so prepared. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone work that hard on an audition piece.”


			Skye had never wanted anything this much. She’d been a fan of the book since reading it as a fifteen-year-old. It still sat on her shelf, dog-eared with underlined passages. She’d never been interested in science fiction before, but Creature Island felt like it had been written just for her. On the surface it was a pulse-pounding survival story with wild action sequences, but it was all about fighting corrupt power. She hadn’t understood the context at the time, but she’d connected with it thanks to its second-wave feminist undertones. The heroine defeated the bad guy through a combination of smarts and physicality.


			She’d always told herself that if they ever made a movie out of it, she had to be Dr. Jessica Foster, no matter how unlikely it seemed. The character had all the qualities she wanted to embody. She was tough and intelligent, sure of herself in a way that inspired her.


			Teri popped the cork off the Champagne, whooping at the noise when it shot out.


			“I did work hard, but you know what it’s like. I could just as easily be crying over losing out. A hundred girls are behind me, wishing they could take my place. I only ever thought I had the slimmest chance.”


			“Oh, come on. I can’t imagine you crying over that. You’d already be working on your next move. But, I much prefer it this way. It’s not very often that I get to drink Champagne in the middle of the day.”


			They took their glasses out to the living area. Teri kicked off her shoes, and they sprawled out on the leather sofa, under a framed Vertigo poster.


			“You’ll come with me on location, right? To the island?”


			“Will I spend a few months in paradise? I guess so. It’ll be an ordeal, but somebody’s got to do it.”


			“Seriously, we’ll be away for months. It’s a long way, so it won’t be an option to come back here on weekends. I’d understand if you didn’t want to be there for the whole time.”


			“No problem, really. I’m looking forward to it. And I’m so happy for you.”


			“I’m happy, too. And scared. It’s such a big responsibility to be the lead in a movie like this. The whole thing will be on my shoulders.”


			“It’s going to be okay. You’re going to nail it. How good is this Champagne?”


			“It’s delicious. Oh, and by the way, this is a bit of a bummer. Doug McKenzie isn’t directing anymore.”


			“No way. I know how much you were hoping to get to work with him.”


			It was a feather in the cap for any actor to have a McKenzie film on the resume. When Skye got a callback, she and Teri had had a Doug McKenzie festival, even though they’d already seen all his movies. 


			“Yeah, and guess what? It turns out I’m going to work with a different McKenzie.”


			“What do you mean?”


			“They’ve replaced him with his daughter. Andie McKenzie.”


			Teri coughed, almost spitting out her drink. 


			“What’s up? Did your drink go down the wrong way?”


			“Shit.”


			“What is it? The director change? I’m not too worried about it. I mean, I wish it was Doug, but it could be cool to work with her. She’s a super interesting director.”


			“Cool?”


			“What’s with all the one-word answers? Is this because of her last movie? In the Break? It was a bit of a mess, but I always thought it wasn’t as bad as everyone said. You could see she was going for something experimental and different, and she missed.”


			“That’s a generous interpretation.”


			“I guess, maybe. Either way, the others were excellent.”


			“It’s not the movie, anyway. I can’t believe I didn’t tell you this when we had that McKenzie marathon. I’ve really never told you about her?”


			Skye put her glass on the coffee table, sitting up straight. “Okay, what’s going on? Haven’t you ever told me what about her?”


			“Andie used to date Stella.”


			Stella was one of Teri’s old friends, so they’d met at parties around town a few times. She was a beautiful costume designer who always had another beautiful woman on her arm. Skye felt like a complete novice with women, so it was intimidating to see someone going through them like it was nothing.


			“I see. But why is that a problem?”


			“Andie was a complete nightmare. I’ve heard so many stories. They only dated for a couple of months, but Stella was really interested in her. Until she got dumped, that is.”


			“She was a nightmare, in what way?”


			“Cheating. Messing with Stella’s head. We hung out as a group a couple of times, and she was a piece of work. It was a few years ago before I knew you. But Stella still talks about her all the time. She was really cut up.”


