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        Kline Scott

      

      

      "Bullshit! This is bullshit!" Kline cried, slamming down his phone, upsetting everything on the table. Orange juice sloshed over the rim of his glass as he cursed again.  "Where do they get this shit, Roland?"

      His agent was dabbing madly. His own juice had splashed out over his pants.  "These are silk, Kline. These stain. And don't worry about it. It's your name and it's a big bit. True or not."

      "I'm not worried about the true or not," Kline growled, "but they've got my kid in it.  Why do they think it's all right to do that? It's mine and Nina's mess, not his. This is bullshit." He picked up his phone, swiped to take another look then put it face down on the table again.

      "They think it's all right because it sells. Your adoring public can't get enough of this stuff. The only thing fans love more than idolizing their stars on the rise is having a front row seat when that star begins the downwards spiral. People want to know that you're just as miserable as they are. It makes them feel like they understand you."

      "I don't care. I don't want my son's picture plastered all over everywhere. I just barely got Nina to agree to stop using him for her mommy-blog fodder. They can say and print what they like about me or his mother, but not him. Do whatever you have to do, Roland, but get the point across. Jack is off limits.”

      "I'll work on it." Roland gave his inseam one last wipe then rolled his eyes and tossed the crumpled napkin on the plate. "I wouldn't worry about it too much. I mean, Knight opened so well you’re already generating Oscar buzz—you're top of the world. You of all people know that means you’ll be popping up in the press over and over again. You’ve got to stay seen. You’ve got to give the world a storyline they want to read. And speaking of that, how's Kara? Kara is a good storyline. At least until Lone Star opens, she’s a great storyline. People love you as a couple."

      Kline sighed.  "And again, Kara and I were never a couple. And no, we aren't seeing each other. At all. Ever."

      "That's not what is says in the blinds, Kline, and you need a date for the Oscars. You’re presenting this year, but you’re going to be a nominee next year. Use this red carpet as a practice run with someone else who needs the publicity just as much as you do. Kara’s a hot property. You might want to reconsider," Roland said, checking his watch. "I have that meeting with Stew in a half hour, so I gotta hit the bricks. Don't forget you have that interview today."

      "Isn’t that what my assistant is for? Talking alarm clock and calendar? I'm taking Jack to the Oscars," Kline retorted. "Tell Stew I said hello."

      “Great idea, Einstein. That’ll keep him off Getty. Take a date. Jesus, Kline, go out on a date. You need to be seen. We need to get you into the right relationship. You’ve shot up in Q factor in the last twelve months, and a lot of that had to do with interest in you and Kara. You single only gets so much press. Anybody can be single.”

      “I thought staying single was playing the game and I had fucked up my career when I married Nina.”

      “Early in your career, yeah.” Roland dabbed at his trousers again. “You were just getting started, and I think it took years off your trajectory. You needed to be out showing people you were desired, so they’d find you desirable. You’re on the rise now, but you’ve got that messy divorce and custody thing–it takes some of the shine off. You need to be seen with someone who is either America’s sweetheart or on the rise to that. J Law’s off the market.”

      Kline sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. The worst part of acting was how his real life had to bend into the shadow of his celebrity persona. “What about someone like Selena Gomez?”

      “Not a bad idea. Yeah, we could probably get you Selena adjacent.”

      “Adjacent?” Kline’s eyebrows rose up his high forehead.

      “You’re an underwear model turned romcom actor with one action-slash-period piece out and his first serious film coming out. Reach for the stars, but realize you’re not quite competition for a Hemsworth. Yet. Yet. We’ll get you there, box office gods willing.”

      "Get out, Roland. Before I come to my senses and fire your worthless ass."

      Roland laughed and patted Kline's shoulder, rising. "I just wish I’d had you before you married Nina. You’re one of the best looking men in Hollywood. Maybe the world. And you’re a good actor. We just need to push to get you more positive press and that’ll take you the rest of the way up the marquee. Trust me. You’re getting buzz this year. This year? It’s going to be the year of Kline Scott. Guarantee. People’s Sexiest Man Alive. Just stick with the program, okay? I’ll get to work on Selena-adjacent.”

      “I can find my own dates.”

      “Can you?” Roland made a show of looking around. “I'll see you Tuesday.  When does Nina get Jack again?"

      "Next month. Two weeks. She's taking him on a cruise. What the hell a six year old is going to do on a cruise is beyond me, but she's insisted."

      "I'll try and schedule most of your press while he's gone," Roland said, heading for the door.

      "Maybe when he gets back, I'll take him home for a little while. I need a vacation."

      "No you don't. You need to be seen, you need network, and you need to get laid."

      "Out," this time Kline was laughing.  "Now. Get out."

      Roland chuckled as he disappeared out the front door, leaving Kline alone at the kitchen table. He looked down at his phone again. That argument with Nina had been a bad move. Especially in public. He couldn't help it, though. She always knew how to dig the knife in deeper and get him so turned around he didn't know if he was coming or going. He had gotten better at shutting her down, at ignoring her entirely, at telling her no and meaning it. He'd finally been able to walk away from her and file for divorce. The only thing that kept her in his life was the fact that she had given birth to his son. If he had his way, he'd never see her again.

      It also hadn't helped that he'd unloaded on the photographer who had been shutterbugging nearby.  There'd be a lawsuit from that dust up soon enough.  He'd whipped the camera off the photographers neck, ripped out the film and then smashed it to bits under his Nike’s. No one was hurt, but by the time the law-sharks got it the photographer would be in a neck brace and rolling in a wheel chair.

      Kline watched Roland leave, then padded up the stairs and into his son's room.  Jack lay sleeping in a wad of tangled sheets, mouth open, arm slung over a favorite race car. "Hey, buddy," Kline said quietly, giving Jack's bottom a light swat. "Rise and shine.  Time to get up."

      "Ugh," the boy groaned. "I don't wanna."

      Kline smiled and leaned over close to his son's ear, "C'mon, the sun's out and it's a gorgeous day. Up you go."

      Jack opened his eyes and squinted at his father. "Do you have to work today?"

      "Not until this afternoon. I thought you and I could spend the day together. Want to go watch your uncle Thad shoot his show? I need to go into LA for a while."

      "Yeah! They’ve got the Craft table!" Jack was up like a shot. "Is Kim coming?"

      "Kim's off today," Kline shook his head. “Delia will come with us.”

      As though summoned, the part-time nanny appeared and said her good mornings, starting to help Jack pick out his clothes for the day. Kline considered her. Cute and young, but probably a bad look to start dating the nanny, not even the full-time nanny at that.

      “We’re going to go over to Television City,” he told her as she shooed Jack out to brush his teeth. “Chelsea Handler’s doing a special taping out here on the lot, so you can hang out with him there, or at Thad’s taping. Whichever one he wants.”

      “Cool. I’ll keep us low key.”

      Kline thanked her and went off to his wing of the house, passing his own movie and television posters as he walked through the main hallway, a glassed in feature running through the center of the mansion that allowed him to see into the landscaping of the interior courtyard on either side. Now and then, he stopped to marvel at the fact that his house had wings to it. Hell, even the courtyard was bigger than the council flat he’d grown up in.

      Roland’s words from earlier came back to him. Underwear model. Sitcom actor. Romcom actor. Finally, maybe a serious actor. He’d come up the ranks in housing just the same. From a council estate in Leeds, to a bedsit in London, to a model apartment in Manhattan, to roommates in LA, to his first home with Nina, to this. And this was a ridiculous, sprawling, modern affair that was way too big for one man and his part-time son.

      Sometimes he thought that LA real estate agents were working with the studios to keep actors in ridiculous digs. The price he was paying for the view he had? He wasn’t going to be able to stop working until he was dead. But, as Roland always told him, it was part of the game.

      He showered, thinking through the list of women he knew who might fit the bill for a publicity romance. He half wished things had taken off with Kara. That would just be easier. But they were like oil and water, and she didn’t like kids. It had to be someone who liked kids because when Kline had his time with Jack, he really tried to keep close.

      It wasn’t exactly kosher for him to be dragging the kid along to tapings, but no one had told him not to either.

      He shaved, patted on some cologne, dressed and shook out his hair. Everyone else in Hollywood was wearing their hair close cropped this year. Even Brad Pitt was sporting a buzz cut. After wrapping Knight, Kline had kept the longish style he’d had in the film. Styled right, letting his glossy brown hair curl under enough mousse to sink a ship, he thought he had a Jim Morrison vibe going on.

      Chelsea’s team would still work him over for the TV cameras, but he would go in looking like the street version of his movie poster anyway.

      Delia had Jack kitted out and fed by the time Kline made it back to the middle of the house, where a hotel lobby-like living room connected the east and western sides of his home. “Ready?” He asked. They were, so the three of them trooped down to the garage and picked the SUV to drive out to the studio lot.

      Kline waved at the handful of fans hanging around the driveway gate, then asked for musical preferences from the backseat. Jack picked the Encanto soundtrack, and Kline sighed, but cued it up on Spotify. They were going to have work on his musical taste if Kline was going to survive many more car rides. Maybe his tastes would improve with age?

      In a half hour, they were turning into the gates at Television City, checking into the closed lot parking and heading toward the sound stage where Thad's show was shooting.  Usually, one or more of Thad's all-girl brood were running around on set, along with the kids who played his on-screen family, and Jack provided a welcome playmate. 

      The backstage area was madness and they found Thad with his stage wife, running lines before going out to shoot them. The affable Australian was starring in one of a long line of sitcoms based around the everyday, normal life of a celebrity.

      This was the third spin-off of the first sitcom he’d done, and where Kline had met him. Knock Three Times had been an ensemble cast of barely legals trying to get their big break at an arts school, that spun off half the cast into Higher Ed, which was exactly what it sounded like if you liked puns about weed and college life, and finally that had spun off Thad and Kelsey Karter, as Thad’s long-suffering wife, into Simon Says, a show about an actor who has finally made it.

      Thad had a fake wife, fake kids, a fake house, and of course an array of fake in-laws and neighbors who had free run of his home and provided much hilarity at any given moment. What gave Kline the biggest laugh was how backwards the show had it.

      Thad didn't live in suburbia, and his current wife, number three, was not his high school sweetheart, but a supermodel who didn't even know where the kitchen was, much less how to use anything in it. The only thing close to the truth was the houseful of kids, but Thad’s sitcom counterpart only had four. He actually had six. Kline couldn't fathom playing Thad’s part of bumbling, amiable, dumbass day in and day out for years, but then, that's what acting was. You pretend you understand, even when you don't.

      Two of Thad's children came running up to Jack with squeals of delight, and before Kline could even greet them, the three were off to Thad's trailer to play. Thad already had one baby girl when Kline had met him, with twins on the way. They’d started calling him The Impregnator before the first season of Knock was over.

      "Was that Evangeline?" Kline asked, as Thad walked over.  "She's a tree!"

      "Yeah," Thad nodded after the cooling trail of children. "Not even thirteen and I've got little bastards calling the house for her all the time. And old bastards. Not as bad as Eugenie yet," he said naming his eldest daughter, "but getting there."

      Kline shook his head. "Impressive. So, what's up today?"

      "Taping starts at noon. We're redoing some scenes so no live audience. Laugh track. I hate that shit."

      "Yeah, when it's canned, the viewers think you knew it wasn't funny, but you filmed it anyway."

      "That, and I don't like not getting an immediate response. It's difficult to tell what's working and what isn't."

      "How's the hot new show runner working out?" They had joked that the show runner job on Simon Says was like the Defense Against Dark Arts job at Hogwarts. No one stayed for more than a year, and they usually left cursed.

      Thad’s blue eyes widened, and he shook his head with disbelief. "Really well. She's got a lot of good ideas and she keeps telling me off. I like her a lot. She’s honestly really good. I was skeptical."

      "I remember. Too young. Too inexperienced. Too fucking hot. A sure sign that the network just wanted a reason to cancel you. But if she's telling you off? I like her already. Is she single?"

