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            Shay

          

        

      

    

    
      I button my blazer to conceal the vodka-cran stains on my white blouse, a casualty of nerves and turbulence. My fingers tremble, and I miss the buttonhole twice before it finally clasps, then I collect the makeup strewn across three airport sinks. Several glares are cast my way from women waiting to wash their hands.

      “Sorry,” I mumble, zipping my cosmetic bag before stuffing it back into my overpacked suitcase. I assess my reflection one more time—my lipstick is intact, my hair sits in neat, brown waves, and despite my jitters, I don’t entirely resemble a frantic mess.

      After several deep breaths, I tug on the suitcase handle and roll it out of the bathroom, careful that my wide-legged pants don’t drag.

      I don’t know why I’m so worried about today’s audition. I already got the part. I’m only going in for a chemistry read to see who best complements my acting. Still, this is the first role I’ve landed that’s not a nameless barmaid, customer, or stereotypical ditzy bimbo with fewer than twenty seconds of screen time.

      I’m the lead.

      Well, one of three leads since there’s a love triangle involved.

      Regardless, I’m the goddamn point of the triangle. The only female lead. I’m the woman two men are supposed to pine over, and, real or not, no one wants to fight for a girl with vodka-cran stains on her breasts. I need to look the part. Because if I look the part, I’ll feel the part, and then the rest will fall into place.

      I ride down the escalator to where countless people wait for their friends, family, or car service. My childhood best friend lives here in Atlanta and was supposed to pick me up after my flight, but since her modeling shoot was moved up, she had to send one of her roommates instead.

      She told me what he was wearing this morning, so I scan the crowd as dozens of people shove past, hugging, talking on cell phones, rushing to get back to their lives—or maybe away from them.

      Tan pullover and black jeans. Tan pullover and black jeans…

      Someone slams into me from behind, then glares at me like I’ve done something wrong by breathing. With a sigh, I find a vacant corner to stand in and unzip the outer pocket of my suitcase, figuring I’ll change my shoes while I wait for the area to clear. Locating Lindsay would have been hard enough in this crowd; finding a stranger might be impossible.

      Removing one sneaker, I slip my foot into a white platform heel, then do the same with the other. I balance on one leg and prop a foot on my suitcase, finding my balance before I bend to buckle the strap. I must put too much weight on my luggage, though, because the wheels start to roll, taking my leg with them.

      Cursing under my breath, I reach for the handle just as a hand closes around it, stopping my forward projection.

      “Thank you,” I say, pressing my hand to the wall to regain my balance. My gaze drifts to my savior who, instead of releasing my suitcase, gestures for me to finish putting on my shoes.

      My lips stretch into a smile as I take in his dark, styled hair and handsome face, and then I bend to buckle my knock-off Chanel heels and pray no one at the chemistry read looks too closely at them.

      “Shay, right?” he asks, and I glance up, surprised. A naïve part of me hopes word has spread about my newly acquired role and fame is nigh, but I know that’s unlikely.

      “How do you…?” I begin, then notice his attire—a tan pullover and black jeans. “You must be Lindsay’s roommate. Dustin?”

      “Unfortunately.” He nods, holding out a hand. I stare at it for a moment, not sure what he meant by that—unfortunately, Lindsay’s my roommate; unfortunately, my name is Dustin; unfortunately, I got stuck picking up some random chick from the airport—then I slip my hand into his.

      “Shay,” I say, then cringe as I roll my suitcase back toward me. “Which… you already knew.”

      Nice one.

      His lips quirk, brown eyes taking me in curiously.

      “How did you find me?” I ask to distract from my idiocy. Lindsay failed to mention that her roommate was intimidatingly attractive. Never in my life have I appreciated a tan pullover and black jeans more. The allure is a stark contrast to what I’m used to, having grown up in a shady neighborhood in Oklahoma.

      “Lindsay said you’d stand out.” He gives me a brief once-over, though I have no idea what that means or how that’s possible with so many people.

      I avert my gaze and gesture toward the exit. “Did you park far away?”

      Dustin shakes his head, fingers brushing mine when he takes the suitcase back and starts toward the doors. “I’m just outside. Can you make it that far in those death traps?”

      “I’ll survive.” I look down at my shoes and laugh, then follow him into the cool autumn afternoon. “Thanks for letting me stay with you guys while I’m in town. The production company isn’t covering housing expenses, so this is saving me a lot of money.”

      Plus, I’m a newbie actress, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that this industry will take advantage of you at every turn if you don’t know better. I didn’t know what my lawyer should negotiate for, so I got the bare minimum. I have to pay for travel too, but if the movie does well, I’ll be reimbursed. If it doesn’t… well, at least I won’t be out thousands of dollars in rent.

      “It’s no problem.” Dustin stops at a charcoal gray BMW, and the lights flash before the trunk pops open. He grunts, hoisting my luggage into it. “Since the band moved out, it’s just me, Lindsay, and Ray, so there’s plenty of space.”

      I’m embarrassed to admit I know very little about his band. “Yeah, Lindsay mentioned something about that. I’m sorry.”

      Apparently, they were in their prime when they broke up and lost virtually everything they’d worked for overnight. Lindsay moved in before their split, so she witnessed the fallout firsthand.

      “She shouldn’t be telling people,” he says, voice clipped.

      I bite my lip, noticing the sudden tension in his shoulders. “She, uh, didn’t say much. Just that…” I pause, afraid of getting her in trouble. I’d rather not upend the household dynamic before I even move in. “Just that the breakup sucked and cost you guys your friendship.”

