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What would you do to make it in the movies?

“I KNOW HE ISN'T WHO he says he is, and I can't let him turn my whole life upside-down.”

Eric is the picture of success complete with trophy home and fancy dog. Stepping into the director's chair of a big budget feature film is all he needs to conquer Hollywood. Getting involved with an actor? That's a recipe for disaster.

Especially this actor.

“He hired me to train his puppy, but I'll prove I'm more than just another dog walker.”

Tyler is the secret son of one of Hollywood's most powerful producers. He'll do whatever it takes to prove to Father he deserves a leading role.

He can't let himself be distracted by anything—or anyone.

Not even Eric.
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TYLER HAD ONE LINE in the voodoo exploitation flick. The real reason the director hired him was because of his reputation for working with pits. There were a lot of guys comfortable with pits in New Orleans, the self-proclaimed Hollywood South, but Tyler happened to be the one people knew about because his mother was a one-time starlet.

Dogs liked him. There was something about him they responded to. People sometimes acted like he was your average nineteen-year-old twink, but they got a different view of him when they saw him walking a string of guardian dogs.

“Once you understand how they tick, they're the sweetest dogs in the world,” Tyler said. “You train 'em right, they're good protection animals. Loyal.”

The star of the film, a quarterback-turned-actor, tried not to show it, but the way he tensed up around the dogs revealed how much he feared them. His body double wasn't too thrilled either. Pretty much everybody except Tyler side-eyed the pits, so the star had most of the cast behind him when he  asked the director to cut them out of the script.

Movie politics. Cutting the dogs would probably cut Tyler out of the production altogether. But he knew better than to go tense himself. He continued stroking the large albino, Pearl-Anne, in that place she liked in the middle of her forehead.

“It's a film set in Louisiana.” Biff, the director, was from Hollywood via Williamsburg. He rocked tortoiseshell glasses along with the ironic frat boy first name. “The alligators and the pits are staying.” You wouldn't think authenticity would be a big deal to a guy making a voodoo flick, but Tyler figured it was the director's Williamsburg side coming out. “It's up to you guys whether you'd like to do the same.”

There were lots of over-the-hill football players who'd like to be actors. Lots of stunt doubles. The star and his double exchanged a look and then shut the fuck up.

“I'm cool with the damn dogs, but I want to know who's in charge of these fucking gators.” The female lead wore a lot of piercings and latex for this film. Her nails were three-inch long stainless steel daggers. In a cage fight, she'd probably give the ex-quarterback a run for his money.

“Nobody's in charge of the gators.” Tyler, the local, was always happy to be of help. “They're wild animals. This is a national park. I advise you to stand back.”

Her silver circle contacts gave her eyes an alien sheen. “How many people are killed and eaten a year by these wild animals?”

“You're thinking of Florida. Louisiana gators don't eat people. Not a single case in human history. I promise.”

She squinted, reducing the glare off those silver eyes. After a pause, she decided to believe him, so it  wasn't time for Tyler to stop being helpful now.

“So, you know, if you're the first, you'll be really famous.”

Tyler's eyes were a shade of sapphire that made certain people hate him when he batted them all innocent like that.

She squinted even more, and Biff glowered. The director didn't have a doubt in his mind about what Tyler was doing. Attracting attention to himself. Refusing to remain in his lane.

Tyler shouldn't have added that last flourish, but oh well. He couldn't have played the lead in this film, but one day he'd play the lead in some film. A big film. An important film. He knew that like he knew his name was Tyler Martin. The voodoo exploitation walk-on/dog-hugging job was all part of paying his dues before he hit the big time.

“We don't have a license to film on this location after sunset, so let's get this show on the road,” Biff said.

The actors found their marks. The pit bulls, who weren't in the scene, curled around Tyler's feet.  Pattie, a former alligator wrestler from Florida, was the set's licensed animal handler. She checked the near-invisible gator fencing to make sure the eight hundred pound reptiles would stay looking scenic off in the distance, then came over to squat on her heels next to Tyler.

