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Falon Ballard is the author of Lease on Love, Just My Type, and Right on Cue. She loves to write about love and has an undying affection for exclamation points and isn’t ashamed to admit it! When she’s not writing fictional love stories, she’s helping real-life couples celebrate, working as a wedding planner in Southern California. She has a deep obsession appreciation for the Marvel Cinematic Universe, is a Disneyland devotee, and is a reality TV aficionado. If she’s not busy wrangling her eight-year-old, you can probably find her drinking wine and posting a pic on Instagram while simultaneously snarking on Twitter, because multitasking!
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By Falon Ballard


Lease on Love


Just My Type


Right on Cue









Praise for Falon Ballard’s charming rom-coms:


‘Falon Ballard is a master of chemistry-filled banter and lovable characters! No one does it like her!’


Sarah Adams


‘Falon Ballard is the queen of sharp wit and swoony romances. With delicious, intricately crafted love stories, and dynamic, wonderfully flawed characters, I will devour everything she writes and beg for more’


Mazey Eddings


‘Right on Cue is a perfectly crafted rom-com that weaves together a charming cast of characters with witty dialogue, heartfelt moments, and sexual chemistry that leaps off the page. It will leave you with a smile on your face and a full, happy heart’


Sophie Sullivan


‘Falon Ballard’s writing sucks me in like a best friend sharing a juicy story. Grab your ice cream and wine and get comfy because once you start Right on Cue, this adorable, charming, and spicy rom-com will hold you captive until the very last page’


Meredith Schorr


‘Full of winks to the rom-com genre and packed with steamy tension’


Library Journal


‘With its sharp writing, hilarious banter, and delightful characters, Just My Type is an absolutely perfect romantic comedy. I only wish I could read it again for the first time!’


Lacie Waldon


‘Falon Ballard delivers a page-turning second-chance romance bursting with crackling banter and delightful characters, anchored by a layered, emotional, and sexy love story at the center. I couldn’t put it down!’


Ava Wilder


‘Just My Type sparks with enemies-to-lovers wit and dazzles with Los Angeles flair. A fabulous, banterrific workplace rom-com, and just our type of romance’


Emily Wibberley & Austin Siegemund-Broka


‘Everything about Falon Ballard’s writing cuts straight to the heart. With supremely relatable characters, sparkling wit, and a second-chance rivals-to-lovers romance to die for, Just My Type is an unputdownable showstopper!’


Courtney Kae


‘Just My Type is a must read. With the perfect swirl of lovable characters, sizzling chemistry, and perfectly crafted humor, Ballard’s sophomore novel is a story you won’t want to put down’


Denise Williams


‘A hopeful, heartwarming debut. With a relatable disaster of a protagonist and an adorably nerdy hero, this opposites-attract, roommates-to-lovers romance is a true delight’


Rachel Lynn Solomon


‘Lease on Love warmly and wittily underscores that none of us are perfect, but we are all worthy, we are all enough; we all deserve to be loved, not just by others, but by ourselves too’


Sarah Hogle


‘Lease on Love is a crackling, compulsively readable debut about forging new career and romantic paths, finding strength in found family, and discovering what it truly means to be “home”. I enjoyed every minute of it!’


Suzanne Park


‘[A] fun and light read. . . When Sadie’s and Jack’s feelings for each other are finally realized, you can’t help but celebrate alongside the characters’


USA Today


‘Laugh-out-loud banter, smart characters, and heartfelt charm . . . this rom-com has it all!’


Woman’s World


‘This charming story of new beginnings and emotional growth has a sassy and likable narrator in Sadie, and the novel keeps a light tone despite touching on difficult subjects like toxic families and grief . . . Readers who enjoy female entrepreneurs, found family, and gentle romantic leads will enjoy’


Library Journal


‘The romantic beats and the slow-burning attraction between [Sadie and Jack] are things to savor . . . Ballard sweetly explores the ways they complement one another and also how they hope to reinvent themselves following catastrophic personal changes’


Kirkus


‘[A] quirky, heartwarming contemporary romance. . . This is a treat’


Publishers Weekly


‘Ballard’s debut novel, a fantastic read for fans of The Flatshare (2019), is a sharply funny roommates-to-lovers, opposites-attract rom-com . . . With profound sensitivity, Ballard shows how therapy and each other’s company help Jack deal with his grief and Sadie with her low self-esteem and negative self-image’


Booklist









About the Book
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Emmy Harper has penned some of the most popular Hollywood movies of the past few years. But her latest project has hit a standstill. Unable to find the perfect leading lady, Emmy’s persuaded to take on the role herself, dusting off acting skills she hasn’t used in over a decade.


Things get even worse when a last-minute cast change leaves Emmy with the one co-star she can’t trust: Grayson West. A blockbuster action hero known for his megawatt smile and impossible abs, Grayson is anyone’s dream of a romantic lead. Too bad Emmy still blames him for her disastrous first movie and the early end to her acting career.


The friction between them might be the result of lingering awkwardness or unresolved sexual tension, but either way, it’s ruining the movie! If Emmy and Grayson want to save the production-and their own careers-they’d better find some way to resolve it, and quickly. . .









This one’s for me.