      Dustin shrugs.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to reopen old wounds.”

      “It was five years ago. It doesn’t matter anymore.” Despite his insistence, it seems anything but insignificant, but I decide to let it go. I’m not in the business of pressing strangers for personal details. I realize now that I shouldn’t have said anything when he brought up his band, but I honestly didn’t think it would be such a sore subject after so many years.

      “Lindsay was supposed to drive me to the studio,” I say for no reason other than to change the subject. I already know she talked to him about taking me, and he agreed. “Are you still okay with that? I know it’s out of the way.”

      Dustin’s eyes are glued to my suitcase, and I thread my fingers together unsurely when he doesn’t respond. His mind is somewhere else entirely.

      After a moment, I clear my throat, resting a hand on the trunk. The movement seems to knock him out of his daze.

      He works his jaw before closing the trunk. “I—yeah. I freed up my day, so I can take you.”

      “If it’s too much trouble, I can hail a cab or⁠—”

      “It’s not. Really.” Dustin moves to the passenger side and opens the door, bending to remove an acoustic guitar from the front seat. He maneuvers it into the back, gestures for me to get in, then closes the door behind me.

      He takes longer than necessary to walk to the driver’s side, and I cringe. I don’t need the added stress of a terrible first impression to top off my already full plate. I’m going to be living with this guy for the foreseeable future; the last thing I want is awkward tension.

      I consider saying something else to clear the air, but judging by his silence when he gets behind the wheel, it’s not a discussion I should pursue.

      We make ample small talk during the thirty-minute drive to the film studio, but the tautness in Dustin’s shoulders is as obvious as a stop sign is red. Interestingly enough, the awkwardness distracts me from my impending chemistry read, and for that, I’m grateful. Vodka stains and pit sweat are an ugly combination; at least now I’m only dealing with the former.

      When we fall into a lapse of silence, I pull out my phone to answer Lindsay’s texts.

      
        
        Lindsay: You did find him, right? I don’t need to file a missing person’s report? “Last seen: Wandering around the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, looking for a man in a tan shirt and black jeans.”

      

        

      
        Me: No missing persons here. However, it seems you forgot to mention your roommate is hot as hell.

      

        

      
        Lindsay: Both of my roommates are smoking hot AND single—figured I’d surprise you ;). Plus, if you knew Dustin was a hottie, you would have been ten times more nervous about today. So, you’re welcome. Also, I was afraid you’d back out of staying with me. At least with another girl in the house, maybe the media will stop calling me a whore.

      

      

      I furrow my brow, not sure if that last part is true or if she’s simply making a joke about living with two guys. Before the band broke up, she lived with four. Her other roommate, the only band member besides Dustin who didn’t move out, grew up near us in Oklahoma. He put her up when she fled our small town, but as far as I know, she never had an intimate relationship with any of them.

      
        
        Me: Well, your negligence is appreciated… mostly. Have fun at your shoot.

      

        

      
        Lindsay: Adjusting lighting and sitting in uncomfortable sexy positions for hours on end = so effing fun. Good luck with your chemistry read! Love you and can’t wait to see you later.

      

        

      
        Me: Me too. Love you, Linz.

      

      

      Dustin pulls into a spot alongside a tall gray building, shifting the car into park. I take a steadying breath, anxiety returning in gradual waves as I stare at the weathered bricking.

      You can do this. The hard part is over. You’ve studied your lines; you know your character. You’ll be fine.

      Except, all of my initial auditions and callbacks were virtual. What if my in-person presence is a disappointment?

      I slip my phone into my pocket and start to get out of the car when it occurs to me that I don’t know how I’m getting home. If Dustin were Lindsay, I wouldn’t think twice about it. She’d prop her feet on the dash and listen to music for hours, texting me for updates while she waited. I can’t expect the same from Dustin. He may have cleared his afternoon, but I’m sure he has better things to do than sit here.

      “You don’t have to wait for me. This could take a while,” I say, one foot out the door.

      “It’s fine. I promised Lindsay I’d wait.”

      I study the creases in my palms like they’re lines I need to memorize before I go inside. “That’s okay, really. I can stick around until her shoot is finished and have her pick me up on her way home. Or I’ll hail a cab.”

      “You’re from Oklahoma, right?” Dustin asks.

      I nod, not sure how that’s relevant. “Yeah…”

      “Have you ever hailed a cab?”

      “I—no. Why?” Lindsay always talks about taking cabs places, so I assumed that was normal here. I grew up in a rural area; the only transportation services we had started and ended with a bus ride to and from school. No cabs, no Uber, and no delivery services of any kind. I didn’t have my own car until I turned twenty, and not just because my parents couldn’t afford to buy even a used one. We could walk everywhere we needed to go, so we did.

      His lips quirk. “It’s not as easy as it sounds, especially for an out-of-towner. Also, Lindsay’s shoot is bound to take eons. You know models.”

      I blink. No, actually, I don’t know models. I know Lindsay, and that’s the extent of my fashion industry knowledge.

      Instead of arguing, I check the time to make sure I’m not running late. “I’m assuming there’s a point in there somewhere…?”

      “I’ll wait,” is all he says.

      “It shouldn’t take all day.” I start to get out of the car again, then hesitate, still feeling bad that he has to sit here for so long. “Since it’s just a chemistry read, you could wait in the holding room if you want. I’m only reading with one guy, so it’ll be empty.”

      Dustin bites his lip in consideration.