“You have a touch for these dogs,” she said. “I'd like to hire you full-time.”

“Yeah, about that,” Tyler said. “I really appreciate the opportunity—all the opportunities you've given me to work with you. But I can't accept your offer. I'm going out to Hollywood to be a star.”

♥♥♥
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BIFF LOOKED LIKE WHAT a Biff turns into after forty—love handles, some broken veins in the nose, a permanent flush across the cheeks. Good hair though. An expensive stylist made the most of that hair. They say blonds age the fastest, but their hair doesn't show the gray as early. Biff had probably convinced himself he was still good-looking. At least in an ironic way that matched the tortoiseshell glasses.

Good clothes too. Hand-painted Vivienne Westwood shirt. Designer jeans. Five thousand dollar hand-tooled cowboy boots. If you can't look young, look expensive.

“I'd like to move you into a bigger part,” he said.

“Uh huh.” Tyler knew there were no big parts in this film for a white kid. The drinking age in New Orleans was twenty-one, but no one said anything when a player like Biff invited nineteen-year-old Tyler to a dark martini bar. It was the only time Tyler got to drink eighteen-dollar drinks. This one was a chocolate martini complete with the initials of the martini bar drizzled in chocolate syrup over whipped crème.

“The camera loves you,” Biff said.

“Uh huh.” Tyler sipped slowly. Chocolate could seduce, and so could chocolate vodka. Before Biff, Tyler probably hadn't even known there was such a thing as diamond-clear chocolate vodka.

Eighty proof, from the feel of it. Maybe ninety.

“I could be a very good friend to the right boy.”

“I respect that, Biff. That's the way I think of you too. As a friend. A very good friend.” Tyler batted his eyelashes. He didn't sleep with men to get parts.

That would be cheating.

Tyler was going to win without cheating. He was going to prove himself to... well... to just about everybody.

Besides, it would also be another kind of cheating, because Tyler had a boyfriend. Jeffy had been a little distant lately, a little overwhelmed with his first year at Tulane, but he didn't deserve to have Tyler partying around while he sweated over the books. Tyler couldn't do that to the boy who had been his high school sweetheart.

Biff put his hand on Tyler's thigh and squeezed. Tyler decided it was time to excuse himself. Too bad he didn't get a chance to finish that chocolate martini.

♥♥♥
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ON THE STREETCAR, TYLER caught a tinny burst of a bad pop song he'd been hearing a lot lately. He tried not to listen to the bad-luck lyrics. Something about any time you're with your love could be your last time. It didn't seem like a positive thing to get drilled into your head.

They had an apartment in an old house made over into a duplex. Jeffy sat at the dining room table, an acre of books spread out in front of him. Tyler didn't understand why people still needed physical books when they had phones and computers. College boy mysteries.

“Hey, baby.” He kissed Jeffy on the temple when he didn't look up from what he was reading.

“Yeah, OK,” Jeffy said. “In a minute.”

College was hard, Tyler gathered. “I'll start the pizza.”

“Yeah. OK.”

With his looks, Jeffy could be an actor himself. He had the height, he had the legs, he had the big head with the sweep of dark hair. The five o'clock shadow on his jaw made Tyler want to nuzzle him for the brush burn that made their kisses feel so real. But Jeffy was busy. Probably he'd forgotten to eat.

They'd met in their high school theater group. Jeffy, not Tyler, actually won the lead role in the senior play. Strange to think of it now. Why didn't Jeffy want to be an actor any more? All these books...

Half pepperoni, half bell pepper and mushroom. Tyler took the vegetarian side. He was at his ideal weight, but when you were in show business, it didn't hurt to make a habit of avoiding pepperoni.

“I thought you were done with exams,” Tyler said.

“One more on Friday.”

“You should take a break so you don't get stale. Overprepping, that's bad sometimes.”

“Overprepping doesn't apply to calculus exams,” Jeffy said. “It ain't possible to overprep in that situation.”