			Skye reached for her glass, but the Champagne didn’t taste as good as before. “That’s disappointing. It sounds like she’s a jerk in her personal life. But so are a lot of directors I’ve worked with, and they’ve kept it off the set. Do you think maybe she’s like that?”


			“I hope so. Stella never worked with her, so I don’t know what she’s like when she’s at work,” said Teri.


			“Fingers crossed she knows what she’s doing.”


			“It’s so funny that they hired Doug’s daughter. Especially when everyone thought In the Break sucked. Nepotism is alive and well in Hollywood.”


			“You can say that again.”


			This town was all about where you came from and who you knew. Nobody would think it was strange that Doug was handing off a movie to his daughter, and she doubted any of the actors already cast would pull out. It was something Skye accepted about the business, but she was proud that she’d worked her way up from nothing. When she started, she had no connections in Hollywood.


			“Hey, I hope you can still come to the thing? I know you’ve got lots of work to do now, but Dana’s excited to meet you,” Teri said.


			“Not sure. I’m going to be busy until we go.”


			Teri was bisexual and seemed to know half the lady-lovers in LA. She’d been a little pushy about Skye getting out there. The idea of being set up made her uncomfortable, but she hadn’t met anyone she was interested in on her own. She decided she might as well give it a try, but if there was an out, she was happy to take it.


			“Are you sure you couldn’t just come out for one night? Claudia says she’s super nice,” she said, talking about the woman she’d been dating for a few months.


			“Well, it wouldn’t be fair, right? If I’m going away. I’ll be gone for ages. Maybe you could tell her I’m busy with work and ask for a rain check.”


			Teri smiled gently at her. “If you’re not ready, you’re not ready. It’s all right. But it’s just a party. It’s not even one-on-one. We’ll be there with you.”


			Skye chewed a nail. Teri was misreading her, big time. It was understandable because she was a late bloomer when it came to this stuff. Just ask Darryl, the man Skye had dated off and on for two years before she finally admitted that she wasn’t attracted to men. Now that she had, though, she was eager to meet someone.


			Maybe she was being too uptight about the whole blind date thing. Getting the role of her dreams gave her a shot in the arm, and she wanted to take a chance. “You’re right. I’ll go ahead with seeing her. It might be fun.”


			“Yay. It’ll be great.”


			The phone rang, and Teri got up to answer it, returning a few moments later. “It’s Darryl. Do you want to talk to him, or should I tell him you’re out?”


			“That’s weird. I was just thinking of him, but I haven’t heard from him for a while. Maybe I should see what he wants.”


			 


			A few hours later, Skye was in a cab on her way to meet Darryl for dinner. She’d tried to find out what he wanted to talk about, but he said it was complicated and he’d rather discuss it in person.


			She’d changed into a button-down blouse and a skirt, not wanting to look like she’d dressed up for him. There was no way she wanted to send any mixed messages—she’d done enough of that when they were together.


			They were meeting at Spago, an Italian place on the Strip that everyone raved about. Darryl was already at their table. The waiter brought her over, and he stood to greet her in khakis and a checked shirt.


			As she walked toward him, she realized that she’d long ago stopped asking herself why she wasn’t attracted to him. Everyone thought he was such a good-looking guy, with his square jaw and bright blue eyes. He wore his dark hair gelled back and his face clean-shaven.


			There were nights when she’d watched him sleeping, wishing she could feel how she was supposed to. Since their breakup a couple of years ago, she’d accepted that it didn’t matter what he looked like or how nice he was. She didn’t feel that way about him, or men in general. Breaking up with him weighed heavily on her conscience at first, but now she was at peace with it.


			They smiled awkwardly. They’d seen one another around and met up for coffee a couple of times, but they’d never quite figured out how to navigate it. She tried to tune out how everyone stared as he sat down across from her. Once upon a time, their relationship was a hot topic in the media.