      “No pressure.” I smile at him. I’d like to say my offer is out of pure consideration for his comfort, but truthfully, I’ve never done this alone. My parents are usually waiting in the hallway, fixed smiles in place that offer neither hope nor disappointment when I don’t get a part. “I’ll be in room 3B if you change your mind. I was told there would be water and pastries.”

      With shaky hands, I close the door and shut my eyes briefly, praying I don’t make a fool of myself and get my role revoked. I don’t think that’s possible at this point—the contracts have all been signed—but that doesn’t stop my imagination from playing out worst-case scenarios.

      I reach for the front door with sweaty palms, but an arm brushes past, opening it for me.

      My gaze drifts up as I start to thank whoever’s holding the door, when I meet the same warm brown eyes I left in the car. They remain incredibly serious when he asks, “What kind of pastries are we talking about?”

      A laugh bubbles in my throat, and I step into the entryway, exhaling in relief. Even a stranger’s presence is better than going upstairs alone. “Well, the email said Danishes, scones, donuts⁠—”

      “Chocolate? With sprinkles?”

      “If not, then I’m quitting.”

      “Rightly so,” he muses, opening another tall glass door for me. The tension from earlier seems to have dissipated.

      The receptionist barely acknowledges our presence, so I veer toward the elevators, pressing the button for the third floor.

      “What exactly is a chemistry read?” Dustin asks, scanning our murky reflection in the doors.

      I interlock my clammy fingers, willing myself to focus on the answer and not what waits beyond 3B. “Basically, it’s a type of audition to see how much chemistry actors have together. My character, Reese Wayne, was cast first, so the other two male leads need to have chemistry with me or else the movie will suck. A friend of mine is up for the part of Shane McKnight, one of my character’s love interests, so as long as the director and producers think we click, then the part is pretty much his.”

      “Is this your first acting job?”

      I nod. “First major one. Every other part I’ve had has been pretty surface-level. The producers are already talking about a franchise if the launch goes well.”

      “Maybe Reese Wayne will be the next Ethan Hunt.”

      The elevator dings, and I brace myself as the doors part. If this crime drama nears Mission: Impossible status, my heart will give out before the sequel. “That’s the dream.”

      We veer to the left and walk past a few doors before stopping in front of room 3B.

      “Did you honestly come for the pastries?” I ask to buy time before going inside.

      He smirks with a head shake. “I don’t know anything about acting, but I do know what it feels like to have a room full of people judging your talent. When you got out of the car, you looked…”

      “Scared shitless?”

      He chuckles. “Something like that. It was the same look Lindsay gets before she steps onto the runway.”

      “You’ve gone to her fashion shows?”

      He glances at the door, then back at me. “Yeah, we all did.”

      Before I can say anything else, the door swings inward, and I step back as someone exits the holding room.

      A tall, lanky man with tan skin and dark eyes stares down at me, and I take a step forward this time, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      “Leo, hey.”

      “Hey,” he says, engulfing me in a quick hug. “Thank God you’re here, I couldn’t stand waiting in there alone. Is my tie okay? It looked fine when I got in the car, but now I think it’s crooked.”

      I scan his attire—an all-black suit with a white dress shirt underneath, tie loosened, albeit crooked, and a few buttons unclasped for a careless but suave style. The part he’s up for is the negligent son of a mafia boss, and damn if Leo didn’t dress to par. He tugs at the neckline of his shirt, visibly nervous, which explains his skewed tie.

      Oddly enough, his anxious energy is a nice reprieve from my own. I fiddle with his tie, tugging and shifting it around until it lies straight. The point is to look sexily messy, but not like a mess. “Trying to look the part of a wealthy extortionist, I see.”

      His eyes grow wide, panicked. “Too much?”

      Once I’m satisfied with his tie, I rest it on his chest and squeeze his arms. “Just enough.”

      My assurance seems to appease him.

      “You were born for this role, and you already know what it’s like to read with me. You’ll do great.” The two of us have worked together in the past, so the uncertainty of connecting with a stranger is minimized. Still, just because we know each other doesn’t mean we’ll have the kind of chemistry needed for a morally gray hero and self-righteous heroine who toe the line for each other.

      “I hope you’re right,” he says, dimples making an appearance. My nerves stir for an entirely different reason. “I’d hate to mess this up and miss an opportunity to spend more time with you.”

      Dustin chokes beside me, then smothers the reaction with a cough.

      Leo looks between us as though he’s only now noticing Dustin. “Boyfriend?”

      “Roommate,” I explain. “I’m staying with him and some friends to save on housing.” I gesture between them. “Leo, this is Dustin Shaw. Dustin, meet Leo Ritz. He’s the guy up for the part I was telling you about.”

      They shake hands and exchange bland pleasantries, then we head inside the holding room. It’s barren with shabby white walls, a worn-looking couch, and a table with pastries along the far wall that Dustin ambles toward. There’s another door across the room, where the casting director is likely going over notes and confirming which scenes we’re to read today. We were given sections of the script to prepare, but they could spring anything on us at any moment. It all depends on the trajectory of Leo’s audition.

      Leo gestures toward the couch, and we sit, allowing a charged silence to fill the air. I take my script out of my purse and read through my lines a few times, but at this point, rehearsing any longer feels like overkill.

      “They’ll be with you in a few minutes,” a young assistant says, slipping out of the audition room and heading toward the hallway. “Help yourself to some food. Napkins are behind the water pitcher.” She pauses briefly in the doorway, gaze flitting over Dustin as he eyes the pastries like he wants to devour them all. I find myself staring as well—and not at the pastries. I’m finally able to get a good look at him now that we’re at a distance.