Jeffy only said “ain't” to be funny. His family came to New Orleans when he was already twelve. Before that, he lived in Little Rock. Evidently, saying “ain't” was considered the height of irony in Arkansas. Or maybe it was Jeffy's statement about regional pride. Tyler wasn't always sure.

“You work too hard, though.” The pizza finished, Tyler stood behind Jeffy to massage the hard knots in his shoulders.

“Nobody's going to pay me to scratch dogs behind the ears.”

Tyler laughed. “I'll scratch you behind the ears for free.” They were good together. They were. His mother warned him about college boys, about how sometimes they liked to play the field, but Tyler didn't think she meant Jeffy. He was special. It had always been Tyler and Jeffy.

“In a minute,” Jeffy said.

Tyler was meant to take the hint to go away.

Things would be good again once exams were over. Tulane was too expensive anyway, and a boy who could get into Tulane could get into any school. They must have dozens of good ones in Los Angeles. There were lots of famous film schools, Tyler knew that much. Why was Jeffy taking calculus anyway? What the hell did calculus have to do with the movies?

The house was bigger on the outside than it was on the inside. They had a tiny bath tiled in black and white rectangles. A tiny shower. Tyler closed his eyes and lifted his face to the hot water pounding down. His right hand reached down to squeeze his shaft. Should he take care of business or wait? Tyler wanted Jeffy, not a hand, but Jeffy was so busy lately.

He squeezed, letting his fingers sink in deep to feel the blood pulsing in the swollen veins.

That last time song tickled around in his brain. An unwanted earworm.

He squeezed again but not as hard. His fingers circled the root of his cock, a tease but also a delaying tactic. His body had decided. He'd wait for Jeffy.

Pink and naked from the shower, Tyler bent over the bed to change the sheets. It wasn't easy, changing the sheets on your own, but Tyler was used to doing it by now. The brushed cotton was soft and faded from much laundering. A faint hint of the lavender fabric softener tickled his nose, a fragrance he'd come to associate with the moments before sex.

A pillow under his neck. Another under his hips.

“Jeffy...” He breathed out the name. Barely a whisper of a prayer.

It was up to Jeffy to decide if he heard.

After a moment, he came and stood in the doorway, a soft smile playing around his lips.

“I've been very good,” Tyler said. “I've been all quiet and waiting for you all alone.”

“Oh fuck. How the hell am I supposed to resist?”

“You're not supposed to resist. Come here.”

Jeffy wiggled and kicked and flung away his clothes. Tyler opened his arms and his legs, and Jeffy was on top of him, hot and slick and hungry.

“Why are you so sexy?” Jeffy asked. “You're too good for me.”

“Don't say that. Why do you always say that?”

“Mmmm.”

Their hard cocks were trapped between their hard bellies. When Tyler kissed, he also rocked his hips. A slow, seductive grind.

“Mmmm.” Jeffy kissed him back. He let Tyler's tongue insinuate its way into his wet, warm mouth. Let the grind continue. Yes. Oh yes.

Tyler didn't have to look. He knew by habit where to reach for the knob that pulled open the little drawer with all the goodies. Toys, lube, rubbers. Jeffy was the one who insisted on the rubbers. At their age, it didn't make sense to try to be exclusive, he said. Maybe it didn't, but Tyler was exclusive anyway. Why wouldn't he be exclusive? Jeffy was the one. There was no need to go shopping for anybody else.

“It's good to get experiences,” Jeffy had said.

Tyler didn't see why they couldn't get those experiences with each other. Jeffy was so busy, though. There didn't ever seem to be a good time for a real discussion about it.

So... not just toys. Not just lube. Plenty of rubbers too. They were ready for anything, and that's what mattered.

“Fuck me, baby,” Tyler said. “It's been too long.”

“Yeah you right,” Jeffy said. A joke New Orleans accent this time. Thankfully, his hard cock was no joke.

One bottle of lube, two plugs. For a time, Jeffy sprawled heavy on top of him. They both loved full-body grinding. Tyler's hips kept rotating as he greased up the first toy and then eased it between Jeffy's firm cheeks. He had a high, arched ass with a ballet dancer's slight hollow in the flanks. Sexy as all fuck, not just to look at, but to sink your fingers into. Tyler stroked and lubed and eventually began to press the plug against Jeffy's sensitive opening.