			“How are you?” he asked when the waiter had taken their drink orders.


			“I’m not too bad. How are you?”


			“I’ve been doing good. I appreciate you meeting me on such short notice. I know I haven’t called in a while.”


			“That’s okay. Hey, I went to see Hello Stranger last month. You were so great in it.”


			“That’s nice of you to say.”


			The waiter interrupted them. Skye had only glanced at the menu, but she didn’t want to prolong the evening, so she ordered what Darryl had. Her nerves were killing her appetite. He acted like he had something important to say. He couldn’t possibly want to get back together after all this time, could he?


			“I had my class this morning. It was a good one.”


			She nodded politely. He was interested in method acting and would talk about technique and motivation all day if you let him. They took different approaches to the craft, but she’d always admired his commitment.


			“And I’ve started dating again. I think I’ve met someone special. Her name’s Heather.”


			She exhaled, her shoulders relaxing. “That’s great. Have you been seeing her for long?”


			“Not long. About six months, but we’re having a wonderful time together. It’s getting serious.”


			“That’s awesome. You kept that one out of the gossip mags.”


			“Yeah. She’s a private person, and she doesn’t work in the business. She’s a psychologist. We’ve kept it low-key.”


			“I’m really happy for you.”


			They chatted about Heather until their appetizers arrived. The angel hair pasta with broccoli and goat cheese looked tasty, her hunger returning now that her stomach wasn’t in knots. She’d never imagined talking casually about Darryl dating someone else. It was nice to hear he was with someone who cared for him in a way that she never could.


			As she spread her napkin over her lap, she finally learned why he’d asked to meet.


			“So, I heard you got offered the lead in Creature Island. Congratulations.”


			“Jesus, that was fast. I only found out this afternoon. We’re in negotiations. How did you hear?”


			“Well, the thing is, I’ve been offered a role too. I’m guessing you didn’t know that?”


			“No, Helene didn’t mention it. We talked about the director change, mainly.”


			“She probably doesn’t know about me getting cast yet. My agent mentioned that you’d just been offered the part when we went out for a drink this afternoon. I thought I should let you know.”


			“I should have said congratulations first. I’m happy for you. Which part?” she said, holding up her soda until he clinked his glass against it.


			“The pilot. Adrian. I’m not sure how long I’ll be shooting for yet. There are some juicy scenes, even if I’ll spend the ending lying around playing a dead body.”


			“You’ll be great. I mean, for the scenes when you’re alive.”


			They were both still laughing when the waiter collected their plates. She was starting to see a future in which they might be friendlier than they had been, if not close friends.


			“Thanks for telling me about all this. I’ll be happy to work together if it’s no problem for you?” said Skye.


			“Not at all. You’re a great actress. It’ll be an honor.”


			She wondered how he felt about being in a supporting role while she was the lead. It wasn’t typical for a male star to do that. He seemed excited, so maybe he really didn’t care. “Thank you. I’ll be honored to work with you, too. Hey, so what do you make of the director change?”


			“I was a little disappointed about not getting to work with Mr. McKenzie. You?”


			“I feel the same way. Do you know much about Andie?”


			“One of the guys in my acting class worked on In the Break as a day player. He doesn’t have very nice things to say about her.”


			Skye’s heart sank, and as their next course was being laid out, she thought about Andie McKenzie. Skye had been on the phone for most of the afternoon, and the name drew strong reactions. Some of her friends thought she was way too arrogant, while others said she was a genius. Most of them mentioned that she was a womanizer.


			Teri took a call from the producer’s assistant to arrange a meeting with Andie for the following day. They would be introduced at one of the producers’ houses. At least she’d finally get to see for herself what her new director was like.


			She was wary about canvasing more opinions, but she couldn’t help herself. “What did your acting-class friend say about Andie, exactly?”


			“That she was all over the place. Apparently, she went right off the deep end, always late and disorganized.”