People’s Exclusive Interview with Screenwriter and Hollywood Darling Emmy Harper


After a several-years-long hiatus from the rom-com world, perennial favorite and beloved nepo baby Emmy Harper is returning to the writers’ room with her latest film, No Reservations. We sit down with Emmy for a no-holds-barred interview where we discuss her return to her screenwriting roots, that surprise Oscar-winning masterpiece from last year, and how she’s still working through the grief over losing her father, Hollywood icon Tom Harper. You don’t want to miss this exclusive peek into the life of one of today’s most treasured stars.


PEOPLE: Emmy, first let us start by saying we are such huge fans of your work.


EMMY: Thank you so much. I’ll admit, even after all these years, I never get tired of hearing that!


PEOPLE: Let’s just dive right in, shall we?


Emmy laughs nervously, sipping from her (full-fat) latte.


EMMY: I suppose we shall.


PEOPLE: No Reservations is your first romantic comedy since the death of your father four years ago. What was it like returning to the genre that defined your early career?


EMMY: It was so many things. Heartbreaking and difficult at times, but also rewarding. It truly felt like coming home. I’ve always loved making people happy, and happiness is something I haven’t had a lot of in recent years, so it was nice to lose myself in this world of love and laughter.


PEOPLE: Back when you first started writing screenplays—at the ripe old age of twenty, might I add—many hailed you as the next Nora Ephron. And, of course, your parents, the late Tom Harper and the fabulous Diane Brenner, are both legends in their own rights. Was there a lot of pressure on you to succeed?


EMMY: Of course! [There’s another hint of that laughter.] My parents have always been very supportive and the complete opposite of stage parents—I think it’s well known by now that they essentially refused to let me get involved in the business until I was a teenager—but the pressure comes with the family name. I know I’ve had a huge advantage having them as my connection in the industry, and I never wanted to disappoint anyone.


PEOPLE: I think it’s safe to say you’ve never let anyone down! You’ve written some of the most commercially successful rom-coms of the past decade, but also some more serious fare. Let’s talk Midnight Sunset, your now Oscar-winning foray into writing a more sober film. What was that shift like, and what inspired you to go down a darker path?


Emmy goes quiet for a long moment, thinking about her answer and taking a long breath before she starts speaking, like she needs to steady herself before she can respond.


EMMY: I guess the easy answer to that is I was in a dark place. Losing my dad so unexpectedly . . . I’m not sure if I’ll ever truly be over that, if you can ever truly be over that. There was just no way for me to sit down at my computer and write a happy love story when my world felt so encompassed by grief. My parents have always been the inspiration for my films. They are—or were, I guess—a real-life happily ever after. Seeing what happens after the happily ever after ends was a real punch in the gut. Midnight Sunset was the movie I needed to write at the time, and I’m very proud of how it turned out.


She clears her throat after a long pause.


EMMY: But I’m thrilled to be returning to rom-coms and making more movie magic of the lighter variety.


PEOPLE: With No Reservations, you’re also taking on a producer role for the first time. How has that been?


EMMY: Amazing. I’ve really loved getting to see the process from beginning to end. And with Liz [Hudson, Emmy’s best friend, former college roommate, and esteemed director] leading the charge, I know my baby is in good hands.


PEOPLE: Word on the street is that Jonathan Brentwood has been cast as the leading man?


EMMY: Word on the street is correct. I adore Jonathan, and he is the absolute perfect person for this role. I couldn’t imagine anyone else taking it on.


PEOPLE: And for the leading lady?


We catch Emmy grimace, even though she tries to hide it by sipping from her empty cup of coffee.


EMMY: We’ll let you know as soon as we know.
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IT BECOMES CLEAR AS SOON AS THE PRETTY BLONDE opens her mouth that she is not the one. The whole room knows it, with everyone shifting subtly in their seats and shooting one another knowing glances. But she keeps going, and so does her scene partner, although Jonathan does glare at me from across the room.


Everyone is glaring at me, actually, if the tiny daggers I feel digging into my back are any indication.


Eventually, the poor, sweet actress finishes her scene and leaves with a wave and a smile. The room lets out a collective breath when the door bangs shut behind her.


“That was the last one for today.” My best friend and now producing partner, Liz, pushes back her chair with a loud scrape. She stalks to one corner of the small room, pivots sharply, and then marches to the opposite side.


Everyone waits for her to finish before speaking; that’s the kind of power she commands.


She comes to a halt in front of where I’m sitting, at the end of the table of exhausted and frustrated production team members. Her hands grip the edge of the plasticky wood, and she leans toward me with that look in her eye. “Emmy.”


“No.” The word is an immediate reflex—I know what she wants before she even asks for it.


She brings her eyes level with mine. “I’m a half second away from begging.”


“I can’t do it.”


“She’s not the only one about to beg,” Kurt, our executive producer, says from his position at the other end of the table. “To be frank, Emmy, we’re getting to the point where begging is going to morph into insisting.”


I swallow down another automatic no because Kurt sounds more serious than usual. And he’s the one who controls the purse strings. “You guys know I can’t. I’m not an actress; I’m a screenwriter.”


Jonathan Brentwood, our adored leading man and a college friend, joins Liz at the front of the table. “You could have fooled me, Em. When you read with me at my audition, your performance seemed pretty perfect.”