“Oh, that's so good.” Jeffy's eyes were closed to concentrate on the feeling. Tyler couldn't resist kissing each sweet eyelid. “Oh fuck.”

Tyler twirled the plug. A very personal tease.

Jeffy fumbled around for a moment before he plucked the second plug from Tyler's fingers. It was already slick with grease and, for a moment, it seemed as if it might go flying. Then Jeffy got a better grip and got to work. He liked to rub the tapered tip down Tyler's tender crack, an unnecessary tease at this point but a delicious one.

“You're so nasty.” Jeffy's breath hot on Tyler's ear. “Oh, yes.”

He positioned the plug at Tyler's opening but didn't push it in. Instead, Tyler dilated the ring of muscle to give it a tug. Proof that Tyler didn't need experience with anybody else. Tyler had trained his body. Oh yes. All for Jeffy, he'd trained that ring of muscle...

Their cocks dug recklessly into each other's bellies. Tyler's hips kept rocking up and down, around and around. Jeffy's too.

They couldn't last much longer like this. Jeffy, finally impatient, tugged the plug out of Tyler's hole with a shockingly noisy plop. Replaced it, but only briefly, with one finger and then a second. He spread the fingers in a V inside of Tyler, making those hips wiggle even faster.

“Now,” Tyler said. “Fuck me now.”

Jeffy scrambled on his knees so he could slap the lube on his own cock in a series of deliberately noisy smacks. He kept the plug in his own ass, a detail that thrilled Tyler to his core.

“Fuck. Now.”

Jeffy thrust forward and rotated. Tyler's legs lifted and then curled to wrap around Jeffy's long body.  They knew each other's hot spots, and Tyler shuddered to his toes each time Jeffy lunged deeper.

They were good in bed. They worked. Doubt didn't exist when the two of them were together like this.

♥♥♥
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TYLER WAS GOOD WITH money. It didn't hurt that people liked to buy him things or give him jobs. In the morning over coffee, he pulled up his bank account on the phone to make sure the movie money had cleared. The books hadn't been put away, but Jeffy had at least taken the time to shove them to one side of the table so they'd have a place for breakfast.

Jeffy slept naked and wasn't shy about his body, but today he'd slipped on a kimono before he emerged from the bedroom. “We need to talk.”

“I've got it, babe. I've got the money. We're going to Los Angeles. You and me, we're going to take fucking Hollywood.”

Jeffy sighed as he poured himself a cup of coffee. Did he usually add that much cream? Tyler had never noticed that.

“What's wrong, babe? It's here. Right here.” Tyler turned the phone so Jeffy could see the bank's site open to Tyler's checking account. “I've paid off the car, it's all the money we need to get started...”

“Tyler, look. Stop. Look.”

Tyler stopped but he didn't know where to look. He stared at Jeffy.

“I'm not going to Los Angeles, Tyler. I'm sorry. That movie stuff... you're a bit player. A dog walker. You're going to get eaten alive.”

“But... but... you said...”

“I said what I said because I didn't think there was any way you'd possibly get the money together. I said what I said because I didn't want to argue about it.”

“You don't believe in me? You don't believe I'll be a star?”

“Tyler, babe. Almost nobody becomes a star. You must know that.”

Tyler sat there open-mouthed.

“Your mother never became a star, and she fucked Anderson Downe. What makes you think you'll do any better? You don't even fuck the directors who could help you.”

“I... we...”

How could Jeffy expect Tyler to be fucking directors for parts while he was with Jeffy? That wasn't who Tyler was.

“I'm not leaving school to chase somebody else's pipe dream. Not even your pipe dream, Tyler. Not even yours.”

“I thought it was your dream too.”

“That's why I'm getting an engineering degree? Because it's my dream too?”

As if Tyler's jaw could drop any further. At least the calculus was explained. “You changed your major?”