      I hadn’t noticed with my heels on, but he has to be at least four inches taller than me, and I’m tall for a woman. His pullover hugs his broad shoulders just enough to accentuate his muscles without appearing too snug. Smoking hot, as Lindsay so poetically phrased it, doesn’t begin to cover Dustin Shaw. He has an almost earthly ambiance about him, like he could be sitting in front of a large fireplace one moment, with a book in hand and glasses slid down his nose, then the next, out back cutting firewood in the dead of winter, wearing a muscle shirt and wielding an ax.

      “Your hair looks good,” Leo says, stealing me from my thoughts when he pinches a strand between his fingers. “I’ve never seen it curled.”

      My face heats as I tear my gaze from Dustin, hoping neither man has caught me staring. I’m not here to drool over Lindsay’s roommate. I’m here to further my career.

      “Thanks.” I clear my throat when my voice comes out raspy. “I, um, I know Reese is supposed to be a poised investment banker, but she is enamored by a mafia man. I thought curling my hair might add a little friction to her character. Show the ridges beneath her stoic, all-business exterior. That’s probably stupid, but⁠—”

      “Have you seen what I’m wearing?” Leo interrupts with a chuckle, gesturing to his attire. “If anyone understands overanalyzing a fictional persona, it’s me. The hair works well. Besides, the worst that could happen is they style it differently on set.”

      Leo slides his hand over mine where it rests on my thigh, leveling with me.

      “It’s not your career on the line. If anything, you’re going to remind them exactly why you’re the only woman for this part.”

      Guilt surfaces at the reminder that my job is safe. Leo is several years older than me at twenty-eight. His window is closing for roles like this, at least if he wants to have a steady acting career moving forward. He needs to lay the foundation for his future, and this movie is the best way to do so.

      Another woman peeks her head around the door, smiling when she sees me and Leo holding hands. Diana is the assistant producer who was at my first virtual callback. One of the youngest in the industry, in fact. “Look at you, already rehearsing. We’re ready for you.”

      Leo stands, and I glance at Dustin, who’s leaning against the windowsill, donut in one hand and glass of water in the other. “Will you be okay?”

      He opens his mouth to answer, but Diana gasps. “Dustin? Dustin Shaw? What are you doing in my neck of the woods? Shouldn’t you be holed up in some dingy writers’ room, strung out over finding lyrics that rhyme?”

      Dustin cracks a smile and sets his food and beverage down, dusting his hands as he kicks off the wall to greet her. He kisses her cheek and wraps her in a hug. “It’s good to see you, Di.”

      “It’s better to see you,” she retorts, releasing him after several drawn-out seconds. “But seriously, what are you doing here?”

      “Chauffeuring a friend. This is one of Rodney’s films?” he asks.

      He knows the executive producer by name?

      “Yeah, he’s pretty excited about this one. He couldn’t be here today, but we’ll have to call him after the audition; he won’t believe you were here otherwise.”

      More than by name?

      “Wait, which one is your friend?” Diana eyes me and Leo, and I give her a small wave. “Shay? Oh, that’s fantastic. What a small world, right? Hold on, let me check something real quick.”

      She shuts the door just as quickly as she emerged, and I stare after her, at a loss for words.

      “So… you know Diana,” Leo says, seeming equally surprised by their interaction.

      Dustin dips his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, she helped Rodney produce one of Fine Line’s music videos—uh, that’s my old band.” He pauses, and I wait for the rest. Because there has to be more. “We dated a few years back.”

      And there it is…

      Silence follows until Diana opens the door again, motioning us inside. “Come, all of you.”

      I try not to reveal my surprise.

      “That’s all right, I can wait here,” Dustin says.

      “Nonsense, you can sit in. We have an extra chair.”

      A tripod camera sits on the long table before me, and behind it is Kerry—the casting director—a man I don’t recognize, and two empty chairs that Diana and Dustin settle into. As opposed to acknowledging me and Leo, everyone’s eyes are on Dustin.

      The man I don’t know extends his hand to Dustin. “Kip Mahone. I’ll be directing the movie. My daughters are huge fans of your music.”

      “Mine, as well,” Kerry says. “You ever think about getting the band back together?”

      Dustin’s jaw clenches, but he maintains an easy smile. “We’re happy going solo for now.”

      “You think you could sign an autograph before you leave today?” Kip asks. “It would mean the world to my girls.”

      “I’d be happy to. I think I have an old CD in my car if you’d like.”

      Kip adjusts the cuffs of his sleeves. “That would be great.”

      “Shall we proceed?” Diana asks, moving things along. The others nod. “As I mentioned, Rodney had other commitments and sent me in his place this afternoon. Shay, it’s lovely to meet you in person. We were taken with your audition tapes and can’t wait to work with you. Leo, it’s good to see you again.”

      “Take your places.” Kerry points at the red tape on the floor in front of the camera. There’s a blank wall behind it, and we move to the appropriate marks, shoes echoing in the small room. “We’ll do a quick line read to warm up, then get into the taping. Start with Act Three, Scene Forty-Six, outside the train. Shane just saved Reese, even though letting her die would have made his life easier.”

      I nod, breathing evenly as I allow myself to fall into the role of Reese Wayne. I don’t need a script; I know this scene by heart. Evidently, Leo does too because he doesn’t bother to open his.

      “Why would you do that?” I ask, breathing heavily as I search his gaze, fully immersing myself in the moment. “You should have let it hit me. You should have⁠—”

      “Stood here and watched you die?” Leo interrupts, but his voice lacks the bite and panic necessary to convey Shane’s internal battle—loving Reese but wishing he didn’t. “I’d rather watch the stars, or uh—” He stumbles over his line, blinks, then begins flipping the pages of his script in search of it. If he hadn’t dropped out of the scene, I could have given him a verbal cue to refresh his memory.