      "So single. I’d introduce you but,” he said looking around. “I don’t see her. Eh, she's around here somewhere. Lying in wait to pounce on some poor unsuspecting producer, no doubt."

      "Rick could do with some pouncing on,” Kline said, naming another of their friends who had come up with them through Knock, but who had splintered off from acting into production. “Why don't you set her up with him?"

      "Rick loathes set ups and sabotages them more often than not."

      "Only if he knows it's a setup," Kline pointed out. "When's the last time you saw him, anyway?"

      "We had dinner last week. He's just gotten back from the UK, actually. He's working on some deal for BBC America, and he had meetings over there to sort out the details for transferring rights or something," Thad said, with a shrug. "I'm sure he'll be calling you to try and get you to do some PR for it. It's to do with Knights. Is that why you’re here?"

      "Yeah. I’ve got an interview taping here in a bit. Yeah, tell him to call me. I'll help him out, however.  So how's Monique?"

      “She's great.  Somewhere in Milan, I think.  She's doing a shoot for Dior. Or Gucci. Or something." Thad flapped his fingers. 

      "You don't know?"

      "Don't know. Don't care."

      "Well, that sounds promising. Things not going well?"

      Thad shrugged. "Some fucked up shit has been going on. She said some shit to Carra about her weight, and we got into it. Not everyone’s born looking like an El Greco. Carra got on this insane diet–it’s already hard enough out here without having a living breathing model in the house telling her how to restrict calories.”

      Kline smiled sympathetically. Thad was always under fire for weight himself. The likeable Aussie was tall and built like a redwood, but every beer showed up under his chin or hung over his belt five minutes after he was finished drinking it. And Thad could drink more beer than anyone Kline had ever seen. At twenty, the two of them had been the bane of their wardrobe department. One who had to battle like a gladiator to keep five pounds off, and Kline, who was double fisting carbs trying to put some weight on.

      “Wait until she hits thirty,” Kline said, patting his own middle. “It all goes to hell for everyone. I’m on a diet.”

      “You?” Thad’s guileless blue eyes widened.

      “Yeah. Six pack was starting to look like a keg. It all goes straight here now.”

      “Well, I have a feeling we’ll have at least two more marriages between us before she hits thirty,” Thad said with a sigh. “I hope they’re both hers, though.”

      “Let’s see,” a voice said from behind. Kline turned to see an above average looking young woman in black jeans and a grey turtleneck walking toward them with pages in her hand. “She’s twenty-four, so that’s six years from now. If you divorce her before Christmas, you can probably get in at least three wives and six more kids before she hits thirty. Here are the changes to the laundry room scene.”

      "Ouch. Ah, thanks, you're a star," Thad said laughing. “Hand delivered from on high?”

      "You’re the star, baby," she replied, "and I'm still trying to figure that one out."

      "Ha. Ha. Ha." Thad grunted, then noticed Kline looking at him with raised eyebrows, "Oh, right, Rhiannon–show runner–this is my old friend, Kline."

      "Hello," she said, offering a hand. "Rhiannon Charles."

      "Kline Scott," he replied, shaking it. "Good to meet you."

      "And you," she said, offering a genuine smile. "I enjoy your films."

      "Gracias," Kline grinned, flashing the sparkling smile that made him a star.  "Can't believe you're having to babysit this lout. How are you holding up?"

      "He's easy enough," Rhiannon laughed.

      "So his reputation is intact," Kline nodded. "That's good to know."

      "Well, he has good PR reps."

      "I am standing right here," Thad said.

      Rhiannon looked over her glasses at him. "Yes, we know."

      Kline mouthed, "Rick" to Thad over her head. "Just his type."

      "Just who's type?" Rhiannon asked.  She pointed to the mirror behind Thad's head and flicked her auburn hair over her shoulder. "I read lips."

      "Backwards? Shit!" Kline laughed in appreciation. "I'm single--you want to be my type?”

      "That depends."

      “On what?"

      "How nicely you ask," she said, crossing her arms.

      "Oh, darling," Kline chuckled, a purr sliding into his voice. "I'll ask as nicely as you need. Like to go have a drink sometime?"

      Rhiannon smiled. "Oh, you are smooth, aren't you?"

      "Unless you like it rough.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. "I don't give that kind of information to men I've just met. But you might get a chance to find out," she said, producing a card. "Give me a call and we'll see."

      Thad was rolling his eyes. "Leave my boss alone, Scott," he sighed.  "Anyway, I thought you wanted me to introduce her to Rick?"

      "That was before I met her," Kline smiled crookedly, not taking his eyes from Rhiannon's.

      “Don’t you have an interview to get to?” Thad reminded.

      “Fuck!” Kline looked at his watch. “Shit. Yes. Jack’s with Vangie,” he reminded. “Delia’s around here somewhere.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out. If he goes missing, I’ll just give you one of mine.”

      “Fair,” Kline said. He pointed a finger at Rhiannon. "I'll be calling you.”

      "I know," she said, turning to Thad. "I'll have the other pages for you shortly."

      "There are more? How long are we in the laundry room?"

      "The other pages are for the bedroom scene. That's the last reshoot."

      "Oh. Right. Thanks."

      She nodded, then excused herself and walked away.

      "Hotcha," Kline breathed. He was gathering himself to head to the studio where Chelsea was taping.  "I need to come back to serial television. There be hotties here."

      "There be," Thad agreed with the same pirate accent Kline had put on, starting to walk with him. "But aren't you seeing that Kara Viceroy? Speaking of hot?"

      "Speaking of bitch, more like." Kline laughed. "No. I took her out once or twice while we were on location, but that's it."

      "Did you tap that?"

      Kline nodded. "She shags like a corpse."

      Thad grimaced. "Shame."

      "Yeah. Waste of time," Kline said, shaking his head. "Then again, that’s pretty much in line with my track record."

      They came to door by which Kline would leave and Thad said, "Well, if you score that one, your record should improve considerably. And if you do, make sure you tell me about it. I'm dying to know."

      "If that works out well, you'll never know. I'm no fool."

      He and Thad hugged, then he started out the door, turning on the animal of charisma as he walked. He needed to get into character as himself, well, the movie version of himself. Himself was Scott Kline, a tall, skinny, spotty boy with questionable teeth, who had fallen into modeling after a scout approached him after a school track meet.

      Having no body fat at all meant more than just being cold all the time. It meant that on camera, with good lighting, even the barest of workout routines showed up like he’d trained to be a superhero. He did a few test shoots, got a makeover, changed his clothes and was walking for John Galliano that spring.

      He slouched into his runway strut just for fun. No paparazzi were around on the lot to catch him in the act.

      His then-agent had asked him to change the order of his name. “To sound more mysterious. You’re selling a mystery. There’s nothing enigmatic about Scott.” Since half his mates called him by his surname anyway, it hadn’t mattered much to him. Then, it had been an unexpected benefit to be able to put on Kline Scott like a garment from his runway rack and relax back into Scott Kline when he was finished with work.

      When he moved to New York after signing with Ford, he had taken on Kline Scott full time, only wearing Scott Kline like pajamas or a towel out of the shower. It was his chance to be more than the gangly kid with too-short sleeves and trouser legs, from the poor family, who got lucky. He could be whatever he wanted. And, his agent had been right. Kline was a mystery.

      Kline was also a charming son of a bitch, who used his American dental plan smile to light up the eyes of every woman he met. Young, old, fat, thin, plain, stunning didn’t matter. He flirted with everyone. Kline Scott wasn’t just a lady killer. He resurrected them, too.

      Scott Kline had been hopeful and earnest. Kline Scott was certain and confident, and he was deep into that persona by the time he was seated in Chelsea’s guest chair, laughing at her jokes about his romcom history, then getting serious when she asked him about his foray into action. “It’s a big difference,” he said, leaning forward toward her, then taking the audience into his confidence with a shy smile added, “I was nervous. I was a little afraid I wouldn’t stack up. There are so many good movies out there, and so many great leading men.”

      “Do you think you’ll do any more romantic comedy?”

      “I hope so! I love making people laugh. Romcoms are a lot of fun.”

      “Did you worry about being typecast? You’ve been the prince of romance for a while now.”

      “I’d worry about being typecast if I didn’t like the type,” he said with a grin. “But getting typecast as a charming, funny guy who gets the girl? What’s to complain about that?”

      The audience laughed and applauded, as Chelsea rolled her eyes and groaned before going back to her questions. Kline was getting a little pissed. She was supposed to be talking about Knight and Lone Star, or what he had planned next, not bringing up his old films. He’d told Roland he only wanted to do press about his future, not his past, so when Ellen brought up Knock Three Times and brought up photos from his runway days, he was ready to get up and walk off her set. When she brought up Kara Viceroy and the wrench that had thrown in his personal life, he nearly lost his temper.

      Instead of saying what he wished, he remembered to breathe through his nose, and said, “You know, one of the things I learned from doing so many romcoms is that the way to get the girl is to show respect, kindness, and keep your mouth shut about what goes on in private. And you know me, Chels. I like to get the girl.”

      The audience cooed and clapped again.

      “Oh, I do know that, Kline,” Chelsea said back through a tight smile and suddenly Kline remembered having abruptly walked off mid-sentence of a conversation with Chelsea to chase another girl at a party years ago. He almost laughed. Grudges were bad for business, though. He collected himself even as he felt a blush rising on his cheeks.

      “What I’ve learned from moving into action is that the less said, the better.” And he turned his last fifteen seconds into an elevator pitch for Knight. He tied it up with a bow just as Chelsea was getting the signal to throw to wrap it up, and he sat back to make eye contact with various audience members, waving up into the cheering crowd as he did. He couldn’t see shit, but everyone up there was going to believe he had looked right at them.

      He congratulated himself on keeping his head, his seat, and getting the promotion pitch in, finished out his segment, then winked at Chelsea as he walked off stage. After signing a few autographs, he picked up an apple from the craft table, then started back over to the Simon Says set to look for Delia and Jack.

      He found his son giggling madly as Evangeline, Carraway and Shaunsie performed a staged rendition of an old Spice Girls song in front of Thad’s trailer. Jack had been conscripted to play Scary Spice and was growling and laughing as directed. Carraway had decided that the sisters were going to be a pop band, and she worked her siblings relentlessly. Jack got hugs and praise, where the other girls got sharp orders and clipped commands.

      Kline stood watching for a moment, head tilted.  The girls had sharp moves and decent voices.  A little more adult than they should have been, but then so were all the other girls in LA. He waved to Delia, who was standing back watching, and she pushed away from a trailer wall and started toward them. "Hey, Jacks.  Time to go, bud."

      He looked a bit disappointed, but nodded, "Okay, Dad."

      "Uncle Kline!" Shaunsie squealed, breaking from the ranks to run and hug him.

      He gave her a squeeze and smiled down at her. Carraway's twin, she showed her wish for individuality by keeping her hair cut short and wearing glasses, but she still had her Scandinavian mother's good looks. "How are you, sweetie?" he said, nodding towards the others. "That routine was great."

      "We still need to practice," Carraway insisted, giving Shaunsie a stern look.

      "It's fab, doll," Kline winked at her.  "You're brilliant.  Couple of years, good management, and a band behind you and you'll be bigger than your old man ever was."

      Carraway beamed at that and stroked her hair, batting her lashes. That one was going to be trouble. "Go on," she pretended to blush.

      "We'll see you later, Jacky," Evangeline said, squeezing the boy before ruffing his hair. 

      "Be good."

      He screwed up his face when Carraway kissed his cheek noisily, then wiped off the girl-cooties quickly. "Gross, Carra," he whined. "Don't put your dog lips on me!"

      "Now, Jack, be nice," Kline said, pulling open the door.

      "Sorry," he mumbled to Carraway's hurt expression before turning to go. "See ya." He was off and running with Delia in hot pursuit, and Kline said goodbye to the girls before following after them.

      He was still scowling in the car on the way home and Kline tried not to laugh. "It washes off," he said, eyeing Jack through the rearview mirror. Delia sat beside him, earbuds in, nose almost pressed against her phone to give the father and son a semblance of privacy.

      "It's gross when they do that."