“We talked about this. An engineer who knows how to manage money is guaranteed to be a millionaire. Maybe more than that, the way salaries are going.”

They'd talked about it? When? Tyler felt like Jeffy didn't always listen. Maybe Tyler hadn't always listened either. “You were a theater student.”

“In high school, Tyler. There's life after high school.”

“But I'm going to be an actor. I have to be in Los Angeles. You know that.”

“Tyler... I'm going to school here. A good school. I'm not giving that up. There's lots of film production in New Orleans. You could work here if you wanted to. You're already working here.”

With the collapse of the Canadian dollar, a lot of the jobs had left New Orleans for Vancouver. Didn't Jeffy know that? “If I'm serious, I have to be in Los Angeles,” Tyler said. “That's where my father's production company is. That's where everybody is who's anybody in this business.”

“Tyler, I'm sorry. I am. But I'm not going to Hollywood.”

“So we're over. Just like that.”

“I'm sorry, Tyler.”

Fuck it. Fine. One more person to prove himself to. Fine.

“I'll call you when I reach the top,” Tyler said. “Just so you'll know.”

Jeffy blinked. “Tyler, if you reach the top, you won't have to call me. Everybody will know.”

Tyler stood up and started looking around for his bags. He thought they'd be empty, but they were half-packed already. Jeffy trying to be helpful. Jeffy trying to be sweet.

Just not sweet enough.

“So there's no reason for me to wait. For you to finish your last exam, I mean.”

“No, baby. No reason. Go when you want to go.”

Tyler didn't cry. Another person might cry, but not Tyler. Instead, he got that blank feeling. He finished packing his bags in a daze. Walked out. Stood on the stoop a minute, then realized he needed to call an airport taxi.

Did they still sell tickets at the counter at the airport? If not, it didn't matter. The airport had WiFi. He'd go online and buy the ticket.

He checked the battery on his phone, checked the time too. Eight in the morning. He'd be in Hollywood before the sun set.
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ERIC

♥♥♥
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ALL THE MONEY SPENT on the house was spent on the things that showed outside. A golf-green neat front lawn hedged with Indian Hawthorn. A turquoise pool set in Portuguese tile. Eric hesitated before splashing out on the sky-blue exterior paint job, but he eventually persuaded himself to make that investment too. The trim was color-matched to French vanilla ice cream. In Los Angeles, you had to project an aura of success. Fake it to make it.

And now a trophy dog, a Siberian Husky with ice-blue chips for eyes. Expensive-looking. It would fit right in with his next door neighbor's platinum blonde Tibetan Mastiff.

Why had anyone turned a dog over to Sue Ellen Shandon? Her wide-legged jeans were Carolina Herrera, her shades Prada. The smooth up-tilted eyes were the product of a Brazilian surgical genius who normally specialized in third wives. But it wasn't all looks in Los Angeles, was it? Didn't anyone have a nose?

When he was a kid—a kid in the single digit ages, not a kid in the Hollywood sense of fuckable twink—he'd tried so hard to slow her down. “People can smell it,” he'd say. “It's nine in the morning. Please, Mother. Stop!” One day she switched from bourbon to vodka and didn't switch back, and eight-year-old Eric supposed it was the best he could hope for.

Now it was a pretty spring day twenty years later. Even if you can't smell vodka on the breath—and Eric was certain he could—it had changed her body chemistry somehow. Her sweat stank. Although she wouldn't admit to sweat. A lady glowed.

He took the leash of the half-grown puppy from the glowing lady. “How, Mother?”

“I still have money.”

She didn't. Anyway, it wasn't about the money. Weren't these places supposed to screen prospective owners? They shouldn't be handing out helpless puppies to anybody who walked up wearing a fortune in platinum-blonde hair extensions.

The puppy in question gazed at Eric. Pale eyes could look blind, but hers glinted with intelligence. Dammit. She could read him like a book, and she already knew he didn't have the heart to take her back.

“You've been alone too long,” Mother said. “Walking a dog will help you meet people.”

“I meet plenty of people. I spend half my nights at industry events.”