			“Do you think this movie will end up being a mess?” she asked, putting down her cutlery and rubbing her temple. A headache brewed.


			“I think we don’t know. After all, she’s made a few good movies, and her dad and Ben Haynes will be involved. I’d try to not worry about it yet.”


			She nodded and returned to her food. There was nothing she could do. She should put all this chatter about the wayward director out of her mind. This was the role of a lifetime, and she had to trust herself to work around whatever problems might come up.


			She wouldn’t let anything Andie McKenzie did get in the way.












Chapter Three


			On Friday afternoon, Skye drove to Laurel Canyon to meet her new director. The housekeeper led her into the atrium of Ben Haynes’s sprawling mansion.


			As she took her seat at the table with Ben Haynes and Doug McKenzie, she couldn’t believe she was hanging out with the legendary team. Red and white flowered plants surrounded them, the afternoon sun filtering through the glass doors. It should be heaven, but one thing was getting in the way.


			“She’ll be here any minute,” Doug said. 


			Attempting to cover Andie’s absence, Ben said, “Please, have some sushi. Do you like sushi? Please, take as much as you’d like.”


			Their frustration was thinly veiled. This was Hollywood, where it wasn’t unusual for people to be flaky about appointments. It was another thing for Andie to keep her own father waiting.


			The minutes ticked by until she was an hour late, and in that time, Skye asked as many questions as she could think of about Ben’s house and Doug’s upcoming project. She was running out of small talk, but it didn’t seem polite to start a conversation about Creature Island without its director. 


			Luckily, Ben did it for her. “You’re going to love working on the island. We’re so excited about getting permission to shoot there.”


			“What’s it called, again?”


			“Mermaid Island.”


			“It’ll be wonderful. It sounds like a dream, honestly.”


			He put his hands behind his head and leaned back with a satisfied smile. “It’s stunning. White beaches, crystal water, forests, and mountains. Every location we could possibly need, all in one place. It has a private owner. A fellow who happens to love movies. He’s thrilled to have us.”


			“Is there much there, aside from the natural things, I mean? Do many people live there?”


			“That’s the most wonderful thing about it. It’s just the owner, so it’s relatively untouched aside from his place. But it has a landing strip and enough infrastructure for us to build on. It’s the ideal setting for a movie about a deserted island. We struck gold.”


			“Wow. I can’t wait to see it.”


			“We’ve got workers building accommodation for the cast and crew. It’s almost done,” Doug said. She’d noticed that he was the quieter of the two men. He saved his words, only speaking when he had something important to say.


			“Yep. We locked in the deal last year, and we didn’t want you all to be uncomfortable, so it will be very nice.”


			“That sounds like a huge undertaking,” said Skye.


			“We cut a deal with the owner because he’ll be opening the place up for tourists when we wrap. Apparently, it’s something he’s been considering over the years, and this gave him the push he needed. There’ll be a bunch of villas and a hotel.”


			“And the fact that a movie’s shooting there will be a great selling point for tourism?” asked Skye.


			“Bingo.”


			“Hey.”


			They turned toward the woman who’d appeared in the doorway. She stood with her arms crossed, leaning on the frame. Skye quickly took in wavy black hair, carved cheekbones, and full lips.


			Her dark beauty was more startling because of how effortless it seemed. She wasn’t wearing makeup, and her hair hung loose and wild. Her long legs were in blue jeans, paired with a black T-shirt. Skye looked down at her own jeans and striped silk shirt, thinking about how carefully she’d blow-dried her hair this morning. 


			She felt like such a nerd.


			“Sorry I’m late,” Andie said in a raspy voice, but she didn’t sound at all sorry. She didn’t even glance in Skye’s direction until after greeting the others. Skye stepped forward as Andie finally turned toward her. 


			“And you must be Skye,” she said dryly, holding out her hand. 


			Skye smiled at her and shook her hand, noticing the deep green eyes. “It’s so nice to meet you.”


			“Nice to meet you, too.”