      Kline sighed. "Believe it or not, Jacks, you're going to be wishing girls would kiss you when you get a bit older."

      Jack put out his tongue. "I'm not going to be like you all, blablablaaaaa," Jack intoned, wrapping his arms around himself in a mock hug, making mawkish kiss faces in the air. "No way!"

      Kline snorted out a laugh. "Blablablaaaa?" He howled, laughing. "Bright boy, that blablablaaaaa is one of the best things in life. Just you wait."

      "Well, it's gross when she does it. She's always wanting me to pretend I'm in love with her or something. She's weird. I like Vangie and Shaun, but not her."

      "Yeah, Car's a bit ah-old for her age." He glanced over at Jack's crossed arms again. "So, what do you want to do now?"

      "Let's go get burgers then go to Gameworks. I want to do the new gyroscope."

      "Burgers?" Kline squinted. "How about if we go to Staci's? You can get a burger and I'll get a salad. I've got to drop a few pounds. No carbs for Da."

      Jack wrinkled his nose. "You're weird too. I'm never growing up. Grownups can't eat anything good."

      "Yeah, we can. I just have to watch it a bit. You just work on that not growing up thing. I like that idea.”

      Jack rolled his eyes and looked out the window, watching people on the street as they passed. They arrived at the restaurant and sat down at a quiet table near the front, Delia seated nearby but not with the family. The last thing he needed was to be photographed with the nanny. When the waitress arrived, she immediately recognized Kline and began flirting with him while taking the order. After she walked away, Jack scowled after her. "See? Girls are weird."

      "Yeah," Kline conceded with a laugh. He and Jack chatted over lunch about the upcoming cruise. The boy was excited about it, but was also wondering what there would be to do. Kline was detailing what prospects Jack had when a familiar laugh caught his attention and he looked to his left. "Hold up," he said quietly. "Jack, I'll be right back."

      He stood up quickly, tossing his napkin on the chair and strode over to a nearby booth. "Jill?" he asked, leaning around the back of one seat, interrupting the groups' conversation.

      "Kline?!" A wide, beaming smile greeted him from the inside seat. "Hi!"

      He grinned back, noticing without reacting to the displeasure creeping up the face of the man seated next to her. "What are you doing in LA, love? And how are you? You look splendid!"

      She laughed and shrugged, "Business. I'm great and thanks--so do you. But you always look good. Oh, Kline, these are Michael and Royce Anderson, and Phil Rozando. Guys, this is Kline Scott."

      "I know," Michael said. He was the fussy looking one. Kline ignored him completely.

      "How long's it been?" he asked, thinking back to the last time he'd seen her. He had dropped her off at her door and then gone straight to the airport, heading for LA. He could still remember how she'd looked at him, waving goodbye.

      "Eleven years," she said easily. She was still smiling, though, eyes twinkling at him.  "Do you want to join us?"

      "Oh… no, I'm here with my son," he jerked his thumb toward his table.  "I have a son.  I…did you know that?"

      "Of course. Everyone knows everything about you." Jill leaned forward and waved at the boy who was staring and kicking the rungs of his chair. "Kline junior, called Jack. Right?"

      "Right," Kline said, nodding. "Well, I should be getting back to him. How long are you in town?"

      "We're discussing that," Royce said, with a smile to Jill.  "Trying to talk her into staying longer. I think we can really make her a movie star."

      "They want me to be a star," Jill stage-whispered to Kline. "Something about my own series, or movies. It's all very big and bright."

      Kline could feel the smile freezing on his face even as it slipped from his eyes.  It was like there was no one else in the room. "I never called you," he said haltingly. "I meant to. I just..."

      "Silly, that was years ago." She waved off the words. "It was good to see you again. You do look great. Your son is beautiful--looks just like you."

      "Is he working?" Royce asked Kline, "Because that kid could work."

      The question broke the spell a bit and Kline looked at the man. He recognized the smarminess of studio executive on the guy and shook his head. "No, and he has no interest in it, either. I wouldn't put him through that, anyway," he said, straightening as he turned to Jill. "I'd love to see you again while you're here. Where are you staying?"

      "I'm renting a house in the Valley. Is that right? I have no idea what anything is here. Uh--what's my address?"

      Royce flicked out one of his business cards and scribbled on the back of it, then flicked it at Kline with a toothy grin. "She's staying here. That's my info on the other side if you decide you want to talk about your kid. I'm casting for a Spielberg flick--he'd be great.”

      "He doesn't act," Kline said, taking the card. "Jill, maybe we can get together?"

      She shrugged, her own smile was wavering. "I’m so busy! We'll have to see. You've got my info."

      He smiled, pocketing the card. "I'll be in touch. It was really great to see you."

      "You, too," she said, nodding. "Take care."

      "Gentlemen," Kline said, barely glancing at them before turning away and walking back to the table where Jack sat wearing a frown of displeasure.

      "What?" Kline asked.

      "Who are they?"

      "There's a lady over there named Jill. She's an old friend of mine from when I lived in New York--before you were born. I had to go say hello."

      Jack looked down, pushing a French fry around his plate for a few minutes before saying, "Can we go to Gameworks now?"

      Kline sat stunned for a moment, then nodded.  "Absolutely. Come on." He waved at the server and put on his sunshades. Within seconds he had his and Delia’s tabs to sign, and then he and Jack started off with Delia a few paces behind.

      "Can we call Kim to come, too?"

      "It's Kim's day off, Tiger," Kline said, starting for the front door. "But we'll have fun. Delia will be with us.”

      "Okay," Jack said, though he sounded far less enthused about that idea than he had been about the rest of their plans. "She’s not as fun.”

      “But I’m fun, right?”

      “I guess.”

      Kline frowned, looking back at Delia, who shrugged. The valet brought his car around, pausing before the stand so that Delia could get into the back with Jack behind the blackout windows, then pulled it all the way up to the awning where photographers were waiting to snap Kline getting behind the driver’s seat.

      At Gameworks, they played together until someone sent out word that Kline Scott was there, then fans started to arrive, along with photographers, ruining Jack’s fun. Since that last dust up, the photogs were getting aggressive to see if they could get a rise out of Kline for better pictures.

      This time, he played it cool and sent Delia and Jack out the back door with a store manager, while he took fifteen minutes to sign autographs and pose for selfies. By the time he got out to the car, Jack was sitting with folded arms and a look on his face that mirrored what Kline was feeling inside. “Sorry, Tiger,’ he said. “Your old man is popular.”

      “I want a burger.”

      “What?”

      “I want a burger.”

      “You just ate!”

      “He didn’t eat much,” Delia said from the back. Regardless of how tuned out she appeared to be, the nanny was always ears-on for whatever Jack needed, and he had learned to listen to both Delia and Kim when they made a suggestion.

      “Fine. What is it with you and burgers, kid?”

      “I want In and Out.”

      “Fine.”

      The drive-thru was easier to navigate than the restaurant had been, though driving home with the meaty smell of burgers was making Kline’s lean-meat-and-veg only stomach growl with hunger. When they got home, he saw everyone inside, then changed into his workout gear and hit the home gym, carrying the two business cards he’d collected with him.

      While running on the treadmill, he considered each one, weighing what he thought might be an easy score against a hard conversation. Jill looked good, he thought. More refined. She had always been fairy tale pretty before, big eyed and wispy, but baby-faced. When they’d met, she was barely legal and still casting as a tween, struggling to break out of those child actor roles into more serious work.

      She was sheltered by an omnipresent stage mother, but precocious for all the professional work she’d done. She had three major roles on Broadway and two touring companies under her belt by the time they met. Still, he hadn’t even broken a sweat stealing her away from the friend of his she was dating.

      She was cute with this confusing, quirky sex appeal that was muddled up between the prettiness and the razor-sharp wit. But she’d also been a foot in the door with lifelong connections most people only dreamed about. In truth, he had started cultivating the relationship more for his career than anything else. Those first few months of dating, he’d seen her as little more than a cute girl with a hot resume, which he supposed was the exact problem she was having with casting agents.

      When he had realized what he had on the hook, it was like pulling a rip cord to his soul. A whole parachute of unexpected emotions and repercussions exploded out of a kiss and before he knew it, he was half in love and mostly living in a brand new studio apartment Jill had scooped up on her eighteenth birthday to emancipate herself from the overbearing mother, and provide the privacy she wanted to keep fucking Kline’s brains out between their auditions and parties with his model-slash-actor-slash-waiter buddies.

      That’s all he did for a summer--audition and fuck. And not just Jill. He was young, he was attractive, he was in the city that never slept, and he was making the most of it. She would find out and cry, he would apologize and remind her that they weren’t really together and that they were way too young to limit themselves to each other, then they would start the next round of the same.

      He preferred her studio to his model apartment, and he couldn’t complain at all about her company in the double bed they shared. He’d been the first to get into both Jill and the bed, and he’d gotten both her performance and his pillow into the exact shape to fit his wants. Then, he’d gotten the call that he’d been cast for Knock, and he’d left without much of a goodbye at all. He hadn’t even told her he was leaving.

      She was, what, twenty-nine, thirty, now? She didn’t look like a child anymore. He had logged onto the internet after his workout and pulled up pictures. This was what fairy tale princesses grew up to be, he thought, biting his lip. Photos of her collecting a Tony award made him sit up a little straighter. He didn’t pay much attention to those. He cared about SAGs, Golden Globes, Emmys, and Oscars.

      Three Tonys. She’d won three. That was the easiest information to find on her, along with a couple of articles about her charity appearances. Otherwise, she only turned up on stage.

      The most recent photos were of her as a presenter at the awards show, her lithe, dancer’s body in a simple and trim slip dress of steel gray satin, making her eyes look like thunderclouds. She was remarkable. “From sunbeam to ice queen,” he whispered to himself. He thought she’d had her nose done. Something was different, something other than just losing the baby fat in her face. Something had taken that prettiness to the next level.

      Whatever it was, it was good work. He couldn’t figure it out. He’d had his teeth and nose done before getting Knock and still wondered how long he would have struggled without having had that done.

      Tapping the business cards he’d carried with him, he shut down the internet and picked up the landline to dial a number. It was archaic, but more personal. While hackers concentrated on cell phones, he could feel pretty confident that his landline calls were secure. He was too wiped for the hard conversation. "Rhiannon?" He said, when the call was answered, "It's Kline Scott. I wanted to see about setting up a time for that drink."

      "Wow. You called the very same day," she said, after a pause. "You must really be thirsty."

      "Something like that," he smiled into the phone, then breathed, "So--you interested?"

      "Of course. I don't give my number to just anyone. Those business cards aren't cheap."

      Kline laughed. "I think I understand why Thad's show's doing so much better now."

      "Nah, his wife's out of town," Rhiannon said, without missing a beat. "So, are you free tomorrow night?"

      "I can be.  How about I pick you up around nine?  Wear your dancing shoes."

      "Okay, we should be done shooting by seven, so that sounds good," she said, before giving him her address.

      "See you then.  Can't wait."  He let the purr back into his voice before hanging up.  He stared at the other card for a long time and then pinned it up on the cork board by the phone.  He couldn't make that call just then.

      He poured himself a drink then wandered into the den to watch Jack play games for a while, cheering him on before heading upstairs for a bath, still thinking about Jill. Seeing her had been a shock.

      He was remembering how that whole time in his life felt. It was loud and colorful, and full of bright young people with big dreams, who were all working their asses off to achieve a moment, and playing their asses off when things didn’t pan out. Jill was one of those things that didn’t pan out, and they’d broken up a bit before he got the audition for Knock. She’d come home to find him in their bed with another girl–dick move on his part–and kicked him out.

      Of course, not having her and then seeing her out with another one of their friends made him want her more. “Fuck,” he pushed his hands through his hair. Jack was right, he was weird. So, a few weeks later, knowing that Knock was locked in, with his airline ticket already packed in his bag, he had taken Jill out, wined and dined her, then to a hotel for privacy–another guy had already moved into the model apartment like a shark’s tooth filling in a gap. 