“I agree.” Kurt rises, and his already imposing presence looms over me even further. “We’ve been stuck in these auditions for weeks, and we haven’t seen anyone nearly as strong as you were. We’re scheduled to start filming in two weeks. We don’t have time for this anymore.”


Liz crosses her arms over her chest, but she doesn’t appear to be worried about Kurt’s declaration. “What are you saying, Kurt?” If I didn’t know better, I’d almost say there was a hint of smug in her question.


“You have twenty-four hours. Find me our Isobel, or I’m pulling the plug.” He claps what is probably meant to be a comforting hand on my shoulder. “You know how much I care about you, Emmy. Your dad was like a brother to me, and I’ve watched you grow up, but I’m not about to put my name and my cash in jeopardy because you’re holding on to some baggage from the past.” He swings his bag over his shoulder and strides toward the door. “Let me know what you decide.”


The rest of the production team, along with Jonathan, scurry out of the room behind Kurt, leaving me alone with the woman who knows me better than almost anyone.


“Pancakes?” Liz asks.


“Pancakes,” I agree.


WE ARRIVE AT VILLAGE BAKERY A HALF HOUR LATER, ordering our food before finding seats in the back of the café.


“I can’t do it,” I say the moment our coffees have been dropped off. I know well enough by now not to deliver bad news to Liz before she has caffeine in her hands. “You know I can’t. And you know I won’t.”


“I understand that you think you can’t. But I know with one hundred percent certainty that you can. And not only that, but you should.” She tousles her white-blond pixie cut, which perfectly frames her pale, heart-shaped face, and turns her piercing blue eyes on me in what I know is a challenge.


I blink first, turning my gaze to the brightly colored chairs, the art on the walls, and the bud vase sitting in the middle of the table. “I’m not an actor, Lizzie, you know this. I haven’t been in front of the camera in more than fifteen years. And I prefer it that way.”


We accept our food from a server, two stacks of pancakes as big as my head. Liz doesn’t say anything while she butters hers and pours on an avalanche of syrup. The stress must really be getting to her, because Liz is one of the most health-conscious people I know; she only calls for pancakes in the most dire of circumstances. She shovels in a huge bite, chewing slowly before she turns her puppy-dog eyes back on me.


I hold up a hand in front of my face so I don’t have to see her. “No. Do not even try that. I am immune to your begging.”


“Then why are you hiding?”


I lower my hand, peering out cautiously, only to be hit with those big, baby blue buckets of sadness. “Liz. I can’t. You know what happened last time.”


She puts down her fork and reaches across the table to take my hand in hers. “Last time you were just a kid, Em. Look at how far you’ve come, at this amazing career you’ve had. You won a goddamn Oscar last year, and you’re going to let something that happened a million years ago keep you from doing what you love?”


“That’s the thing though: I don’t love acting. At least not anymore. I’m a writer. And I’m perfectly happy doing what I’m good at and nothing more.” I squeeze her hand before pulling mine away, lest the simple touch somehow reveal the fact that I’m lying. Not about being a writer. I do love it, and it does make me happy. Just maybe not totally and completely happy.


“You might not love acting—although the way you jumped at the chance to read for Isobel in Jonathan’s audition begs to differ—but you love this character.” She shovels another bite into her mouth, but I don’t fill the silence while she chews. “I know you do, Em, because I could hear it in your performance. And I know how much this movie means to you.”


I purse my lips to hold in my retort. She’s not wrong. Isobel, the female main character in No Reservations, is one of my favorites I’ve written. When we found ourselves in need of a reader for auditions for the male lead, I did jump at the chance. But it was meant to be a one-time-only, special-occasion, never-happening-again performance. Even if it was the most fun I’ve had in a really long time.


Unfortunately, I may have filled the role a little too well. Liz has been on me to play the part ever since, especially as we get closer and closer to our scheduled start date and seemingly further and further from finding our Isobel. I never would’ve pushed for my best friend to direct this project if I’d known how much whining and cajoling would ensue.


I’ve been stalling, certain that the perfect actress would make her way to auditions. Meanwhile, I’ve had to tell Liz at least once a day that there is no way in hell she is casting me in my own movie.


Safe to say, things are not going as planned.


And the most annoying part is that I don’t want Isobel in the hands of someone unqualified. Someone who doesn’t get her, doesn’t get my words.


But I don’t know if any of that is enough. Yes, I love this movie and this script and this character. But do I love her enough to forget about the past and try it all again?


Liz can tell I’m wavering. I know she can because there’s a hint of a smile pulling on her stupidly full lips. “You know you and Jonathan would be awesome together, and he’d be an incredibly supportive costar.” I open my mouth to speak, but she holds up her hand. “Don’t make any decisions right now. Take some time to think about it. But not too much time.” Her hint of a smile fades. “You heard Kurt.”


“Do you think he was serious about the twenty-four hours?” The thought of losing our funding on this film is a knife to the heart. It took me a long time to fall back in love with writing about love, and if No Reservations doesn’t even make it to the screen, I don’t know how I’ll push through to write another.


“I think Kurt is always serious.” She hits me with her most formidable stop-being-an-idiot look, one I’ve been on the receiving end of frequently during our many years of friendship. “So promise me you will seriously consider doing this. We need you.”