      “Let’s take it from the top,” Kerry says, lips turned down in the corners. “Remember, the cameras aren’t on. This is just a warm-up. Shay?”

      I give Leo an encouraging nod, then I repeat my lines.

      “Why would you do that? You should have let it hit me. You should have⁠—”

      “Stood here and watched you die?” Leo says, raising his voice. “I’d rather watch the world burn around me.”

      “You—”

      “Leo—try not to yell,” Kerry interrupts. “Feel the moment. This is Shane fighting his emotions. We want that longing, intense self-loathing that people love in morally gray male characters—not anger directed at Reese. Also, don’t be afraid to touch her. Take her hand.”

      His throat bobs, and he tries again. This time, he keeps his voice level when he repeats the line. It’s not great, but it’s progress.

      “Start rolling the tape,” someone instructs. We run through the scene several more times, and although Leo does much better, I can tell by the wrinkles on Kerry’s forehead that she’s dissatisfied.

      When we finish our dialogue for the fifth time, Leo gives me an apologetic smile.

      My chest aches for him. I’ve been here before—stumbling over a script that I know better than the lyrics to my favorite song, only to let my nerves screw everything up.

      Diana thoughtfully eyes us over the pen she chews. “Let’s move on. Flip to Scene Eleven, where Abraham and Shane meet for the first time. We’ll start with Abraham’s threat. Kerry, did you still want to read his lines?”

      Kerry glances at Kip. “I think a male voice would be better suited, don’t you agree?”

      “I think she means a young male voice,” Kip says ruefully. “Dustin, you ever read from a script before?”

      His eyes widen, and he shifts in his seat. “Uh⁠—”

      “Perfect, he’ll do it,” Kip says, sliding his script down the table. “All you need to do is read Abraham’s lines. They’re highlighted in orange. Don’t worry about delivery.”

      Dustin glances at me as though to ask if this is okay. I shrug, certain I don’t have a say in the matter.

      It’s his presence that rattled Leo—that much I’m sure of. I saw his callback tape, and it was perfect. Everyone obsessing over Dustin threw him off his game, and although that’s partly Leo’s fault for letting himself be rattled, if I hadn’t brought Dustin, we might be finished by now.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Diana says, attempting to hide a smirk.

      Dustin licks his lips as his eyes scan the first few lines. “Stay away from her,” he says in a gravelly voice. “As if it wasn’t bad enough that you stole the money and framed her, now you’re trying to involve her in your schemes?”

      “I didn’t involve her in anything,” Leo spats. “It seems your girl seeks out trouble for a living.”

      “Abe, let’s just go,” I say pleadingly.

      “Not until he swears to leave you alone,” Dustin responds.

      Abraham doesn’t know that Reese sought Shane out. Doesn’t know her father was once part of the mafia. That it was the mafia who found and killed him, stole his money, and made it look as though she murdered him for his life insurance. Abe doesn’t know that, once upon a time, she and Shane had been friends.

      “Don’t involve yourself in matters you don’t understand,” I say quietly.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Dustin asks with an urgency in his voice that surprises me.

      “Stop there,” Kerry says. “I liked that. Go back to Scene Forty-Six, but this time, Dustin, I want you to read for Shane. Use that same gritty vulnerability you did with Abraham. Shay, you start, and we’ll go until Reese asks where to run. Leo, pay attention to Dustin’s tone.”

      I grasp Leo’s hand as Diana ushers a confused Dustin out of his seat and in front of the camera. He looks surprisingly at ease, considering the circumstances.

      With a long inhale, I read the same line for the twentieth time today. “Why would you do that? You should have let it hit me. You should ha⁠—”

      “Stood here and watched you die?” Dustin interrupts before I even finish my line. Heat flares in his eyes, a reserved type of self-loathing. His voice is low, deadly, and even though this is pretend, it sends chills down my spine. “I’d rather watch the world burn around me.”

      I shake my head, teeth gritting. Reese is stubborn. Always in her own way. Self-destructive when she wants to be. “You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to care about me after everything you’ve done. I can’t go back, Shane. I can’t be who I was before you—I can’t be with Abraham. Everything would be easier if I’m dead.”

      “No.” He grabs my wrist and jerks my arm slightly. “Only your life would be easier if you’re dead. You don’t get to run away from this.”

      “Then where the hell am I supposed to run, Shane?” My lip quivers, and his grip softens as he searches my gaze, firm yet tender.

      I can’t remember if it’s my line or his. Or maybe we’re done. I don’t know. All I know is we’ve somehow gravitated toward one another. For someone who has never acted before, Dustin knows his way around a scene.

      “That is what I want more of,” Kerry says, taking note of something in her script. “Great job, Dustin. That was such an interesting take on the character. I also loved your change in the last line.”

      “He didn’t change it; he messed up,” Leo blurts, then runs a hand down his face.

      Dustin lifts a shoulder, unbothered. “He’s right, I misread the line.”

      Kip stands and pats Dustin on the back. “And yet you didn’t break character. Not many actors are capable of that.”

      Kerry places her things into a briefcase before strutting toward the door. “Thank you all for your time today. Leo, we’ll let the studio directors review the tape and get back to you within the next week.”

      She sweeps out of the room, and the others fall into conversation while Diana dials Rodney, shooting Leo and me a cursory smile in goodbye. Never mind that Dustin drove me here.