      He poured everything he was feeling but didn’t know how to say into her body, then walked her back to her studio the next morning. He had kissed her on the lips and said, “I love you. I will always love you.” Then, leaving her wearing a smile like sunshine, was on his flight to LA two hours later.  He had never worked up the nerve to tell her he was going because he was half-afraid she'd ask him to stay, and he was terrified he might.

      He had loved her, in his way. He knew that then and he knew it now. Seeing her brought it all rushing back and he wondered if they could have survived the early years of his acting career.

      They likely would have ended up like he and Nina had, and that was the last thing that Kline wanted for Jill. Of course, he realized it was probable that she might still hate him after all these years and that show of politeness may have been just that. She was an actress, and a damn good one, as he remembered it.

      He suddenly wondered if the number and address tacked on the board in the kitchen was really hers, but he couldn't bring himself to test it and find out.

      "Hey, Dad?" Jack called through the bathroom door.  "Delia says to say I'm going to bed now."

      "Ah--okay.  I'll be in to tuck you in soon.  I'm in the tub."

      "Okay," Jack called.  "Night.”

      "Night," Kline said, rubbing his eyes with damp fingers. He climbed out of the tub and toweled off, taking a moment to stare at his reflection in the mirror. Thirty-three had crept up on him and he could see it in the lines of his face. He'd aged better than some, but it was still becoming obvious that he couldn't compete with the younger set. As long as he kept his box office up, he could pull out at least another ten years of leading man roles, maybe even fifteen. It was bread on the table, at any rate. He sighed, looking himself over again before tying on his robe.

      He went into Jack's room and tickled him for a while, then tucked him in securely with hugs and kisses before telling him to sleep.  He backed out of the room, finding himself wondering what Jack would have looked like with a different mother.  Would he have had Jill's dark blonde hair?  Her stormy blue eyes?  Would his nose have turned up like hers? 

      It was the nose! She’d had the tip of her nose refined. That mystery solved, he went back down to his gym where he spent a good hour working on his abs and chest.  If his face showed his age, his body wasn’t going to.

      When he was satisfied and felt the stress had been alleviated some, he took a quick pass in the sauna and rinsed in the club shower built into the gym before going into his room. He settled into bed with the stack of scripts his agent had sent over and picked through the pile until he found one that grabbed his interest.

      He fell asleep reading and didn't wake up until the sounds of Kim and Jack playing in the backyard made their way through the open sliding glass door of his balcony and into his dreams. He squinted at the clock to find it was after noon, so he struggled out of bed, showered again, dressed himself and went to say hello before leaving for a round of meetings with Roland and his publicity team.

      With the Oscar buzz generating for Knight and with Lone Star’s imminent premier, his team wanted to shift gears to build more around his social media audience. Roland was still set on the romance angle, and to Kline’s dismay his team agreed. Clara, his social media manager, talked him through what the timeline might look like. For peak engagement, they would want him going IG official with a woman by February the following year–in time to do a little dance for the Academy, who would start voting after the BAFTAs. In fact, she had mused, going official at the BAFTAs was a great idea.

      Clara had put out feelers to Selena’s team at Roland’s request, but she was concerned about the internet drama that had plagued the actress since her Justin Bieber days, so she wasn’t entirely on board with that, and offered up a number of other names instead. Kline waved off all of them.

      “I keep telling you people I can find my own dates,” Kline grumbled.

      “Let us help you help yourself,” Roland laughed and Clara grimaced.

      Finally, she shrugged. “I don’t know any other way to say this: You need to be in a relationship. It needs to be with someone whose profile matches yours, so the public is interested. It needs to follow a storyline so the public will engage with it, be excited by it, and want to see more of you. Right now? Your reputation is kind of…well, the people who don’t see you as a fuckboi see you as a dud. If you want an Oscar, let us rehab your persona. Give us eighteen months of your life and we’ll give you the prestige you need to live like Leo and his revolving door of teenagers, if you want.”

      Kline had been properly offended by that but threw up his hands. “I have a date tonight with a woman who is a show runner. Is that high profile enough?”

      “What’s the show?” Clara asked, perking up.

      “Simon Says.”

      She deflated just as suddenly. “Ugh. A sitcom? No. Absolutely not. Wait–isn’t that the one that spun off from your last sitcom?”

      “Yeah.”

      Her face shifted through several thoughts before she said. “Okay. Maybe. Would she be up for it? Pretending to be in love for a year?”

      “Why pretend?” Kline turned on his charm, falling flat at Roland’s disapproving frown.

      Clara coughed and blushed. “Feel her out. If she’s interested and that’s the route you want to go, we’ll give it a try. It’s better than some no-name or a fan.”

      He left the meeting angry and frustrated, but also excited because his team really thought they could campaign him into that Oscar win. He’d once given up a woman he loved with his whole heart to pursue this career, what was a year and a half? He didn’t have a biological clock ticking. And, if he played his cards right, maybe he could just date whom he wanted. He was sure he could make a relationship work without his team orchestrating it. Hell, people had year long romances and then broke up all the time. He knew that better than anyone. Fuckboi.

      Sighing, he pushed it out of his mind for the moment. He was home again by five, in time for dinner with his son, then he went upstairs to work out before getting dressed for his date, where he started to think about it again. He wondered if Rhiannon would be into the idea? She was a writer. She could collab with his team to build a storyline. That thought satisfied his mind enough that he could concentrate on getting night club ready.

      Showered, shaved, and dressed to kill, Kline strode downstairs to say goodbye to his son. He and the live-in nanny were playing Mario Kart in the living room, and barely looked up as he kissed Jack's head, and started out the door in a blaze of black silk and custom cologne.

      He arrived at the address Rhiannon had given him, a tidy bungalow in Malibu, and walked up to the door with his smile firmly in place. He'd been looking forward to this all afternoon and anticipating what he hoped would be a nice evening with someone who was industry without being an actress. It was just a little before nine when he rang the bell, and he heard heels clicking on hardwood before Rhiannon opened the door and greeted him with a smile. "Hi.”

      "Oh, look at you," he grinned, handing over the bottle of wine he'd picked up on the way.  She was decked out in a black strappy dress that hugged, flattered, and generally did all sorts of things to her figure that he found himself interested in doing right along with it.  Her thick, auburn hair was pulled up, but wisps of layers hung low, framing her face.  The glasses had been dismissed and he grinned at her, "Green eyes--gorgeous.  I love green eyes."

      "I love them, too, but brown is good," she said, noting his own. She looked at the bottle, then raised her eyes to him. "Is this for now? I thought you were taking me dancing?"

      "I am. This is a lovely parting gift for my hostess. We'll part with it for now. Sound good to you?”

      "Definitely," she said, tilting her head slightly. "Come in while I put this away and get my bag."

      He followed her inside, looking around. "Nice place. Did you just move in?"

      "The boxes give it away?"

      "I'm observant, you see. Do you have a good view?"

      "A beautiful view. I can walk out my back door and be on the beach. Quite a change from the fifth floor walkup in Manhattan. I'm not sure if I like being this close to the water yet, but I spend so much time at work, it doesn't really matter. The breeze is nice."

      "You're from New York?"

      "No, I'm from Boston. I went to college up there, then moved down to New York for work."

      Harvard, he thought. Then probably writing for late night, and taking the pipeline into sitcoms. That was the career path. He said, "I lived in Greenwich when I first moved to the States. Loved it there."

      Rhiannon nodded appreciatively. "I spent a lot of time there. It's a great place." She put the bottle in the rack on the counter and picked up a small black bag. "Are you all set?"

      Kline smiled and offered his arm, "Absolutely."

      He whisked her off in his Mercedes. She was responding to his charm just like he hoped she would. Industry-not-actress meant she would be savvy enough to understand how his career either robbed him of, or blessed him with free time, but removed enough that he could still turn on Kline Scott for her and watch the fireworks light up behind her eyes. She was bewitched, bemused, and blushing by the time they’d gotten past the first traffic signal. He had her number all right, and prospects for his evening were looking good, especially considering the way she shivered when he brushed his knuckles up her bare side arm.

      The valet at Blue, LA’s latest hot spot, ushered them to a private entrance where a host greeted them and whisked them off to the VIP room. She was appropriately impressed. Industry-not-actress meant she had heard of these places, but wasn’t high enough up the food chain to actually be allowed in, or recognizable enough to enjoy the star treatment. It was a lazy way to date, like regifting PR he’d received to family and friends for Christmas and birthdays, but it worked. His mother had loved the Hermes bag he’d gotten at the last BAFTAs. What was he going to do with a bag?

      Now, he focused on the woman by his side. She was a perfect height for whispering in her ear, sharing bits and bobs of information about other actors in the room, making her laugh. When he put his arm around her waist, his hand fit nicely on the luscious curve of her hip. Catching a glimpse of their reflections in a mirror, he thought they would look great on a red carpet together. This could work, he thought. And maybe she didn’t have to know.

      Acting with a partner was like dancing. If you were any good at leading, you could make a novice look great. And Kline was nothing if not great at leading. Besides, she was funny. He liked that.

      They mingled with other VIPs, had drinks, then he spun her out on the dance floor like they were the only couple in the place, where he stole kisses until she was just giving them to him. Then, her eyes shining like she was getting drunk on his attention alone, Rhiannon reluctantly excused herself to go to the ladies’ room and Kline escorted her off the floor then went to the bar to refresh their drinks.

      He had just cleared the bar when two dancers wobbled off the floor into his path, forcing him to step back into another body. When he spun around to survey his damage he was jostled again and fully sloshed one of the drinks he held onto the dress of the woman in front of him. She groaned and threw up her hands, starting to say something, then seemed to realize who he was, and then he realized who she was, and both started talking at the same time. Him, calling for napkins, her saying, "I'm fine. I’m fine. Just wet. Don't worry about it."

      Kline stared and stammered, then apologized again before smiling crookedly and teasing adolescently, "I can still get you wet after all these years." Oh god. He hadn’t. He cringed as the words left his mouth.

      Jill blinked at him, those blue eyes cool and narrowed. She tilted her head and made a sound that might have been a laugh. "But now it takes you two drinks to do it. You've obviously lost your touch."

      "I'm just rusty. Give me a little more time and I'll have you eating out of my hand." He tried a rakish grin, realizing how utterly boorish he sounded, but he couldn't seem to stop himself.

      "Been there. Done that," Jill said lightly. He was radiating nerves instead of charm and he struggled to get a grip on himself, but she hadn’t walked away.

      He fixed his face and let his eyes soften as he stepped forward, "Listen, Jill, can we talk sometime? Seeing you yesterday-- It brought back all sorts of things. I'd really love to see you. Spend some time catching up. Could we do that?"

      She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, clearly considering. He pressed, using his nerves as leverage, switching gears from horn dog to puppy dog, “Please? I have so much to say, but none of it is fit for–this.” He paused and waved his drink-filled hands around to indicate the club, sloshing more.

      “I’m in town for a while,” she admitted. “I might be convinced to listen to you apologize over brunch. With mimosas. Lots of mimosas.”

      He smiled, realizing she was leaning into her own nerves and ad-libbing into the scene he’d set. He wasn’t talking to Jilly any more than she was talking to Scott Kline. She was in character as Jill Parker, Broadway star, having a chance encounter with her former lover, the movie star Kline Scott. “So, brunch? Sunday?”

      Suddenly she laughed, dropping out of the role. “Are you trying to make a date with me while you’re on a date? Are you actually doing that?”

      And he was a flustered kid again. “Maybe? Can you blame me?”

      Her laugh was magical, and she shook her head letting the mirth fade into the music pumping out of the speakers. “Call me later and ask properly. Then we’ll see.”

      “When I call you later,” he let his voice drop so that she had to lean in to hear him, “what will I see?”

      Before she could answer, a proprietary arm linked through his as Rhiannon appeared beside him. “Miss me?” she asked, some salt in her voice before fixing her competition with a dark smile. “I’m Rhi–Oh! Jill?”

      “Rhiannon? Oh my goodness!” Jill took a full step backwards, away from the pair.