“Fine. I’ll think about it,” I grumble, happy to put a pin in this whole conversation. “But don’t get your hopes up. I’m sure the right actress will come along just in the nick of time.”


The all-too-knowing smile she gives her pancakes makes me come close to hurling up my own.


AFTER WE LEAVE THE CAFÉ, I SIT IN MY CAR FOR A solid ten minutes, unsure of what to do next. I probably would’ve sat for longer if some asshole hadn’t started honking at me to give up my parking spot. If I’m being honest, I know there’s only one person I really need to talk to about my dilemma. And I’m dreading it, not because I don’t want to talk to her, but because I’m pretty sure I already know what she’s going to say.


Pulling into the driveway of my mom’s house in the Hollywood Hills brings on its usual flux of competing emotions. Her house is adorable and perfect for her and the fresh start she desperately needed after my dad passed away four years ago. It’s also an overpriced reminder that I’ll never step foot in my childhood home again. And although I understand why she needed to leave—not just to escape the memories, but because the house was too much for her to care for on her own—it doesn’t take away the sting of losing one of my last tangible connections to my father.


My parents had the kind of relationship you don’t often see in movies because it’s what happens after the film ends, when the two people so perfectly suited for each other build a real life together. They had a classic showmance, one of the few that lasted well beyond the first movie they ever made as costars, one that landed them on every list of Hollywood’s top power couples. It was easy to write epic love stories when I had my very own example to study. It’s been a lot harder since my mom lost her partner and best friend.


I would sit in my car for another ten minutes here, too, but I know she’s already seen me pull up. If I don’t climb out soon, she’ll have no problem coming outside to find out why. So I trudge up the steep steps to her front porch and push open the door she’s already unlocked for me.


“I’m in the kitchen,” she calls, as if I wouldn’t have been able to easily locate her in the tiny two hundred square feet that comprise her living room, dining room, and kitchen.


I kick off my shoes and sink onto the couch, swinging my feet up on the ottoman that doubles as a coffee table.


“Coffee?”


“No, I’m good. I just had one with Liz.”


She comes in a minute later, two mugs in her hands, passing one off to me before folding herself into the armchair across from me.


“Why do you even ask if you’re going to bring me one anyway?”


“I thought writers subsisted solely on coffee.” She flashes me a smile while trying to disguise her look—you know the one, the one moms level at you when they’re trying to figure out what you’re hiding. When I was a teenager, I hid secret crushes and an occasional bottle of alcohol. As an adult, I stick to hiding my emotions. Not that it ever works.


I ignore her alien brain probing and focus on taking a long sip of coffee, which of course is prepared exactly how I like it.


She clears her throat and raises her eyebrows in some kind of mom power move. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure?”


“Can’t a daughter just swing by and check on her mother for no specific reason?” I shift my body, angling myself slightly away from her just in case her brain probe is real.


“Yes. But you obviously have a reason.” She sets down her coffee on the side table next to her chair and clasps her hands together in her lap. “Why don’t we skip the song and dance, and you just tell me what’s going on?”


Purely on instinct I open my mouth to argue with her, but then I think better of it.


“Liz wants me to be in the movie.”


The lack of surprise on her face makes it clear that Liz has mentioned this to her already, which is honestly rude and should be illegal. My mom and Liz hit it off the moment they met on move-in day back during our freshman year of college and have had their own pseudo mother-daughter relationship ever since. “And?”


“And I don’t want to be in the movie.” I study her face, watching for even the smallest of hidden messages in her reaction, but the woman is a three-time Best Actress Academy Award winner and gives away nothing.


“So tell her no.”


“I did. Several times.”


“Then what’s the problem?”


I glare at her for being purposefully obtuse. Is this what it’s like to have a child? Because no thank you. “The problem is she keeps pressuring me.”


“If you don’t want to do it, then who cares? Liz is your best friend. If you don’t want to be in the movie, she’ll find someone else to be in the movie.” She picks up her mug and watches me carefully over the rim as she sips.


“What if she can’t find someone else?”


“You mean to tell me that in the entire city of Los Angeles, the entertainment capital of the world, esteemed director Liz Hudson can’t find a single actress to be in her film? Back in my day, girls would’ve been lining up for the chance to audition.”


“It’s our movie,” I grumble. “And there are girls lining up to audition. They’re just not exactly what we’re looking for. And Kurt threatened to pull funding if we don’t make a decision, like, today.”


She shrugs. “Then pick whoever’s second best.”


I grit my teeth and try not to snap the handle off my mug. “I don’t want someone who’s second best.”


“Then I guess that means you’ll have to play the part.” Her smile is as sweet as my coffee.


“Your mind games don’t work on me, Mom. I’m not thirteen anymore.”


Her eyes open wide with false innocence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, sweetie. I’m just trying to help you figure out your problem.”


“You’re a menace.” I carefully set my coffee cup on the gold tray sitting on the cushioned ottoman.


She leans forward, resting her arms on her knees. Thanks to the small space, it leaves only about two feet between us. “Why are you hesitant about taking this part, Emilia?”


“Ouch, okay, there’s no need to full-name me here. I’m not in trouble or anything.”


Instead of responding to my deflection, my mom simply holds my gaze.


I sit back in my seat with a sigh. “I’m a writer, not a performer. And you know I hate being on camera.” It’s even harder to lie to her than it is to Liz.