			Andie looked intently at Skye. People always said Skye looked different on-screen from how she appeared in person, and she’d never known how to take it. She couldn’t shake off the fear that Andie might be disappointed.


			Ben put a hand on Andie’s shoulder, and finally, she broke her gaze to turn her head toward him.


			“We might leave you ladies to get acquainted with one another for a minute. Your father hasn’t seen my new Cadillac. Please, enjoy the food.”


			Andie rolled her eyes as the men went out through the glass doors. “Boys and their toys, right? He collects cars like they were stamps or something.”


			“Everyone’s got to have a hobby,” said Skye.


			They sat down, and Skye picked up her water glass to moisten her lips, unsure of her place. This felt like auditioning for the role all over again, only worse because it was obvious Andie didn’t want to be here. “They were just telling me about the island we’re shooting on. It sounds incredible.”


			Andie crossed a leg over her knee. Her legs were so long. “Yeah. It should be nice. It’ll be a tough shoot, though.”


			“I know. It’ll be hard work, but I’m looking forward to it.”


			“Your role will be very physically demanding. Even with a stunt double, it’ll be exhausting.”


			“That’s true. I’ve never done anything like this before, but I’ve given a lot of thought to preparing and keeping my energy levels up.” Why would Andie assume she hadn’t been through all this with her father and Ben? They’d discussed it during their earlier meetings. Skye’s petite frame could be misleading, but she’d studied dance throughout her teens. The training was more brutal than most people could even imagine.


			Andie made a noncommittal “mmm” sound, and that was it. Skye didn’t know what to say, so she asked the first question that popped into her head. 


			“Do you collect anything?”


			“Can’t say I do. Do you?” Andie replied, eyebrows lifting.


			“Sure. I collect books. And movie posters.”


			“Really? What kind of books do you collect?”


			It was interesting that Andie went for the books instead of asking about her posters like most people did. “Novels. First editions. I have one of Creature Island, actually.”


			Andie reached over to the water pitcher on the table and poured herself a glass. “Oh yeah? Did you get that when you found out about the movie?”


			“No, I came across it in a secondhand store years ago, and I couldn’t believe my luck. They had no idea how rare it was. But of course, I don’t touch it, I’ve got another copy for reading. I’ve read it so many times.”


			“Really.”


			The skepticism was annoying, even if Skye understood it. It was the kind of thing actors lied about when they were going after parts, like when you said you could do a French accent, knowing you’d be able to work on it later. Creature Island was a counter-cultural favorite, and she got that she didn’t seem like the target audience. For one thing, she was too young to have read it at the height of its popularity back in the ’70s. She didn’t know how much older Andie was, but it might be a factor.


			“Yes. I read it for the first time when I was in high school.”


			“Did you? What’s your favorite part?”


			That was easy. Skye remembered that first time so clearly. While her interpretation deepened as she grew older, her feelings about that scene never changed. She loved how it was adapted into the screenplay. “I always loved the part where Dr. Foster kills Adrian.”


			“Uh-huh. What do you like about it? In the book, I mean, not the screenplay.”


			Andie hoped to catch her in a lie, and Skye had to pretend she didn’t mind being quizzed. It would make her seem difficult.


			“The writing is beautiful. I’d never read something so ugly in such stunning language. It’s an amazing contrast. And now I’m older, I can see that those types of scenes are in lots of stories, so it’s not that original. But you hardly ever get to see a woman making a choice like that. You never get to see a woman be the hero and kill off the bad guy like that without anyone’s help. That was so badass to me.”


			“Yeah,” Andie said, staring at her again. Finally she looked away, her toned arm reaching toward the table for a piece of sushi. She wore a single silver ring on her middle finger.


			“What’s your favorite part?” asked Skye.


			“Actually, what you said.”


			“Well. That’s not very original.”


			Andie looked different when she smiled, her eyes warm when they met Skye’s. She tried to ignore the flutter in her stomach. She was just nervous, that was all.
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