      “What are you doing in LA? I thought you were allergic to sunlight and scene.”

      Jill’s smile narrowed somewhat as she read the situation. “I am. Absolutely. Which is why I’m out at night and also why I was leaving. My god, this place is awful. Are you out here full-time now?”

      “I am. I’ve been out here a little over a year.”

      “You’re kidding,” Jill said. “What are you doing?”

      “Show runner for a multi-cam sitcom.”

      “Oh, fab! I had no idea!”

      “I guess you’ve been too busy to notice anything outside of your little world.”

      Kline watched between the two of them, wondering if he was going to need to step in to mediate the conversation, but Jill seemed to shake something off and laughed. “Oh, you know. Let’s see, last year I opened Devil’s Party and that was eight shows a week, and I did a special run on the West End with Phantom for four weeks. Now, I’m out here to take my role to the big screen. I’m going Hollywood. What’s the sitcom you’re writing for?”

      “I’m the show runner for Simon Says.” Rhiannon supplied, bearing down on the title. “They brought me in to save the show.”

      “That’s some heady stuff! You’re a sitcom superhero!”

      Kline stood back and watched as his present and past dates nattered on with one another in a strange kind of pissing contest, completely forgetting he existed as they stepped away from the dance floor closer to the wall to hear each other better. He shrugged and tossed back what was left of his drink, drank Rhiannon’s, then signed a couple of autographs for the girls who had gathered around him. Apparently, it was after two and they were letting in a few from the street.

      A quarter-hour later, he watched Rhiannon excuse herself from the conversation after getting Jill's phone number. There was a stiff hug and a European kissing of cheeks, and Rhiannon turned off toward Kline. Jill caught his eye and smiled a bit wistfully, then shrugged with her eyebrows and waved before turning back into the crowd to disappear.

      When Rhiannon reached him, he was tactfully trying to decline what appeared to be a rather lascivious invitation from one of the scantily clad women at the bar. It was entertaining to watch her response. Once more, she walked up and linked her arm through his, forcing the bleached blonde tanning bed refugee to move slightly away. "Sorry, honey, no threesomes for Kline tonight. Check back with us on Friday, though, you might get lucky."

      The girl's lips peeled away from her teeth in an unflattering sneer and she huffed, then changed tactics abruptly with a purr to Kline as she slipped him a card.  "Call me."

      She sauntered off and Kline laughed.  "No threesomes?  Damn."

      "Not on the first date," Rhiannon scolded. "What kind of a girl do you think I am?"

      "The kind that's just my type."

      She laughed. "I would have thought I wasn't nearly tall enough--or blonde enough."

      "Do I really seem that shallow?"

      "Not in person."

      He laughed and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, willing himself not to look for Jill. Bird in hand, he repeated to himself. Bird in hand. "So? More dancing? Drinks? Go elsewhere? You're far too lovely to waste on an evening you aren't enjoying."

      "Hm, well, there is this really great bottle of wine back at my place," Rhiannon said, thoughtfully, "and it is nearly last call."

      "Are you inviting me back to your place?"  His eyes danced as his lips curved up.

      "You have to drive me home," she answered, "I may as well let you have a drink when you do."

      "Fair enough," he said, guiding her through the crowd towards the door.

      The air was cool outside, and he felt the shiver that ran up her spine as they waited for the valet to bring the car. "Cold?" he said, peeling his jacket off as she nodded and placing it around her shoulders. "That should help."

      "Thanks," she said, gathering it around her. She melted into the fabric with a sigh, so Kline leaned over and pressed his lips to hers, fingers sliding up the side of her face to stroke a stray lock of her hair.  He pulled back after a moment then said, "If I forget to say it later, this has been a great night."

      Rhiannon smiled. Her eyes were twinkling like she was holding back a joke. Thad had said she was quick with the zingers. "It has," she agreed. "I'm really glad you called."

      He nodded, turning in his seat and putting the car in gear. "So am I. This is the first proper date I've had in ages. I'd forgotten how good dates could be."

      "Sometimes you get lucky, I guess. Take a chance and see how it goes," she said. "That's the best way."

      "My dates are generally set ups.  Roland, my manager, is always sending me off with some starlet or another.  Generally vapid, wasteful, horrid things full of plastic.  You are a breath of fresh air.  How is it that Baddie Thaddie hasn't tried to tie you to his side?"

      "I keep telling him no."

      "Brilliant," Kline laughed. "He's accepting that?"

      "In spurts."

      "He really was aghast that you gave me your number."

      "Oh, he's always aghast when it isn't his idea.”

      “That's one of his six expressions. Aghast. He’s got aghast, horny, post-coital, surprised, in love--which is rather like horny--and ill, which is rather like post-coital.  I know them all well."

      "Six years on a series together will do that to you, I guess.  Were you friends before?"

      "Nah. People always think so because we both have accents–they always think he’s a Brit, but that's where we met. Originally there was only one Brit written in, but they liked us both equally, so they split out the character into two." 

      Kline veered onto the freeway, speech slowing until he was safely in the right hand lane. "He does fucking good accent work. And, he's a good guy and we struck it off."

      "Yeah, I suppose he's all right. It's good that there's no animosity between you. A lot of people don't survive sitcoms with friendships intact."

      "Well, the truth of it is, Thad and I are mates. The rest of the cast didn't fare so well. The rest of us are only on speaking terms if there's anybody watching."

      "There's always someone watching, Kline."

      "Then I guess we're always on speaking terms," he shrugged amiably.

      "You met your ex-wife on the show, didn't you?"

      "Yeah.  She was a special guest for a three-epi arc. I had her knocked up by the end of the second ep. Thad was furious, as he was making moves on her and calling her his future ex-wife.  He was close, just no cigar."

      "Do you two always compete for women?"

      "We used to, when he was between wives, you know? We were always trying to prove ourselves. I'd only been in LA for a year. The show was a huge success, and we were treated like princes. It's easy to get caught up."

      Rhiannon nodded. "I hope old habits don't die hard."

      "They do for some. For him, when he’s married, he’s married. For me, once Jack was born, things were different.  I couldn't just fuck around anymore.  I mean, I had a great childhood.  My parents were great. Really in love. I wanted my kid to have that. It's important. But it didn't work out, you know? Nina had other priorities and I don't think she ever really forgave me for putting her out of work for a year. But Jack's the best thing in my life, so I don't regret it.  Shit," he laughed, "like you wanted to hear all that."

      Rhiannon was smiling. "Actually, I think that was the most genuine, unaffected thing you've said tonight, and it was great." She turned in her seat so she was facing him. "Priorities are important and kids are the top, or they should be, no matter what. What I was getting at was that I hope that you didn't ask me out to get one over on Thad, but now that you've said all of that, I don't believe that you did."

      He glanced over and shook his head seriously, "No, it had nothing to do with Thad. I just fancied you. Still do. Hope you don't mind?"

      "Not at all."

      They rode in silence for a bit then he asked, "So how do you know Jill Parker?"

      "Jill? We met back in New York. Spent time in some of the same social circles. We lived in the same building when I was in film school at NYU after I finished my undergrad in Boston, down the hall from one another, actually." Rhiannon said.

      “Good friends?” he asked.

      She laughed, “Did that look like good friends to you? I mean, I guess? We were friends-ish? Friends adjacent. We weren’t close. I’m not sure Jill’s close to anyone. At first, we hung out a little more. She told me I needed to rub off some of the Boston if I was going to fit in, but she was doing a show too and dating a producer, so I didn’t see her a whole lot. I’d say we were friendly? But maybe not friends. Acquaintances. Why? How do you know her?"

      "I lived in New York when I first came to the States. I think I said that already. I give so many interviews I forget what I've said to people and what I haven't. I should keep notes."

      "You did tell me that, but that doesn't tell me how you know her. The Village is a big place."

      "We met through some friends. A girl I knew. Uh, and she dated one of my friends."

      "Not Thad?"

      "No, didn't know him yet, remember? No, she was hanging out with my friend, Gus. He's a designer now. He was at F.I.T. then."

      "August Hall?"

      "Yeah! Gus. That's the one."

      "Oh, I know him. He goes by August now. He's a riot."

      "You know him?"

      "Sure, Jill introduced us at a party. He's very sarcastic. I liked him instantly."

      "I had no idea he was still around there."

      "He's not. He's out here."

      Kline's eyes flew open wide.  "What? Really?"

      "Yeah, he's doing costume design for Lucasfilm."

      "Really?"

      Rhiannon nodded as they pulled up in front of her house. "I haven't seen him since I've been here, of course, but he left New York about three years ago."

      "That long?"

      "Yes, it has to be. He left while I was an intern with Colbert," Rhiannon said, as he was getting out of the car to come around and open her door for her. As she was getting out, she added. "Aren't the two of you still friends?"

      "Colbert, huh? You worked for him? I kind of burned a lot of bridges when I left," Kline said uneasily. “And, I stole a couple of girls out from under Gus back in the day. I don’t think there’s any love lost between us.”

      Rhiannon looked like she might ask more questions, so Kline repeated, “You worked for Colbert?”

      “I did an internship on his show.”

      “He absolutely hates me!” Kline laughed.

      “Why? I never worked directly with him, but I’ve only heard great things.”

      “Nina. She’s part of his social circle somehow. She got him in the divorce and god knows what she’s told him,” Kline said, Clara’s earlier declaration of “fuckboi” ringing in his ears.

      Rhiannon clucked her tongue against her teeth, punching in the code to her door’s lock pad. "That happens sometimes. Still want that drink?"

      "I'd love it," he said with a smile, following her inside.  She led him into the kitchen, handed him the bottle and the opener, then went for glasses as he uncorked the wine. "You said you lived in the same building with Jill. Did she still live in the old Lemmon building?"

      "No," Rhiannon shook her head, holding out a glass to be poured. "She moved out of there when her mother died. Got a nice one-bedroom on the edge of Greenwich. She had the front unit, so she had a mini-balcony and a lot of windows. I had a middle unit that was dark as the grave."

      "Her mother died? Shit." Kline said. "That woman was a bitch. I always thought she was too mean to die. When'd she die?"

      "Before I moved there. She'd been on her own for a couple of years I think."

      "She was much better off then, I'm sure," Kline said, pouring them each a glass.

      "Seemed so," Rhiannon said, taking a sip. She put the glass on the counter and looked up at him. "You and Jill were pretty close, huh?"

      "We were all tight in that group. We were young and trying to get started in the business.  Well, Jill was already in, but she was trying to transition from child actor to adult roles. That can be worse. That's back in the day when I was just modeling. It's just--strange, suddenly seeing people from the past. Feels a bit like a school reunion. It's funny how it brings back exactly how awkward and how much of an arse I was."

      "I suppose it does," Rhiannon agreed. "Funny that we know the same people and yet we never met before yesterday."

      He nodded and swirled his wine before drinking it. "What about you?" he asked. "I've been on about me and people I know. But it's you I'm interested in. What should I know about you?"

      She gave him a sly smile over the rim of her glass. "You should know that I'm debating about whether or not it would be wise to sleep with you on the first date."

      "Oh?" He shifted to change his body language, his whole demeanor telegraphing interest and he leaned onto the counter.  "Who's winning so far?" 

      She hummed. "There's this concern, you see. Even the most self-assured, brazen of us have this concern. If I sleep with you on the first date because I really want to, will you call me again? And if I don't sleep with you, even though I really want to, will you call me again? To do or not to do, that is the question and it's a toughy."

      "I'm going to call you again either way," Kline smiled slowly.  "Just decide if you want me to call you in the morning from a few miles away, or from your shower.”

      Rhiannon laughed, a warm throaty sound, and leaned across the counter. "Kiss me and then I'll give you my answer."

      Instead of meeting her halfway, Kline put down his glass and walked around the counter behind her.  He pressed his body up against hers, wrapping one arm around her waist, sliding his other hand up into her hair to pull out the clip that held it.  When it was free, he took a handful and gently used it to guide her head back against his shoulder, then he pressed his lips against hers, fingers spidering down her throat as he kissed her.