“Is this about that idiot boy?”


A small smile tugs on my lips. When it comes to holding a grudge, I learned from the very best. We Harper women do it well. “No, this is not about that idiot boy. At least not directly.”


She reaches across the short divide between us, taking my hand and gently pulling me forward so my position mirrors hers. “If you really don’t want to do this, you know you don’t have to, no matter how much Liz is pressuring you. She’s a big girl; she’ll get over it.”


“But?”


“But if you’re saying no because you think you can’t do it, because you think you might fail, then that’s bullshit and you need to get over yourself.”


“Wow, Mom, thanks so much for your love and caring support.”


She gives my hand a squeeze before returning to her upright position. “You know I’m right.”


I remain folded in half, elbows resting on my knees, head hanging down. “There’s a part of me that does want to say yes. Mostly because I feel like Dad would agree with you and encourage me to do it. He’d tell me to fuck the haters and not to be afraid to try something different, to go for what I want.” A tissue appears in front of me, and I didn’t even realize I was crying. I take it and blot at my eyes.


My mom rises from her chair and joins me on the couch, tugging me into her embrace. “I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what he would say.”


My head falls onto her shoulder.


“But you also can’t do this only for him, Emmy. Just like you can’t do it for Liz, or even to get back at that idiot boy.”


“Is this the part where you tell me I need to do it for myself?”


“Hey, it may sound after-school-special, but it’s true.”


I let her hold me for longer than I probably should, telling myself she needs to deliver this comfort as much as I need to receive it. It makes me feel better about being over thirty and still needing my mom. Although, in her very own words, fuck the haters; you’re never too old to need your mom.


I finally sit up when the crick in my neck starts to hurt. Because yeah, that position definitely isn’t as comfortable now as when I was younger.


“So you’re going to do it?” She tries to hide the glee in her voice but doesn’t do a very good job.


And because I’m still a petulant teenager at heart, I lie. “I’m not sure. I’m going to take the rest of the day to think about it.” I stand, taking my mug to the kitchen and rinsing it out before grabbing my keys and crossing the few steps to the front door. “Thanks for listening.”


She pulls me into a hug. “Literally my job.”


“Do not even think about calling Liz when I leave.”


She opens her eyes wide in mock outrage. “I would never.”


“Uh-huh.”


“You know how much Liz hates talking on the phone. We text.”


This time the outrage is mine and hardly mocked at all. My own mother shoves me outside, and I can see her tapping away on her phone before the door even closes behind me.


“Traitor!” I call over my shoulder as I bound down the steps and slide into my Prius.


Well. Fuck.




Screen Scandals


In some delightful casting news today, we are happy to report that everyone’s favorite rom-com writer Emmy Harper is going to be stepping in front of the camera in her brand-new love story No Reservations—a classic rom-com about a big-city girl who gets stranded at a small-town inn and finds herself falling for the charming owner. Harper has penned some of our favorite romance movies of recent years (not to mention her killer foray into the more dramatic space with her brilliant and Oscar-winning Midnight Sunset), but this will be her first time on-screen. Or, I guess we should say, this will be her first time in a long time.


That’s right! Not only has Harper starred in a movie before, but she had the pleasure and good fortune of starring opposite our ABSolute (emphasis on the abs, always) favorite action hunk, Grayson West! How have you never heard of this cinematic masterpiece before, you might be wondering. Well, the simple answer is it’s terrible. No really. Both West and Harper were just starting out in their careers, and their chemistry is all over the place—from jumping off the screen during their one shared kiss to borderline murderous in basically every other scene. It’s no wonder it’s been all but stripped from our memories.


Lucky for Harper, she’ll be starring opposite super-hunk Jonathan Brentwood in her upcoming, hopefully triumphant return to the screen. We can’t wait to see some sexy small-town hijinks from these two hotties!
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MY HAND REACHES OUT TO ADJUST THE VOLUME ON my car stereo, turning down the blare of my “Let’s Get Pumped” playlist so I can focus on the directions on my GPS screen. Because loud music makes it harder to navigate and all. Especially because said music needed to be loud enough to drown out the fact I most definitely cannot hit Mariah Carey’s high notes. Just a few minutes away from my destination, it’s time to focus.


Luckily, the adorable, postcard-perfect inn in Pine Springs, California, where I’ll be spending the next six weeks, is right off the main road, blanketed in fluffy white snow, despite it now being early March. Pine Springs is close enough to LA to make for easy travel, but far enough away to have real weather. That seasonal flaw aside, the inn is gorgeous with its robin’s-egg-blue facade and bright white trim. It’s a fitting centerpiece for No Reservations.


Because yes, I succumbed. Somehow, the combined powers of my mother and my best friend, plus the threat of losing all of our funding, were enough to convince me to take on the role of Isobel, despite all my trepidation. It’s been just two weeks since I signed on the dotted line, and I’ve enjoyed every second of the wait until shooting begins, delaying the inevitable for as long as possible. Because despite my excitement about stepping back on-screen (shocker: Liz was right and I have been itching to stretch my acting chops once again), the closer we’ve gotten to actually starting filming, the more anxious I’ve become.


And here we are. On set. In the snow. About to try my hand at one of the few things in life I haven’t ever managed to do well, with no chance to turn back now.