“Actors. Directors. Producers.” She shuddered melodramatically. “We can hardly call them people. Anyway, the clock was running down. She's too beautiful to die.”

Too Beautiful To Die jumped up and pulled Eric several feet with shocking strength. “Fuck. No. Down, girl. That's the mail truck. I need my mail.”

Mother, oblivious, was considering names. “What about Laika? Too Arcade Fire, I suppose. Hmm. What about Leyla? Or is that too sixties?”

The puppy allowed Eric to regain a shaky control. She came to a dead stop, somehow landing on his two feet. The weight of her was warm and, let's be honest, a little bit awwwww-inspiring. No, he didn't suppose he'd be able to take her back.

“The dog didn't come with a name?”

“She was abandoned.” Mother put the back of her hand to her blonde-banged forehead, a very actressy gesture. “Like me.”

Oh, for fuck's sake. She was playing a role, because Sue Ellen Shandon hadn't been abandoned. Her husband—Eric's father—had died. Eric was too exasperated to try to figure out what role, exactly, she was playing.

Just another beautiful morning in Hollywood.
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ERIC

♥♥♥
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“I WOULD HAVE BEEN JUST as happy with a mutt,” Eric said.

Nova thumped her tail on the azulejos tile allegedly hand-baked at a remote monastery in northern Portugal, although Eric suspected from the price they were knock-offs from Puebla. The ice-blue eyes were less ice and more blue when she was sitting beside the pool. It was one of those days that made you think smog was a forgotten fable from 1972.

Perfect sky. Perfect house. Perfect life.

“But of course we have to front for the neighbors. My dog has to be a beautiful dog.”

More thumping. She was perfectly happy to do beautiful. What she wouldn't do was listen. Like pretty much everybody else in Eric's life. Being a cinematographer on the way up was less about telling everyone else what to do and more about being told. He'd planned on being more of a power player by now.

“I expect great things from this dog behaviorist.” Maybe he did and maybe he didn't, but that's what he told Nova. Fronting for a puppy. Story of his life. “This dude comes very highly recommended. Of course, I wanted the guy with the TV show, but he's booked up for months.”

Besides, Eric couldn't afford the guy with the TV show. Hell, he couldn't afford any of them. This Tyler Montana was the low bid, so Tyler Montana it was. Eric hadn't actually checked any of the dude's references. He didn't want to learn anything to make him feel obligated to hire the second lowest bidder.

A knock at the redwood gate. Eric looked around for his Bleach-era Nirvana T-shirt. “It's unlocked.” Blind for a minute as he pulled it over his head, he felt more than saw Nova leap onto the new dog trainer. The jumping up on people was another problem needing to be fixed.

Behaviorist. Not trainer. Behaviorist. Eric had spoken to the guy on the phone, and sexy-voiced Tyler Montana was most explicit about his objections to the word “trainer.” Montana was a professional. He had degrees and certifications.

Or so he said. Eric hadn't checked those either.

“Down, girl. Hey, hey, hey! Down!” The well-modulated baritone wasn't quite as soothing in person. It wasn't even as baritone. The phone voice was a put-on. “I mean it, honey.”

Nova sat, but the bunching in her shoulders and the sparkle in her eyes told Eric she was preparing for another assault at any moment. Before Nova, Eric never suspected a dog could have a sense of humor. Maybe that's because he'd lived this long and never before owned a dog. This was all new to him.

“Hey. So I'm Tyler Montana.” The radio voice was back. The guy thrust out a hand, but it was the eyes that captured Eric's attention.

Turquoise, a far deeper shade of blue than Nova's ice.

Contacts. Had to be. Nobody's real eyes were that color.

Somehow they were shaking hands. Up close, Tyler couldn't be a day over twenty-five, and Eric would easily believe younger. As young as nineteen or twenty. The peaches-and-cream skin gave the guy away, even though his grip was as strong and self-assured as a much older man's.

“Eric Shandon.”

“So, Mr. Shandon. Shall we get started? I'd like to see the two of you together. Get a baseline so I'll see for myself where we're starting from.”