      She slid her hand up along his arm until her fingers were brushing his collar and tangling in his hair, drawing him closer as the kiss deepened. Kline turned her slowly in his arms and began trailing his lips down her chin and along the expanse of her throat. "Have you decided?" he breathed against her neck, raising gooseflesh on her skin.

      Rhiannon turned her head and nipped at his ear. "The bedroom's down the hall."

      Without another word he picked her up by the waist and she wrapped her legs around him as he carried her in the direction she'd indicated. He pushed the door open easily, and deposited her on the bed, his lips on hers, hips pressing into hers. He took the time to kiss as much of her body as he could reach before pushing up her skirt and peeling her out of her g-string.  Then he buried his face between her legs and took his lazy time exploring with fingers and tongue until she was begging him for more. It was a pride thing. No one was going to say Kline Scott was bad in bed.

      Rhiannon strained to meet him when he finally brought his body in line with hers. She knew what she was doing, and she knew what she wanted him to do, which was a nice surprise. It made the coupling much less first time, and much more let’s do that one more time. So, he did.

      She was still thrumming when he rolled away and slipped off to her bathroom. He used the toilet, flushed and washed his hands, then he walked back in to her appreciative smile.  "Someone works out."

      "Part of the job," he grinned, winking at her.  "You okay?"

      "I dunno, am I?" she teased, arching an eyebrow with the question.

      "You're delicious, darling.  But I want to make sure you're not riddled with regret."

      "No regrets here," she said, shaking her head as she raised the sheet and peeked under it. "None here, either."

      Kline laughed.  "I should go home." He rubbed his face.  "I try to be there when Jack wakes up if I'm not there when he goes to sleep."

      "Ah. Well, so much for calling me from my shower in the morning," she said, gathering the sheet around her and sitting up.

      “I can call you from my shower.  I just can't let him wake up without me there. Not without telling him first. He'd be hurt."

      Rhiannon shook her head, "No, of course, I understand. I was just teasing. I do that a lot." She laughed. "You should definitely be there."

      He nodded and raked a hand through his sex-tousled hair.  "Right. I'll call you then? We could have dinner on Wednesday."

      "Absolutely. You know where to find me," she said, sliding from the bed and wrapping the sheet around her more securely. "You might want to put some clothes on before you go, though. Otherwise, you could get arrested."

      "Easier to strip search me this way." He pulled her close and kissed her. "Wednesday night. I'll pick you up around eight. If I don't call before then, it's because I don't have a moment free, but I'll see you Wednesday."

      Kline drove home, humming along with the radio, feeling as relaxed and content as he had in weeks. Rhiannon had been an unexpected pleasure in a random day, and he was already looking forward to seeing her again. It was nearing six in the morning when he pulled onto his street. There were already (or still) a handful of girls at his front gate, so he turned left and went in the back way, parking in the garage for a change, then entered the house through the kitchen.

      He grabbed a banana from the fruit dish and lingered there munching on it. His eyes fell on the corkboard by the phone and followed the thumbtacks down to the card at the bottom. Jill. Why was Jill in LA? She'd always been ambitious, but only for stage acting. She hated television and film, calling celluloid actors unprofessional and undisciplined. In theater, you had to know your lines, your blocking, and your audience. You couldn't afford retakes and cue cards. It made her crazy when a popular tv or film star took the boards expecting someone else to feed them lines.

      She had emailed him a few times after he'd left New York. He'd answered maybe twice. She'd been tentative, and tried to be positive about his move, but was obviously hurt. He'd been cavalier, ignored her hints that she could come to visit, and glossed over her heartbreak with generic talk of how perfect life was in LA, and how busy.

      Word had come from August that she was despondent. Kline cared. He truly did, but at the time he couldn't force himself to act on it. He figured that he couldn't afford to be tied down. He knew that his marketability had to do with his single status. "Love isn't enough," he'd written in his last email. She'd finally worked up the nerve to ask about his former declarations and he'd been as poetic as possible in blowing it off. He cringed now at some of the things he'd said.

      Kline plucked the card off the board and sat down, flicking it between his fingers. The first time she'd broken up with him he'd shown up at her door with an armful of flowers, begging for a second chance.

      "I love you," he'd told her. "And I want to be with you. I can't promise perfection. I can't even promise decency when it comes to me. But I'm offering to be there for you in the bad and the good. I want you." And he'd meant it. He had loved her. He just also loved attention, women, and he had a dream to chase.

      So there had been more bad than good, but the good was perfection. She put up with the infidelities for whatever reason. Maybe she liked the kiss and kick as much as he did. Given her mother, maybe she was only comfortable with love when she had to beg for it. He shuddered hearing his therapist’s voice in his head.

      He hadn’t been able to figure out how to end things when he was preparing to go to LA. He knew she loved New York and would hate it there. He knew he'd never be able to do long distance. So, he'd done the passive-aggressive thing, slept with her best friend and let her come home to find it. She'd broken up with him. But then he couldn't stand that she'd started to date August, and he'd seduced her back. She'd thought it was a new beginning.

      He tossed the card down and rubbed his face. He'd always felt bad about it, but it had been out of sight, out of mind. Now it was living in LA with him. And looking better than ever. Fairy tale pretty had grown up into quiet, classic beauty, but her eyes still telegraphed everything she felt. It was part of what made her such a great actress.

      He mused a little longer, then got up. He'd been what he'd been, and he couldn't change it. All he could do was move ahead and learn from the mistakes.

      Before hitting the shower, he shot his assistant a voice text with some delivery instructions. A box of Cubans to be sent to Thad James with the attached note, "I owe you one." Two dozen lilies to be sent to Rhiannon Charles with the attached note, "Not as beautiful as you. See you Wednesday." And a bouquet of daisies to go to Jill Parker's rental, the note reading, "Are they still your favorites? I'll call you soon." That done, he washed up, and went to bed.

      
        
        Rhiannon Charles

      

      

      "Aw, who died?" Thad asked, frowning at the arrangement of lilies on Rhiannon's desk.

      "Celibacy. May it rest in peace," she replied, finishing the sentence she was typing before looking up at him.

      "On the first date?" he said, dropping into the chair in front of her. "I'm surprised."

      "Yeah, so was he," she sighed, saving the file she was working on. "What do you want, Thad?"

      "I have come for the pages, darling. You promised me the rewrites by two," he said, tapping his watch.

      "Liar. I’ll send Josie out with them when they’re ready. What do you actually want?"

      "I wanted to find out how things went with Kline last night."

      "Ah. Ulterior motive," she said, pulling a small sheaf of papers from a folder on her desk. "Things went fine. As you can see, he sent me flowers."

      "Are you seeing him again?"

      "Wednesday," she said. "Dinner. Now, if you want to know any more details, you will have to ask him."

      "I did," he replied, wrinkling his nose. "He told me to fuck off."

      "Well, I would tell you the same thing, but I like my job."

      "I wouldn't fire you if I deserved it."

      Rhiannon raised her eyebrows and stared at him for a long moment. “You can’t fire me, you moron.”

      "Alright, I'm going," he said, unfolding himself from the chair and heading for the door. He paused and looked back at her. "I would have sent you roses."

      "You should anyway. Ratings are up," she replied, now focused on the computer again.

      Thad blinked at her, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, "Touché. So, about that date…"

      "Not in this lifetime."

      The smile disappeared in a sigh of exasperation as he pulled the door closed and walked away.

      Rhiannon couldn't help but laugh. Thad was a fair match for wit, and he didn't hold it against her when she was a little rough with the teasing. It really was part of her personality. Her mother called it a defense mechanism and was sure that her bright, beautiful daughter was going to die alone because she kept scaring all the men away.

      It was true that some men didn't know how to take her, and some were even threatened by her, especially when she made it very clear that she wasn't some moony-eyed female just waiting for a man to come along and make her life worth living. She gave as good as she got, and sometimes better, and for the most part, she ended up on her own because men either couldn't keep up with her, or didn't want to try.

      There had been a few contenders. One had lasted the better part of year, in fact. They'd lived together in that flat in Greenwich while she was interning. He wanted to be an actor, but he was terrible at it. No presence. Rhiannon tried to be supportive and instead ended up his harshest critic. She was honest, but not brutal. Everyone else was too nice to him. They all led him to believe that he was better than he was, and he was setting himself up for disaster.

      When his classes didn't go well, he blamed her. When he didn't land the parts he auditioned for, which was most of the time, he blamed her. He had come home drunk after a particularly bad audition and threatened to crack her skull open. She went to stay with some friends and never went back, except to collect her things while he was in class.

      After that, she went through a dry spell. More self-imposed than anything. There was interest. Always. She just didn't reciprocate. She focused on the work and dallied with a few casual acquaintances. A fling with a professor at NYU. A stage manager at the late-night show. A hot bartender from that club down the street.

      Rhiannon looked at the creamy white fluted flowers that Kline had sent her and puzzled over them. What did lilies mean? They weren't really romantic if you weren't in a church, and even then. Tigers and Callas were pretty and exotic, but white Easter lilies were a bit funereal. It was a lovely gesture, of course. She hadn't expected flowers. In fact, she half expected him to ghost her. Rhiannon who? That was his reputation after all.

      She'd lain in bed after Kline left, thinking through the evening, analyzing it more than she knew she should. It was a habit, and completely unavoidable considering that the man in question had been inhabiting her fantasies for almost a decade. It was all still a bit too surreal to have the poster on her wall come to life in her bed. The date had gone well, she thought, aside from the sex, which was pretty hot. They seemed to click. He seemed to really like her. But he pretended to be in love for a living, so what could she really go by?

      And he did get up and leave pretty fast after bedding her. She knew he had a son, and his kid should be a priority. She firmly believed that. It just seemed odd that Kline hadn't been too worried about getting home before they did the deed. All the talk was about being together in the morning. She'd had men make excuses and run on her before, once they'd scored.

      Rhiannon sighed. She was going to have to be careful with this one. He was dangerous. It would be easy for him to get close and do some damage. Better to be casual and not expect too much. Better to wait on his next move and see how things played out. If he didn't cancel Wednesday, that would be a good sign.

      She pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose and turned back to her work, finishing the last page and printing it off before heading into the staff meeting to go over plans for May sweeps.

      She’d been laser-focused for hours when her phone rang twice before she answered, and Kline said hello.

      "Wow--somehow I expected not to hear from you ‘til Wednesday," she said after he'd spoken.

      "Yeah well.  What can I say?  You're intoxicating and I couldn't wait.”

      "Aw, I'll bet you say that to all the girls," she said, though she could hear him smiling.

      "Just the smart, pretty ones."

      "Know a lot of those, do you?"

      "Lots of pretty.  Lots of smart. Very few pretty and smart at the same time. So," he grinned, "I had a great time last night.  We're still on for Wednesday, right?"

      "Absolutely. I never turn down a free meal," she said, then laughed. "I'm awful. I really need to stop talking. Just ignore me."

      "That would make for a very one-sided and boring conversation. Please, continue."

      "Glutton for punishment. Wow, I learn something new about you every day!" she said, the smile still in place. "Thank you for the flowers."

      "My pleasure.  I've got some Callas growing in my back garden. I love them. I thought you might."

      "Callas are very pretty, but so are the Easters you sent. Lovely blooms," Rhiannon said. "I've been getting a lot of attention today. Condolences mostly."

      "Easters?" His voice went up an octave. "Fuck! Easters? Aw, Rhiannon, I'm sorry. They were--heh--I can only imagine what you thought that meant," he started to laugh.

      "Thad asked me who died," she said, seriously.

      "Oh no," he said, shaking his head at the mistake. "What did you say?"

      "Celibacy. You should have seen his face."

      Kline laughed again. "I didn't tell him shit. He asked.”

      "He said he did."

      “You two seem close?”

      She chuckled, “He calls me his work wife, which is confusing because he has an actual work wife.”

      “He has all kinds of wives. Work, ex, current, next. All kinds.”

      They chatted until she heard a voice in his background. “It’s my PA,” he said, apologizing. “I have to go. I’ve got an appointment with the stylist and I’m meeting her down on Rodeo.”