Shit.


I park my Prius in the small lot off to the side of the inn. Throwing my purse over my shoulder, I collect the trash from my six-hour road trip—two empty coffee cups and one or two or ten empty bags of gas station snacks—and open the door, stepping out into the chilly midafternoon air. And it’s legitimately chilly, not just LA chilly. The cold bites through my thin sweater, and I rush to the front steps of the inn as fast as my not-made-for-snow boots will allow.


A gust of warmth greets me the second I push through the bright yellow door, bells tinkling as I nudge it closed behind me. For a second, I pause in the entryway, letting not just the heat but also the atmosphere of the lobby wrap around me like a soft, fluffy blanket. A soft, fluffy blanket that comes with freshly baked cookies and a puppy. That’s how perfect it is.


Directly ahead of me is the front desk, crafted from dark wood and strung with a floral garland, even though spring definitely has not sprung just yet. To the right of the check-in desk is a staircase, the railing made from a matching dark wood. A sitting room is visible through a doorway to my left, with a stone fireplace and lots of overstuffed-looking armchairs. The smell of pies baking in the oven permeates the space, giving off serious cottage-core vibes—the kind that are legit and can’t be picked up on a trip to Target.


It’s absolutely perfect, and just being in the room sends a little bit of a thrill through me. Maybe this won’t be so bad. Maybe deciding to jump into this project headfirst isn’t the stupidest decision I’ve made in a really long time.


“You must be Emmy.” An older Black woman with graying hair tucked into a smooth bun beams at me from behind the front desk. She’s wearing a soft purple sweater and immediately reminds me of every favorite TV sitcom grandma ever.


I beam back, because I can’t not, and cross over to her. “That’s me.” I reach out my hand to shake hers before realizing I’m still carrying an armload of trash. “Oh, sorry. Is there somewhere I could throw this away?”


“Of course.” She gestures for me to hand it over.


I fumble a bit, dropping an empty bag of peach rings. By the time I pick it up and hand it over the counter, the rest of the evidence of my terrible road-trip snacking has been disposed of. “Thank you so much. And yes, I’m Emmy Harper.” When I stick out my hand this time, grasping for some semblance of professionalism amid the nerves, the woman pushes it away, instead coming around the counter to wrap me in a warm hug.


“Welcome, Emmy. I’m Linda Parkson, and we are so excited to have you here.”


“I’m so excited to be here, Ms. Parkson.”


“Linda, please, dear.” She crosses back around the counter and starts fiddling on her computer. “You are the first one to arrive, and I would say that gets you the best room in the house, but truth be told, I already assigned you the best room in the house.”


I lean both elbows on the counter. “Oh, that’s so sweet of you, but I certainly don’t require any special accommodations.” Not that I’ve ever been one to turn down a free upgrade. It’s not often that writers get special treatment, so twist my arm and give me the fancy room.


“Nonsense. You’re the reason all of this is happening.” She taps for a second on the keyboard before pausing to give me a conspiratorial look. “I managed to charm a copy of that script you wrote out of your location scout, and I think it’s absolutely delightful.”


Heat rises in my cheeks at her kind words. “Well, thank you. I’m glad you liked it. And I have to say, your inn is exactly what I imagined as I was writing it.”


“I can’t wait to see you bring it to life.” She hands me a key, a real metal one, on an actual keychain. “Your room is upstairs, down the hallway to the right, last door on your left-hand side.”


“Thank you so much. I’m just going to grab my bags from my car, and I’ll head up and get settled.” I tuck the key in the back pocket of my jeans and give Linda a little wave before turning back toward the front door. I don’t register the tinkling of the bells until my head connects with a chest. A very hard chest, luckily covered by a very soft sweater. “Oh, shit, I’m so sorry.” Taking a step back, I tilt my head up. And up. And up. “Oh. Shit.”


Competing emotions roil around in my brain like glitter in a snow globe that’s just been turned upside down and shaken. Violently.


Because attached to the hard chest is a gorgeous face.


A gorgeous, scowling face.


A gorgeous, scowling face that takes me thirty seconds of open-mouthed staring to properly recognize.


“What the fuck are you doing here?” I blurt out before I consider who else might be around to overhear me.


That gorgeous, scowling face furrows. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”


My mouth drops open even farther. “Do you know me? Is that some kind of joke?”


Perfectly crystal-clear blue eyes squint before looking me over from head to toe. “Nope. Not a joke.”


A throat clears over my shoulder, and Linda steps up next to me, placing a soft hand on my forearm, which may or may not be tightened and about ready to punch something. Or someone.


“Grayson West, I’m Linda Parkson. The producer called me earlier about the change, and I have your room all ready for you.”


“What change? What producer? I’m the producer!” I look back and forth between the two of them. “This inn has been reserved for cast and crew only. You are not allowed to be here.” Linda’s soft brown eyes are trying to telegraph something to me. Probably something along the lines of Please don’t punch this man in my lobby.


Grayson’s eyes are looking everywhere but at me, roaming around the room, his furrows growing even deeper by the second.


“This was a mistake,” he mutters under his breath.


“What was a mistake?” My voice rises in volume and pitch as Linda digs her nails into my arm.