      Leo strides back through the holding room and into the hallway, where he stops and looks around before remembering which direction the elevator is.

      “Leo,” I call, jogging to catch up with him. “Hey, slow down.”

      The elevator closes just as he reaches it, likely with Kerry on the other side. I touch his arm empathetically.

      “I blew it.” His shoulders sag.

      “You didn’t blow it. It could have gone better, but you didn’t blow it. There’s a reason you’re the only one here for the chemistry read. None of the other auditions came close to what the producers wanted for this part. You did.”

      He scoffs. “Until I shit the bed and your new roommate showed me up.”

      “I know it sucks, but I don’t think that was his intention.”

      “His intentions don’t matter. Some washed-up, music industry reject read my lines better than I did. He shouldn’t even have been in the room.”

      “That isn’t Dustin’s fault,” I say gently. I watch the elevator dial climb back to our floor, then step between Leo and the doors, pulling him into a hug. “Don’t beat yourself up about this. Anything can happen; that’s the business. Someone else might love your take on Shane when they see the tape. Don’t be discouraged.”

      Leo returns my hug and then steps around me when the elevator dings. He presses a chaste kiss to my cheek, then hits the button for the ground floor. I don’t follow, figuring he needs a minute alone.

      Once he’s gone, I press the heels of my palms into my eyes and groan. I can’t imagine how devastated Leo would be if they rejected him and restarted the casting for Shane. Maybe if I had unbuttoned my blazer, the vodka-cran stains would have distracted the studio execs from his shortcomings.

      “He’s pissed, isn’t he?” Dustin says behind me. I turn with a scowl, even though I just tried to convince Leo that it wasn’t his fault.

      “Don’t you have an autograph to sign?” I ask, not bothering to hide the bite in my tone.

      He gestures at the elevator. “My CD is in the car.”

      I clench my jaw. “Look, Leo needs this part. Whatever sway you have with Diana, I suggest you use it to convince her to convince Rodney that Leo’s audition was sabotaged, and he deserves another shot.”

      He shifts on his feet, and his tongue slides between his lips as they upturn subtly. “I’m going to go out on a limb and assume you’re rooting against my budding acting career…”

      I give him a dark look and press the down arrow, listening to the mechanical hum of the elevator. “Just sign your CD and take me home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Shay

          

        

      

    

    
      Dustin’s house smells like vanilla and pumpkin—the first indication that he’s not a bachelor living with all dudes, but a guy with a female roommate. I smirk, remembering how much Lindsay loved my vanilla-scented perfume in middle school. I kept a travel-sized bottle of it in my gym bag and would spritz her every day after class since her parents couldn’t afford much.

      There’s a giggle from the other room followed by conversation, and my heart speeds up. I haven’t seen Lindsay since she left Oklahoma when we were seventeen. Over the years, we’ve talked more often than most would at such a young age and a great distance apart, so reaching out to her for a place to stay was easy. But it’s not until I hear her laugh again that nervous excitement drums inside me.

      Lindsay rarely laughed when we were kids. I used to pride myself in getting the smallest ounce of joy out of her, and even that was rare.

      What if she’s not the person I remember? What if she succumbed to the life of a snobby, self-obsessed model?

      Deep down, I know that isn’t true, and not just because we’ve kept in touch. Still, a lot can change in six years.

      Dustin wheels my suitcase through the front door and down the hallway. I find myself in a kitchen bigger than my parents’ house and my former apartment back home combined. I set my purse on the counter, too distracted by my apprehension to look around.

      The chatter in the other room quiets, and a TV mutes.

      “We’re in the living room,” calls a familiar voice. She sounds so much older.

      I stare at the archway leading into what I assume is the living room.

      “Are you okay?” Dustin asks. His voice draws me from my daze, and I blink a few times as his question registers.

      “Yeah. Fine,” I say.

      He touches my back, and the pressure is enough to coax me forward. “The living room is through there. Come on.”

      Beyond the archway, a short hallway opens to a large, high-ceiling room with windows that cover the left wall and bathe the space in light. Two figures face each other on the couch, talking indistinctly until the man’s eyes lift. His stare alone is like a shot of adrenaline. He has the smirk of a young Heath Ledger and the long-ish, curly brown hair of Jon Snow from Game of Thrones.

      “Well, if it isn’t Shayla Tanner,” he says, and the smooth rasp of his voice raises my eyebrows to my hairline.

      I blink, assessing him as he stands, then blink again. “Ray Pierce?”

      He gives me a devilish grin. “I know. I aged like fine whiskey.”

      Definitely Ray. I never would have recognized him if he hadn’t opened his mouth—he was always cocky, even as a kid.

      “Shay?” Lindsay gapes, bolting off the couch to beat Ray to me. “God, look at you!” She crashes into my arms, rocking me back and forth. My nose burns, and I feel silly for being so sentimental, but when she pulls back, I find an array of emotions on her face. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “You too.” I scan her tan skin, green eyes, and wavy brown hair that cascades over her shoulders.

      “I know we talk all the time, but⁠—”

      “This is different,” I finish, understanding exactly what she means.

      She pulls me to her once more. “So different. I’m sorry, I didn’t expect you so soon. My shoot finished early, and I came home to wait for you. Ray’s mom is stopping by, and I assumed you were her. I would have met you in the driveway.”

      I breathe her in with a squeeze. “It’s okay. Thanks for letting me stay here.”

      “Are you kidding?” She shoves me back, laughing with perfectly white teeth as she gestures to herself. “These boys take in strays left and right. You’re a welcome addition.”