      “Playing dress up?”

      “Shopping for the Lone Star press tour. I’m trying to get edgier.”

      “Wear a kilt.”

      “So you can look under it?”

      “Maybe.” She grinned. “Definitely.”

      “Definitely. No, though. No kilts. I will call you later and make arrangements for you to see everything you want, though. Good?”

      She laughed, “Good.”

      Rhiannon got back to work. Kline aside, she felt like she had a lot to prove. She had come into Simon Says in its fourth season. The show had won an Emmy in its first season as a spinoff from Higher Ed, but egos and tempers between the show runner and head writer meant a revolving door until both were out. She had walked into a mess that wasn’t sure whether it was a sitcom or a sitdram, with a schizophrenic storyline and a leading man who had basically become a handsome Homer Simpson.

      The cast was phenomenal, and the writing team was strong. All they really needed was a direction and for the powers that be to stop fighting like jealous gods, and give them room to be great. And thank god for that because when Rhiannon had stepped into the role it was widely known that the executive producer had hired her to put the last nail in the coffin.

      By all accounts she was too young, too inexperienced, and too much of a New York late-night writer to be a good fit for the job. Even she agreed with that, but she wasn’t about to pass up a chance at the title and the salary. So, she’d put her serious glasses on and gotten down to business digging out the threads of what had made the show great in its debut, and finding ways to knit that back into the current story arcs. It was like darning an old sock, and frankly, the sock was toast when she got to it.

      Comedy writing was hard. Situational comedy writing was even harder without falling into the trap of reducing your characters to the bare bones of what made the audience laugh. That’s what the writers had done to Thad, and it was heartbreaking to watch old episodes and see him throwing everything he had into the character of Simon Saenz, when all Simon was saying was, “D’oh.”

      The actor had been nothing if not dejected in his role when he’d met Rhiannon for the first time, and by the end of their first handshake, she had decided she was going to give him a reason to feel good about his job if it killed her. He was genuine and nice, something that was rare in any industry, much less entertainment, and he had welcomed her to the team like she was as big a name as he was, regardless of her actual inexperience. She wasn’t going to let Thad down, regardless of whatever else happened.

      The first episode of the season was hers and she’d written Simon a rollicking take on the audition process that established actors faced after a certain age. It was the old, “get me a young George Clooney” thing and was funny for the fact that “Simon” was still young and could still be gotten. The overall gag was that the teenaged boyfriend of his oldest daughter ended up getting the role. It gave Thad a chance to show off some chops as a man facing down his mortality with good humor and grace, and it set up the rest of the season as Simon started chasing down more mature roles.

      With that direction established, and a fresh outlook for the worn-out jokes about Simon’s ego and looks, the writing team took up the theme and spun gold out of the simple thread. Now the marketing team was preparing their package for the Emmys, and it actually felt like they had a shot. They fully expected that the nominations came down, Simon Says would be on the cards for both outstanding writing and leading actor in a comedy. Season five was secure, and so was Rhiannon’s reputation as she started to network slowly into the LA scene.

      The differences between New York and LA were night and day, even the parties were polar opposites. She figured it had to do with people in LA never having to worry about getting cold or rained on. Everything was love, light, and namaste. Even the knives you had to pull out of your back every now and then were dripping with false friendliness. She often found herself missing the in-your-face values of Boston, or the cold disdain of Manhattan.

      A few weeks into the scene with a handful of those parties under her belt, Rhiannon had gone out with a writer from another show, an entertainment attorney, a realtor who was trying to break into acting, and off-and-on was still seeing a guy who directed music videos and short film. She wondered about him, then remembered he was off in Europe directing some indie thing he hoped was his big break.

      He wasn’t serious because of his schedule, but maybe if he was rooted in one place, he could have potential. Distantly, she wondered about Kline’s schedule. If he started picking up more films, he’d be all over the world on location soon enough. Not that she could see herself settling down with a movie star, and no doubt that’s what he was.

      “Playtime’s over,” she growled at herself, finding she’d fallen into a daydream of what life might be like on his arm. “Work.”

      But, as soon as work was done for the day, she was cataloging the personal maintenance that needed to happen before her next date and making appointments to get everything ready for his close-ups. Just thinking about what that man had done with his tongue sent a jolt through her pelvis. Whatever she had to do to make that easier for him, she was going to do!

      
        
        Jill Parker

      

      

      "Daisies?" August laughed when Jill walked back into the kitchen of her Hollywood Hills rental with the flowers that had just been delivered. "Who sent those?"

      "I ran into Kline Scott at lunch yesterday," she said noncommittally. "Royce gave him my information. Then he spent the rest of the afternoon telling me how great it would be for my career if I could be seen around town with him."

      August slowed, looking at her as she put the arrangement down on the counter, then he plucked the card out of the holder and read it, eyes narrowing. "Well, that's presumptuous."

      "That's just Kline. He's Kline."

      "When he calls are you going to see him?"

      Jill sighed and pushed her hair back. "It's been ages, August. A decade since the last time I had any real contact with him. I'm kind of over him."

      "You never get over your first love."

      "I'm not going to argue with you. Besides, the odds of him calling are about as high as the odds of my staying in LA past this film. Decreasing by the minute."

      Dropping the card beside the flowers, August swiveled on his barstool to watch Jill go over to the window and let down the blinds, so she performed the act more than just doing it, giving him something to watch. She wasn't really unhappy with LA. In fact, she was being fussier than normal because she liked it more than she'd wanted. True, she hated the clubs and the oily suits, but she was loving the house she was in, loving the pool with the landscaped grotto, and absolutely, albeit silently, adoring the beach.

      "You're getting tan," August teased. “You can be an ice princess and a beach bunny at the same time.”

      "I’m a pool princess! Where's Lola? Don't you have something to do with her today?" Jill growled playfully, naming August's girlfriend. "Can't you go harass her? I'm sure she misses you."

      "Lola is filming today. You are the only person I have to harass at all. Lucky!"

      Jill went back to what she'd been doing before the doorbell rang; sorting invitations.  August had been helping her paw through the stack and had been instructing her on who was a Who and who was a Huh?  "How's this one?" she asked, holding up a card.  "It's to Denver Dawson's Oscar’s after party."

      "Please," he rolled his eyes.  "Denver Dawson is trying to get anyone to her do.  No.  You'll go to the Vanity Fair party."

      "I don't think I'm invited to that."

      "Of course you are, darling. You have Tonys. If you don't have a paper invite, you'll be my date."

      "Lola's gonna love that," Jill laughed, then hummed. “I’m presenting at the Grammy’s next month. Dateless.”

      “Take me. I’ll dress you.”

      She hummed again, non-commitally. Mentally sorting through her plus-one options as she went through the stack of envelopes. The divorce was going to be her headline, given that the final court date was literally days before the Grammy’s. Presenting was going to be a necessary nightmare to endure. Let the internet talk about her fashion instead of her failed marriage. If she could snag an interesting date, they would talk about that.

      When she’d finished sorting, she had more envelopes left than options. She wondered about Kline. In the past, he was always up for anything that shone a spotlight his way.

      She felt August’s eyes on her and sighed when he asked, "So are you going to see him?"

      "I've already seen him. What else is there? He looks the same."

      "Botox," August said, with a smirk.

      "I don't think so."

      He frowned. "You're right. Maybe not yet. Give him a few more years out here and he'll be having it all done."

      "We all will," she said dismissively. After a beat she looked him in the eye. "If he calls, do you want to go with me to see him?"

      "Oooh. Could I? I would kill to see the look on his face."

      She chuckled.  "So would I, actually."  Jill leaned back in her seat and sighed.  "August, it's been so long. So why, when I saw him, did I immediately feel like it only happened a month ago? Or a day ago?" In a softer voice she added, "And why did my stomach flip?"

      "Unfinished business," August replied, with a shrug as he fingered the raised lettering on one of the envelopes.

      "But it is finished. He finished it. Kaput. Buh-bye, Jill. Finished. And I'm a thirty-year-old woman now." She shuddered dramatically at the last statement.  "Twenty-nine year old woman. I'm in the middle of a divorce. Everything is different."

      "But you didn't get any answers. Even after all this time, you want to know why. Why did he just go without a word? Why did he not love you the way you loved him? Why did he have to break your heart? You never stopped loving him, Jill. You just compartmentalized the feelings and moved on. Seeing him again brought it all back."

      "Oh, he left without a word because he's a coward. He didn't love me like I loved him because--well, he just didn't. You can't make people love you. Why'd he have to break my heart? There just wasn't any other way out of it for him." She sighed again, rolling her eyes at herself.  "It's this divorce. I'm just completely unstable. Completely. Yes, come to the Grammy’s with me. Dress me. Make me over into your vision of my greatness."

      August laughed. “What a fantastic invitation. Lucky for you, I’m too desperate to get my hands on your closet to turn you down. For now? Why don't you let me take you to lunch and then we'll do some shopping? Your wardrobe is not LA. You look like an uptight ghoul. I'll have you smiling and looking like you belong here in no time."

      "Mm shopping. Lunch. You. Okay," Jill winked at him. "Let me change clothes."

      She trotted out of the room just as her phone began to ring. "Get that will you?" She called, "It's Royce. He's calling to tell me what we're doing tonight. Just write it down or something.  Or just forget it.  I don't want to know!"

      August was laughing as he picked up the phone, "Hello?" he asked mirthfully.

      She did a quick sweep through her closet, frowning. He was right. She was not outfitted for LA. Everything she had looked like Upper East Side and everything she’d seen since stepping onto the plane at Newark had been more surf than chic. August could help her build a small capsule wardrobe that would last until she could get back home.

      If she went back home. Just the word home didn’t feel right anymore.

      Finally, she chose a pair of champagne-colored, silk palazzo trousers and tucked a salmon-colored chemise into the high waist. Back in New York, she would have completed the look with pearls and nude Manolo’s, but she wasn’t in New York, so she picked up some gold hoops and wedge-heeled sandals instead. It was fine, she decided in the full-length mirror, then pulled her hair up in a ponytail that felt too casual until she wound it around into a bun. Again, she thought, fine. Adequate. Would do for the moment.

      August was pressing the end button on the phone and setting it on the counter when she walked back in. "And good riddance."

      Jill walked in, giving him a twirl to critique. "Was it Royce?"

      August rolled his eyes, "No. Unfortunately. You look lovely. Maybe studs instead of the hoops?”

      "You don’t think that’s too stiff looking? I’m going for relaxed, not chic. Who was on the call then?" she asked, pausing for a moment before adding. "Oh, was it Rhiannon?"

      "Rhiannon? That's a name I haven't heard in a while. Mm, I think chic is always preferable."

      "So, not her," Jill said, raising her eyebrows, starting to take out the hoops. "Who called?"

      "Kline Scott. You know, the movie star?" August followed her back to her bedroom where he started sifting through her jewelry. “Here. Wear these.” He handed over a pair of diamond studs.

      That made her laugh.  "You were awful to him, weren't you?"

      "I was," August smirked.  "And it felt good."

      "Oh! Oh! August, I totally forgot! Guess who I saw Kline with?"

      "Kara Viceroy. His costar on his last film."

      Jill shook her head, fastening August’s preferred earrings. "No.  I'll give you a hint." Her eyes twinkled and she thought for a moment then said, "Which handsome action star was out dancing with a winsome wordsmith?  Rumor has it that this tea party transplant once shared building space with another of the mega-star's old flames."

      August's eyes went wide.  "He's dating Rhiannon? Our Rhiannon? How did that happen? I thought she had some taste."

      "Hey! I resemble that remark! I think they’re sleeping together. I’m not sure if they are dating? She was very territorial.” Jill laughed. “She came out of the ladies looking like she was going to take my head off for talking to her man.”

      “Rowr. Well, she isn’t a shrinking violet or a shady queen like you. She’ll say it to your face. Very up front, that one.”

      “Shady queen?”

      “Mean girl? You like that better?”

      “Hey!”