“Um, sure.” Eric looked at Nova. “Come here, girl.”

Nova, as expected, looked back at him while thumping her tail on the tiles. Her eyes were wide with an utterly false innocence.

Hey, man, I'm just the puppy. You don't think I understand people talk, do you?

“You see the problem. She doesn't listen. Don't get me wrong, she's a sweetheart of a dog and all that. She just won't listen.”

Tyler Montana walked in a circle around Nova, his hand rubbing thoughtfully on his chin as he examined her from every angle. There was something stagy about the way he moved, as if he thought he was being filmed for a soap opera. “Explain to me again why this dog was re-homed.”

“I'm told the previous owner moved to a condo that doesn't allow dogs over twenty pounds.” After his mother showed up with a five-month-old Siberian Husky, Eric called the erstwhile shelter to get more information. A harried clerk told him what she knew, which wasn't much. Eric could hear dogs baying in the background throughout the conversation.

“Uh huh.” Tyler didn't seem impressed. “You know, people can say anything and drop off a dog. Pay a fee, and vamoose. There's a lot of irresponsible dog owners who give up the minute they perceive a tiny obstacle.”

“I guess I knew that. It wasn't something I thought about.” Eric looked at Tyler's sexy jawline and told himself he wouldn't be one of those irresponsible dog owners. He wasn't a guy who gave up. This turquoise pool should be proof enough of that.

“Is she housebroken?”

Eric nodded. The house was a mess—hence this meeting by the pool—but the mess wasn't any of Nova's doing. He couldn't afford a gardener, a pool boy, a dog trainer, and a maid. Something had to give. Maids worked inside where the neighbors didn't see the results, so that's what gave.

“Excellent.” Was it Eric's imagination, or did Tyler pronounce that word exactly the same way Mr. Burns did in The Simpsons? He'd done his time studying classic TV.

Eric's spidey sense tingled. Wanna-be actors weren't his favorite people to deal with, and they were everywhere in Los Angeles.

“Talk to me about the behavioral issues you've been experiencing,” Tyler said.

“She's hard to walk. She pulls, she chases other dogs. It's a problem. The thing is, my mother rescued this dog, and now I hate to think of taking her back.”

Tyler touched Eric's arm. This too seemed like a studied gesture, but it thrilled him just the same. This guy was excessively hot. Tall, slender hips, broad shoulders. Pampered skin.

“We won't have to take her back. Please don't worry about that, Mr. Shandon. There are techniques we can use to re-establish you as the alpha. This breed wants an owner they can respect. It gives them a feeling of security.” Tyler seemed to know all the right things to say.

Seductive voice, seductive eyes.

Eric realized he wanted to believe every word. “Eric. Mr. Shandon was my father.”

Tyler frowned a teeny, tiny frown. It might be intended to make him look older, but it didn't. “Of course. Eric. Can you put the leash on now, Eric?”

It should have been a simple thing, clipping leash onto collar, but it was always a battle of wills. Nova seemed to enjoy the contest.

Tyler folded golden arms over his chest while he watched Eric struggle. Golden arms with golden fur. Shaggy blond hair, near-platinum eyebrows. Diamond-faceted cheekbones. A black T-shirt several sizes too short, clearly chosen to ride up on his toned belly. Faded jeans with strategic rips. An off-brand, though. Eric hadn't recognized the logo on that taut butt.

No way this guy was old enough to have all the credentials he claimed. He would've had to start in kindergarten.

“Where did you go to school?”

“Say what?” Tyler blinked those dazzling eyes at him. “School?”

Eric didn't repeat the question. It was probably the dude's first job, and Eric didn't have the heart to toss him out on his ear. Besides, the price was right.

Nova, distracted by Eric's distraction, stopped wriggling, and Eric's fingers took the opportunity to clip on the leash.

“Do you have that struggle of wills every time you put the leash on?” Tyler's voice was maybe a tad judgy. It was, Eric knew, Tyler's way of getting back in control after the unspoken spat over credentials.
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