      Ray grabs Lindsay by the shoulder and shakes her gently. “Quit hogging her, Linz.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she says, stepping away so Ray can engulf me in a hug next.

      “Good to see you, Shay.”

      “You too.” I don’t know much about him these days besides that, after the band split, he opened a bar on the city’s outskirts that has rapidly become a celebrity hotspot. I do, however, remember that he always gave the best hugs when we were kids, and he doesn’t disappoint. All at once, I feel like my childhood is surrounding me.

      “Let me show you to your room, then I’m going to grill you for every detail on the chemistry read and Dr. Dreamy,” Lindsay says when Ray releases me.

      Dustin snorts behind us, and I shoot him a wry look, some of the nostalgia draining from me at the reminder of that disaster.

      When I first told Lindsay about Leo, she ordered me to go out with him, even though he hadn’t asked. He’s cute, kind, driven—pretty much exactly my type. But crossing that line would break the first of my top three rules of acting: No dating costars.

      Lindsay leads me across the living room and down a dark hallway.

      “I wanted to give you the biggest room, but”—she turns over her shoulder, checking to make sure we’re alone—“Dustin wouldn’t let me. I think he’s still hoping Parker and Cody will decide to come back.”

      Ah, the infamous ex-bandmates. I recall Lindsay mentioning their names in the past. “Yeah, what happened there? He clammed up when I said something about them.”

      She winces. “You mentioned the band?”

      We stop outside a door, and she gestures for me to go ahead of her. “Technically, he did. I thought he was making conversation. How was I supposed to know not to say anything?”

      “I should have warned you, but I didn’t think you’d bring up his greatest failure within five minutes of meeting the guy.” She laughs, plopping down on the bed.

      I rub my temples. “I didn’t⁠—”

      “I know, I’m messing with you.”

      “It’s really that bad?”

      “Worse.” She levels me with a look. “That band was everything to him. Watching it implode… watching him watch it implode was one of the hardest things I’ve ever witnessed. The band sort of fell into the rest of their laps—Ray loved theatre, Parker was content with being a songwriter, and Cody… well, Cody didn’t give a shit where life took him—but it was Dustin’s dream. Now he’s writing songs for the same label that didn’t think he would be good enough as a solo artist. It’s been tough on him.”

      “Wait, they refused to sign him?” I ask, surprised. I would have thought they’d do what they could to harness the band’s success.

      She nods. “Bullshit industry politics if you ask me. But without Fine Line, Dustin was worthless to them.”

      “Did any of the guys stay in contact? I mean, besides Ray and Dustin?”

      She shakes her head. “They haven’t spoken since the day they left.”

      Lindsay doesn’t supply any details regarding the nature of the breakup, and I don’t ask. If she wanted to tell me, she would have, and I have no right to pry. “Enough about that—how was the chemistry read? What are Leo’s chances?”

      I snort. “Dustin got his revenge on me, that’s for sure.”

      Lindsay crosses her ankles with an arched brow. “How so?”

      The sound of a rolling suitcase clatters on the hardwood, and Dustin appears in the doorway.

      I sigh, and Lindsay looks between us curiously. “Ask him yourself. Is there a bathroom I can use?”

      “No,” Dustin says with a straight face, and I can’t tell if he’s joking. The dude is hard to read when he’s not all emo over his band.

      Lindsay rolls her eyes and stands, playfully slapping his cheek. “He’s kidding. There’s a bathroom down the hall on the right, but you can help yourself to the one in my room so you don’t have to share with Ray. He spends three lifetimes on his hair.”

      “Thanks,” I say, lifting my suitcase onto the bed and digging around for my toiletries.

      I start to follow Lindsay to her room when Dustin’s fingers brush my forearm, bringing me to a stop.

      “I’m sorry about what happened today. I should have said that earlier.”

      Some of the tension eases from my shoulders. “I shouldn’t have gotten mad,” I admit. “It wasn’t your fault. I told Leo as much.”

      “Yeah, I heard,” he says, making me wonder how much else he overheard.

      He watches me for a long moment, then seeming satisfied, releases my arm and retreats down the hall. I watch until he disappears into another bedroom and shuts the door behind him, then I catch up with Lindsay. If she notices I fell behind, she doesn’t mention it.

      “Make yourself at home. You can borrow whatever you want, and if you need something I don’t have, we can go shopping. I have the day off tomorrow, so I can show you around, even help you unpack… what?”

      My smile broadens, and I tug her into another long squeeze. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine. I have my whole life in that suitcase.”

      “You took care of me for years,” she whispers, voice tight. Lindsay isn’t the emotional type. She’s closed off, hard to penetrate, and from what I remember, fairly unaffectionate. “I’m just trying to return the favor.”

      There’s a pang in my chest at the reminder of her upbringing. “You don’t owe me anything. If you’re happy, I’m happy, Linz.”

      She releases me and manages to hide her face as she flicks on the lights and exits her room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Steam curls around the bathroom when I step out of the shower, hair dripping down my back as I wrap a towel around my chest. I wipe off a section of the mirror, then comb my hair. I’m too lazy to blow-dry it.

      My back aches from my flight, so after changing into shorts and a sweatshirt, I stretch out across Lindsay’s bed, feeling my spine pop with the movement. My eyes scan her room, a homey blue and white color palette that screams comfort. Above the mirror on her vanity is a shelf with a wide assortment of perfumes displayed elegantly, with long necklaces hanging from the bottles. I smirk when I spot a small bottle of vanilla perfume. An odd sense of pride overcomes me knowing that she’s built a good life for herself here.