The bells over the door tinkle once again, and our fearless director, the woman who is supposedly my best friend—although what happens in this room in the next five minutes could very well change that fact—strides in, shivering and rubbing her arms for warmth. “Fuck, it’s cold here.” She pauses for a second, taking in the scene before her.


Grayson, avoiding and furrowing.


Me, rabid and glowering.


Linda, holding me back.


“Fuck me.” Liz sighs, running a hand through her hair. “I was hoping to beat you here, Grayson.”


“Liz, you have about five seconds to tell me what the hell is going on before I call TMZ and tell them every single thing I know about you. And include college spring break photos.” I gently shrug off Linda’s grip and take a step closer to Liz, boxing Grayson fucking West out of this conversation.


Linda turns to the golden-haired behemoth, gesturing to the front desk. “Let’s get you checked in, Mr. West.” She tucks her hand into the crook of his arm and leads him away. “I have to say, I’m a big fan.”


“Traitor,” I grumble at her retreating back.


Liz takes my arm and pulls me into the sitting room, kicking the swinging door closed and pushing me down into one of the armchairs closest to the roaring fire. She remains standing, pacing back and forth in front of the worn stone of the hearth. Her mouth opens and closes about ten times, but nothing comes out.


“Jesus Christ, just say it.” I cross my arms over my chest and glare at her.


“Jonathan had to drop out. I only got the call late yesterday. He broke his leg snowboarding and is going to be in a full cast for the next two months.” The words pour out of her mouth in one quick jumble. “I pushed for someone else—anyone else—but Emmy, I swear he was the only one who could get here on time and not put us seriously behind schedule. And Kurt made it clear, in no uncertain terms, that we are not to delay the schedule.” She plops into the chair next to mine. “I’m so sorry. I know you hate him. I get it, I do, but we had no choice.”


I purse my lips to keep from screaming. “You know what it took for me to agree to do this, Lizzie.”


“I know.” The guilt is evident in the puppy-dog eyes she flashes me.


But her guilt doesn’t mitigate the dread. “I can’t do this with him, Liz. I just can’t.” Panic starts to rise in my chest as my brain begins to fully compute what is happening. And what this all means. And who this is happening with.


She reaches over and grabs my hand. “You can. I know you can. He’s just one dumb actor.”


“One dumb actor who ruined my damn career,” I bite out. “You know what he said about me. You know how incapable he was of being professional on set.” I push out of my chair, taking my own turn pacing. “And do you know what’s even worse than what he did when we were teenagers?”


“His horribly inflated ego?”


“No!” I pause in my pacing, my hands on my hips. “I mean, yes. But also no.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, attempting to force a calming breath through my lungs. “He doesn’t even remember me.” I collapse back into the squishy chair. “The man is responsible for the downfall of my career, and he doesn’t even remember me.” That knowledge might sting even more than the events of our complicated past.


“And now you have to pretend to fall in love with him.” Liz sums it all up in one succinct sentence.


I blink away a sheen of tears, low-key mortified I’d even let Grayson fucking West bring on the waterworks. “And now I have to pretend to fall in love with him.”


Liz takes in a deep breath, blowing it out loudly and forcefully. “Well, shit.”


Linda enters the room from a swinging door in the corner, two wineglasses in her hands. “I don’t mean to be presumptuous, but it looked like you might need—”


“Yes,” Liz and I say in unison, each gratefully accepting a glass of red wine.


I take down half of mine in one gulp, folding myself into the soft cushions of the chair. Liz’s eyes bore into the side of my face, but I ignore them, instead focusing on laying out my options.


Option one: I don’t even bother to take my bags out of my car. I drive back to LA and return to a life behind the scenes. It’s not a bad life. I have plenty of money, and I like writing, and the hours are nice. And I never have to fake make out with assholes.


Option two: I don’t let Grayson West get the best of me this time. Sure, it’s been a while since I was in front of the camera. But I’m a professional. I can do this. I’ll just close my eyes and pretend he’s Chris Hemsworth.


Fuck. Why couldn’t we have gotten Chris Hemsworth?


Liz snorts. “He’d be perfect, but you know he’d never do a movie like this.”


Guess I said that last part out loud. “Good point. On that note, why the hell is Grayson West doing a movie like this? One that involves feelings and emotions and doesn’t have any explosions in it?”


“To be totally honest, I have no idea why he agreed. Rom-coms are definitely not in his wheelhouse, but I got instant confirmation from his manager that he was interested. Even if we could’ve found someone else, I don’t think it would’ve been wise to turn him down. He’s got the kind of name that can bring in a big audience. And that’s good for all of us.”


I swig the last of my wine as if it can wash away the truth I’ve known since we first sat down. “There really wasn’t anyone else?”


“There really wasn’t anyone else.” She hands me the rest of her wine like the good best friend she is, swapping her half-full glass for my empty one.


Staring into the depths of the crimson, I swirl the wine around before taking another swallow. “I’m going to need you to have my back.”


“Always.” She holds out the empty glass, raising it toward me. “I know this process isn’t starting out how you wanted it to, but I promise, I’m going to take care of you and we’re going to rock the shit out of this.”


I clink my glass against hers. “I need to update the rider clause in my contract. I’m going to require a case of wine.”


“Done.”


“And a lot of chocolate.”