      “All I’m saying is that you’re passive-aggressive and she’s aggressive. And now we’ll get to see which of those Kline likes more.” His eyes glittered with mischief as he said it.

      "Tsk! Don’t be mean!”

      "But you dumped me for him," August sniffed. "Twice."

      "You were too good for me," Jill said, swatting his shoulder.  "Shopping. Come on and I'll tell you all about last night."

      "Oh god, that's who he was with when you saw him out? Does she know about the two of you?"

      "Only if he told her. You know I don’t kiss and tell. I never named names when it came to him."

      August shook his head. "It will never last. Might be good to see him get a taste of his own medicine, actually."

      "His wife left him, August. That's strong medicine right there. Don't wish ill on him. Bad juju."

      "Juju my ass.”

      Jill transferred the contents of her purse from the black Chanel she’d worn the day before, into a cream-colored Celine that matched her sandals, and pushed her Jackie O style sunglasses up on top of her head. “Are you driving, or are we taking a car?”

      “I’m driving, Darling. This isn’t New York.”

      New York or not, once they were inside the shops the atmosphere was universal. They started at Chanel and worked their way through Hermes and Louis Vuitton with August acting as the most expensive stylist in the world. Even with her budget for spending, Jill was starting to feel lightheaded by the time they came to Prada. She wasn’t even sure she liked what he was piling up for her, but he’d been in LA for five years, so she supposed he knew what he was doing. At the very least, he knew what looked good on her.

      They were laughing together in a fitting room when August walked out ahead of her so she could come consider herself in the three-way mirror.

      "I don’t know why you need to see it. Look at it in the mirror of my eyes, darling," he said, drawling out the soapy words.  "Let me be the window to your soul!"

      All she could do was laugh and then laugh harder when she saw herself in the dress he’d chosen. Instinctively, she put her hand up to hide her naked breastbone, then froze, meeting a different set of eyes in the reflection of the middle mirror. Kline’s usually heavy-lidded bedroom eyes were wide, his head tilted with a strange smile on his face.

      “Oh...  Kline. Hello."

      As soon as she spoke, he seemed to force his face to rearrange into something friendlier, less hungry. "Hello again. Fancy meeting you here."

      August stepped out in front of her, all his Bonhomme gone. "Well, look what the wind blew in. You really are everywhere, aren't you, It Boy?"

      "Gus," Kline smiled tightly.  "That's a nice dress," he said to Jill, admiring the daring frock. "Are you looking for something for the Grammys? I heard you were presenting."

      "She's wearing an original for the Grammys," August answered.  "A little something I've cooked up."

      "I was threatening to go back to New York," Jill said, trying to inject levity. "So August brought me shopping. He's trying to convince me that LA has all there is to offer."

      Kline nodded. "The best shops. The best restaurants. Great weather. Golden opportunity on every corner. You can't ask for more."

      "Hm. I miss New York. Things feel different there," Jill said, smoothing the dress she was wearing, keeping her sternum covered. "Less fake."

      "More tension," Kline offered.

      "More fabric," Jill mused.  "This dress isn't going to work."

      "Well, there's plenty of other boutiques, darling," August said, cheerily, "and if you don't find anything you like here, we'll just go to my studio."

      "In New York, Gregor just sends things over to the apartment." She sulked slightly. 

      "We'll move Gregor out here then," August laughed.  "I'm not letting you go back now that I've got you again."

      She rolled her eyes to Kline and looked him up and down. She couldn’t help but smile. He was still just so handsome. "Get an Armani. You've got the shoulders for it."

      He nodded. "That's usually what I end up wearing. I'm thinking that I might go for something with a bit more edge to it, though. Maybe a kilt? Haven't decided."

      "I hear powder blue is making a comeback," August said, before turning to Jill again. "Let's get you out of this dress. We'll be late for the showing at Dior."

      “Not a kilt,” Jill said, shaking her head around August’s shoulder as he started to maneuver her. “Trying too hard.”

      August was moving her back toward the fitting room and she shrugged apologetically before smiling. "Go for Armani. But leave your tie undone and don't do up your top button. Do just-been-done Rat Pack edge. No one else is doing it this year. You’ll look delicious and the media will eat you up."

      He smiled. "Sounds just the thing. You always did know what looks good on me."

      "I like men. I know what looks good on men."

      "What's Gus going to be wearing?" he asked.

      Jill laughed, hoping she sounded insouciant and not desperate to get him flirting.  "Me."

      "Of course." Kline nodded. "Lucky guy."

      "Lucky me. If you'll excuse me, I have to go be undressed so he can dress me up again. I've moved into the second stage of my career, you know. August's Barbie."

      "That's sounds like a full-time job," he said, grinning. "It was great seeing you again. I'll look for you at the awards."

      "It's muse, not Barbie," August called, "now get your injection-molded-self back in here!"

      “Are you going to be at the Grammys?”

      “I did an audiobook. Got to grind to get that EGOT,” he said.

      August’s disembodied voice said, “Got to have talent to get the O and the T.”

      “I’ve got one E more than you’ll ever have!”

      “Have fun losing the G,” August called. “Angela Bassett is up in your category.”

      Jill laughed, covering her mouth with both hands before saying, “I have to go.” She waved at Kline, then turned back into the dressing room. As she did, she could hear Kline speaking to someone. “Let’s go. I want to wear Armani,” he said. “Rat Pack chic. Vintage cuff links and all.”

      August said nothing, but his mood had clearly soured, so when she was dressed again Jill asked, “Is Lola joining us for dinner?” August had invited himself along with Jill to meet with her Los Angeles management, suggesting he might be able to help steer her. She hadn’t wanted to hurt his feelings, and it was always good to have his company, so she’d agreed he could come along.

      “I hadn’t thought so.”

      “It might be nice,” Jill suggested gently, patting his chest. “I don’t know anyone out here and I’d love to have a girlfriend. It would be nice to have another girl at the table anyway. You could call her while I’m at the spa.”

      “Oh, am I getting shut out of the luxury experience?”

      “You want to sit through my makeup and blow out? God bless you. We’re meeting Royce at Giorgio Baldi. I’m sure Lola would love to join us, right? See and be seen? On your arm? Her boyfriend?”

      August grumbled but assented. “When you change for dinner, put on the Louis Vuitton strapless. It looks stunning on you, and it won’t be terrible with the jewelry you have on.”

      “Oh, high praise,” she chided him softly. So much ego to balance in such a small man.

      They took a pass through Gucci before August left her inside the Jose Eber salon with an admonishment not to do anything drastic. He jabbed a finger in her direction and said to the assistant who’d come in as he was leaving, repeating, “Nothing drastic.”

      Jill apologized after he’d gone and sighed. “He’s my Hollywood Svengali. He’s afraid I’ll ruin his creation if left to my own devices. And I might! So, nothing drastic. I just need a little more movement, maybe a little light, and then a look for the restaurant tonight.”

      “Of course! It’s so nice to have you in. I saw you in Walter Tango Foxtrot a couple of years ago. You were sensational.”

      Jill beamed at the recognition. “Thank you! I had so much fun doing that. I loved that show!”

      “Your big number in the second act–oh my god. Chills. Every time. I have the soundtrack.” The girl sang a little, “In the sunset of your smile, I watch your love fading fast, behind the clouds in your eyes, and I reach for you at last.”

      “Beautiful! Lovely! So nice!” Jill enthused. It was off-key and poorly enunciated, like a pop artist might sing it, but that was for a casting director or a Simon Cowell type to tell the girl, not her. A few minutes and several screechy bars later as the girl sang through Jill’s shampoo, Jill was wishing she’d just said, “It’s a no for me, Dog,” and been done with it.

      Jose finally appeared, horrified and apologetic, whisking her off to his chair in a private setting to get to work. Jill explained, “I can’t really change much because the studio expects the same Jill Parker they hired, but I feel so muted and so obviously from out of town. I’m going to be here a while and I’m making the rounds, so I need to just freshen it all up without changing it.”

      “Of course,” he agreed. “Nothing needs changed anyway! You’re perfect, Darling.”

      He continued to gas up her ego as he did a quick snip and trimmed some movement into her mid-back, blunt cut and painted in some face-framing highlights. In no time, with a round brush and blow dryer, he had taken her from chilly perfection to eternal spring. Then, she was off to the makeup chair for a beachy glow-up.

      When August came back for her, she had changed into the new dress he’d suggested, and was feeling more confident than she had since she’d gotten off the plane at LAX. Air kisses and hugs sent her on her way, and out into August’s car, waiting at the valet.

      “Lola’s meeting us,” he said. “I didn’t have time to drive back and get her, but I did have time to do just a little more shopping.” He passed over a bag from Cartier before easing the car out onto the street.

      “What’s this?”

      “Just a little gift to update your look for the night.”

      Jill pulled two boxes from the branded bag and found a lovely gold necklace with her initial, and small, tasteful gold hoops. “Oh, Gus! Thank you!”

      “It’s nothing. In the back? There’s a bag from Gucci. I couldn’t fathom the idea of you wearing those wedges with that dress.”

      In the time it took to get to the valet at Palisades restaurant, Jill had changed into the nude stilettos August had chosen for her and updated her jewelry to his taste. “These look all right?” she asked, as she exited the car.

      “They look amazing.”

      She took his arm and let him lead the way up to the hostess stand just in time for Royce to appear and announce their reservation. “Somewhere visible,” he told the hostess to be sure. “We want to be on the fence.”

      “Of course!”

      They were two courses in, with Lola joining them before appetizers, when Jill stood up to excuse herself to the ladies’ room. She had just passed inside the restaurant when she realized she was looking at Kline again, and she laughed. He rose as she came close to his table.

      "Trying to tell me something?" He made a show of asking the night air. 

      She felt herself smiling crookedly, "You again? Do I need a restraining order?"

      "You're in my town, love," he said, with a shrug. "Stands to reason we'd end up in the same places."

      "True, but I thought the world was bigger than this."

      “Who’re you here with?”

      “Gus–August. I keep forgetting. He hates Gus now. Ah, his girlfriend, Lola, and my manager.”

      “Here to be seen?”

      “It’s like an endless parade of me. The paparazzi are going to be tired of me before they catch on to who I am.”

      “I can’t imagine that.” He clucked his tongue then said, "I also can't help thinking I keep running into you for a reason.”

      "The reason being we're both out and about trying to be seen, and there are only a handful of really good spots for that?"

      He chuckled. "Not just that. I didn't even want to come out tonight after the shopping, and yet, here I am and here you are--"

      "And? It's a coincidence." She was feeling as breathless as his proximity had always made her when they were teens, and she was hoping it didn’t show too much. ’Act, Jill,’ she told herself. ’Do the acting.’

      "I'd like to see you on purpose," he said.  "Seriously.  I'd like for us to sit down and talk about…things."

      She hesitated. As much as she wanted him to ask to see her, she wasn’t sure she could survive another go. Besides, Kline didn’t like anything that came easily. "I don't know that we really have anything to talk about, Kline. I mean, it's been years."

      He sighed, running a hand through his hair in a familiar gesture that told her he was nervous. "A lot of years to catch up on. I have missed you, Jill."

      She bit back the response that flew to her lips and pressed them together instead. She decided to tell the truth. "Things are complicated right now, Kline. I don't know that I'm up to it. It took a long time for me to…be okay with things. Now there are other things going on and I have to focus on them. But it's not that I don't want to see you. It's good to see you. And that you're doing well."

      He released the breath he'd been holding and nodded slowly. "I understand," he said, waiting a beat before quirking the corner of his mouth and giving a slight snort. "I guess I should be thankful that you don't hate me. I'm glad to see you're doing well, and hopefully, we'll run into each other again. Soon."

      "I don't hate you," Jill said softly, reaching out to touch his hand, brushing her fingers over his before dropping her arm back to her side.  "I never did. And at the rate we're going, I'm sure we will run into each other again."

      "I look forward to it," he said, offering a smile. They locked eyes and there was a long pause before they both started speaking, making excuses to get back to their tables. Kline wished her well, leaning in to kiss her cheek, before walking away.
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