      Someone knocks on the door, so I roll off the bed and switch off the bathroom light.

      “Come in,” I say, grabbing my phone from the sink. Lindsay emptied a drawer so I wouldn’t have to lug everything back and forth.

      Dustin looms in the doorway wearing a sleeveless black shirt and gray sweatpants. My eyes travel up his torso where his muscles ripple the fabric, but the second I catch myself, I force my gaze to his face.

      “Ray’s ordering pizza. Any preferences?” His eyes are on me, yet I feel like we’re in separate rooms. If I’d been concerned he caught me ogling him, I’m not anymore.

      “I’m not picky. What toppings do you normally get?”

      He shrugs, resting against the doorframe. “Mushrooms, banana peppers, pepperoni.”

      “That sounds good to me.”

      He glances over his shoulder as Ray appears, and I sneak a glimpse of Dustin’s arms, admiring the contour of his biceps.

      “Well?” Ray asks, pulling a phone away from his ear with a bemused expression.

      “The usual,” Dustin answers for me, pushing off the doorframe and leaving us alone.

      Ray finishes ordering, then glances down the hall. “Oh, Shay, did you want a side of muscles? I think I saw some on the menu.”

      He winks and flexes an arm as he walks away to let me know he caught me studying Dustin. I roll my eyes and shoot him the finger, even though he doesn’t see it.

      Once I tame the flush in my cheeks, I find Lindsay in the living room and plop down beside her. It’s chilly in here, so she hands me a corner of her blanket.

      I find my gaze traveling to Dustin across the room, and I hate my nagging desire to understand him. To know what’s going on in that head of his when his mind drifts. There’s more to him than muscles and blank stares, and a small part of me wants to know exactly what that is.

      “Careful. I swept the whole house before you got here; I’m not in the mood to mop up the puddle you’re melting into,” Lindsay says dryly, and my cheeks heat. I need to work on my subtlety. “You’ve always been a sucker for the lonely hearts.”

      I snort. “Yeah, lucky for you.”

      She slaps my arm, but she’s laughing. I never know which way jokes about the past will land.

      She follows my gaze back to her roommate, and I watch her quizzically. “And you’re sure you’ve never…?”

      She gestures to where the guys are bickering over whether the expiration date on a bottle of Pepsi is too long ago to be drinkable, expression appalled. “You’re not the only one with rules. You know the saying ‘Don’t shit where you eat?’ Well, I have a similar one.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Don’t romp your roommates,” she says, far too seriously.

      I erupt with laughter, and her tan face breaks out in a grin.

      “Thank God you’re here,” she says, slim shoulders trembling with humor. “The testosterone in this house has been gradually choking me to death. This is nice.”

      “It is,” I agree.

      My phone buzzes, and there’s a text from Leo waiting for me.

      
        
        Leo: I got a part.

      

      

      I reread his message, thinking he made a typo.

      
        
        Me: “A” part?

      

        

      
        Leo: I was cast as Abraham. It was that or nothing. Rodney called me personally.

      

      

      My stomach drops. Poor Leo.

      I call him, but the line trills for several seconds before I’m sent to voicemail. He must not want to talk about it. Instead of trying again, I text him, figuring if he changes his mind he’ll call back.

      
        
        Me: Leo, that’s great. I know it’s not what you wanted, but Abe is still a huge role to land, even if he doesn’t get the HEA. Call me if you want to talk.

      

      

      I wait a few minutes, but he doesn’t respond. I hate that I’m partly responsible for this because I know what it’s like to lose the role of a lifetime, but I meant what I said; landing Abraham is still career-changing. I wish he would let himself enjoy it more. And if I’m being honest… this is a better fit anyway. Though, I was hoping whoever played Shane would be someone I’m comfortable with. I hate kissing strangers on-screen, and although my character has to kiss Abraham too, Shane and Reese have far more screen time.

      “Anyone want to play Truth or Dare?” Ray climbs over the back of the couch and wedges himself between me and Lindsay, stealing most of the blanket. Lindsay yanks on his upper ear. “Shit—okay, okay. I’ll move. Goddamn, woman.”

      Ray moves to her other side, tending to his ear.

      “I’m not playing that stupid game,” Dustin grunts in passing. “Holler when the food’s here. I’ll be in my room.”

      I chew on my thumbnail, eyebrows rising. Sure, we’re a little old for Truth or Dare, but his animosity is a bit extreme. “What’s his deal?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Ray comments but shuts his mouth when Lindsay threatens the well-being of his ear again.

      She grabs the remote and turns on the TV, browsing the channels for a movie to watch. “The band used to play Truth or Dare every weekend. It was their thing—well, that and card games.”

      “We played a mean Go Fish,” Ray muses.

      “Hardly. You all cheated,” Lindsay remarks, and I laugh as they fall into an argument about card game ethics.

      I can’t help but notice Ray doesn’t seem broken up about the band; though, I suppose most people wouldn’t be after so many years. But not Dustin. He still cares more than he should, and that’s intriguing to me.

      Far too intriguing. I’m dying to know what could have him holding on so tight for this long. Especially when, from what I can tell, everyone else has moved on.

      Then I hear Lindsay’s voice in my head: You’ve always been a sucker for the lonely hearts.

      I tilt my head back and stifle a groan as I force my thoughts to anything but my new roommate.

      Oh, how I wish she were wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Dustin

          

        

      

    

    
      Crumpled pieces of notebook paper litter my desk and bed, sloppy song lyrics written, lines scratched out, X’s drawn across entire pages.

      I suck. A six-year-old could write a better song than me.
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