“You got it.” She sets her glass on the side table between us and gives me a serious look. “You know I will always have your back, Emmy. But I do think we should make some things clear.”


“You’re the boss here.” I set my own now-empty glass on the table, knowing where this is going before she has to say it. “I know we have to have some boundaries.”


“Let’s maybe try to keep the Grayson-related venting purely professional, shall we? We can’t let drama from more than a decade ago dictate life on set, even if he is an asshole.” She stands and tugs on my arm. “Let’s go get settled in.”


I give Liz a resigned nod and let her pull me out of my seat. “I can do this?”


She takes my face between her hands, squishing my cheeks like I’m a chubby baby. “You wrote a beautiful script, Em. And this is the perfect role for you. I know it’s taken a long time for you to feel like you could step back in front of the camera, and I promise I’m not going to let you blow it. Especially not because of some dumb man.”


I pull her into a quick hug. “Thanks.”


After collecting Liz’s key from Linda, we brace for the cold and head back out to our cars to grab our bags. Because it’s just Linda working at the front desk today, we haul them up the carpeted stairs ourselves, turning right at the landing. I drop off Liz at her room and continue on down the hallway to the last door on the left.


It shouldn’t come as a surprise, given the perfection downstairs, but my mouth still drops when I open the door to my room, my new home for the next six weeks. There’s a large four-poster bed topped with a yellow quilt and a mountain of throw pillows. The furniture is all antique heavy wood. Heat radiates from the fireplace, with my own squishy, floral-covered armchairs in front of the flames. I cross over to the large picture window, complete with window seat, and take in the view. Nothing but snow and trees as far as the eye can see.


I’m about as far out of my comfort zone as I could possibly be. But Liz is right. I’m not going to let anyone or anything blow this opportunity for me. Not my insecurities or my hang-ups or my past.


Not even Grayson fucking West.


I inhale a long, deep, cleansing breath before cracking my neck back and forth. Like I’m preparing for a fight. Which I very well might be. But better to have one tiny fight now—before filming starts, before the rest of the cast arrives and Grayson and I have to pretend to like each other—than a big blowup that could surely derail the entire production later on.


Checking my appearance in the full-length mirror on the back of the door, I fluff up my long auburn waves, wipe a mascara smudge from under my hazel eyes, and head out. I’m planning on asking Linda to direct me to Grayson’s room, but I don’t have to venture that far.


Because as I step into the hall, the door right across from me opens, and there he is.


And for the first time since he walked through the front door of the inn, I actually have a moment to properly look at him.


It’s been years since I last saw him in person, and those years have been more than kind. He’s still tall and tan and blond—although the beard is new—with the kind of blue eyes often described in romance novels. Piercing and with the depths of the ocean and sapphires full of sunlight. But this Grayson carries himself differently than teenage Grayson did. Partly because it must be hard to lug around all those muscles every day. The man is regularly cast in action movies for a reason—he looks the part. But it’s not just the physique, which is clearly visible underneath the thin fabric of his gray Henley. It’s the confidence.


What I wouldn’t give for just a smidge of that confidence. One pec’s worth. Fuck, even one sliver of an ab’s worth.


He closes his room door behind him, the sound jolting me out of my drool-filled compare and contrast.


“Hi,” I say before he has the chance to turn down the hall and leave.


“So you do know the traditional greeting one normally bestows upon a colleague.” He shoves his hands into his back pockets, causing the fabric of his shirt to pull even tighter across his sculpted chest and broad shoulders.


“Yeah. About that.” I take another long breath, readying myself to swallow my pride. “I’m sorry about all of that.” I wave my hand in the general direction of the lobby downstairs. “I didn’t know you were coming. I hadn’t heard about the last-minute replacement, and you caught me off guard.”


He gives me a cocky grin—not that he has any other kind. “You’re not the first woman to be flustered at the sight of me.”


My nose wrinkles and I open my mouth to spar back, but then I remember why I’m here in the first place. To make a movie. My movie. With this man, if I must. “I wouldn’t say flustered so much as surprised. But let’s not argue semantics. I’m sorry if I was rude—”


“You were.” He grins again, pushing up the long sleeves of his shirt to reveal his corded forearms before crossing them over his chest.


“Fine. I apologize for being rude.” I turn to head down the hallway, not even sure where I want to go, but knowing I need to be not here.


“Then I guess I should apologize for not recognizing you.”


His words stop me in my tracks. I spin back around, just in time to catch him giving me a long, slow look, those blue eyes tracing me from head to toe. The blatantly gross move ignites a spark of outrage in my chest. And a different kind of spark, somewhere farther down.


“Oh?” is the only witty retort I can manage.


“But in my defense, you have definitely changed since I last saw you.” His eyes linger on my chest for several seconds too long.


“If you’re done ogling me, I actually have somewhere I need to be.” I’m praying Liz is in her room, because that’s where I plan on stalking off to. As soon as I can make my feet move.


“Sure thing.” He strides down the hallway, brushing past me, just close enough so the heat of him burns my cheeks. He pauses at the top of the steps. “I’m really looking forward to working with you again, Emmy.” He tosses a wink—an actual wink—over his shoulder before bounding gracefully down the stairs.


Leaving me standing in the middle of the hallway like the idiot I must be.
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