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To my Marcus. I am my best self when I’m with you.
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The worst sound to hear in a private jet cruising at thirty-thousand feet is the rattle of two ice cubes in an empty Scotch glass.


Okay, the worst sound to hear in an airplane at that altitude might be one of the engines exploding into a million little pieces. Or the pilot shrieking in panic, that’s probably not a good sound to hear, either. Of course I’m not talking about cataclysmic noises. But I’m thirsty, and I’m irritable, so this is my state of mind at the moment.


I rattle the ice cubes together again. I look for the flight attendant. She looks in the other direction. On purpose. There are only two of us passengers on the plane, for crying out loud.


Andy looks over at me. “What has you so keyed up?”


I sigh. I’ve clearly annoyed Andrew Pettigrew, world-famous actor and my number-one client. That’s saying a lot, because the man is a saint, and the man has a toddler, and his patience is as deep as the ocean.


“I don’t know. I just want to get there,” I say, trying to focus on something besides the empty glass in my hand.


Andy doesn’t let it go. “Are you sure it’s not about Ashley?”


I scoff. “Definitely not. I’m done seeing her, anyway.”


“Why?”


“She has this weird, baby-fine hair.” I feel more annoyed now.


Andy shakes his head. “So? I can’t believe we’re talking about her hair.”


“So, I’m not dating anyone with hair like that. It’s finer than baby Quincy’s hair. She’ll probably be bald before she’s thirty.”


This comment does not sit well with Andy. He rolls his eyes. “You are not exactly knocking it out of the park on the hair business, Jeremy.”


“Shut it, Andy.” I self-consciously run a hand through my hair. For the record, Andy teases me about this because he knows it’s a sore spot. My hairline may have receded a bit, but that’s it. I promise, I’m not even close to a comb-over.


He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes, opens them, and points past me. “Just look out the window so I won’t be forced to throw you from the plane at thirty-thousand feet.”


I do as I’m told. I never follow directions. Never have. But my best client is also my best friend, and I’d like to keep it that way.


Does he know he’s my best friend? I think so. Yes. I’m pretty sure. I don’t fucking know. Yes.


My name is Jeremy King, and I am one of the most powerful agents in Hollywood.


I may or may not have a best friend. I may not have any friends past that at all.


Don’t feel sorry for me, or I will kick you in the balls.


This may be why I have no friends.


But let me tell you what I do have.


I own a Tesla Model S, white. I paid cash for Marlon Brando’s house in the Hollywood Hills. If you don’t know who he is, you are a dumb ass and should go look him up right now if I am supposed to put up with you for the rest of the story.


I’ll wait for you to put some of his movies in your cart on Amazon. You can watch them later.


I mean, really. He was the star of Streetcar Named Desire, for Christ’s sakes. A complete bad ass. Please don’t tell me you haven’t heard of him.


You should stop reading now, too, if you have any illusions that in finding any kind of love, I will change in some way and sprout a heart of gold. The only gold I have is on my wrist – Rolex Cosmograph Daytona, thank you very much.


I am a loyal friend. I take care of people who take care of me.


I am fierce, and I am the fiercest in my field. Do not cross me.


And I have everything I want.


Go away if you think I’m going to have one of those moments where I look out at the ocean and feel all hollow and run through the rain to knock on some chick’s door and profess my love to her.


I rep movie stars, but never once for a minute have I ever thought that life works the way movies do.


“You can stop pouting now, J,” Andy says. He must be speaking to me again.


“Pondering, not pouting. But if you say anything about my hair thinning again, I will cut you.” I loosen my tie and swallow the last of my Scotch.


“We’re on vacation. You need to lighten up.”


I wave a hand, dismissing the comment. “I’m never on vacation. I’m working from the field.”


“Cell service is shitty on the South Fork.”


“I can survive without it, don’t you worry.” I change the subject. If I don’t, I’ll break out in hives. “Anyway. How’s the fam? You talk to them before we left?”


“Kelly was putting Q down for a nap. She couldn’t talk very long. Hunter had a birthday party to go to, and apparently some older kid was going to pick him up and they were driving together to it. Kelly was worried about it. I told her not to.”


I shake the cubes in my glass one more time, hoping the flight attendant catches the hint. She just shoots me a glare and crosses her long legs the other way. Maybe I shouldn’t have made that crack about the mile-high club when we got on.


I look at Andy. “Kelly should be worried. A teenage driver she doesn’t know is a risk to Hunter, bro. Plus if she drives him she can check and see if the parents are home and that Hunter isn’t lying his ass off.”


Andy smiles at me. “That almost sounds like you care about the well-being of my step son, J. Nicely done.”


“Whatever. Did you read that script that I sent you?”


He shakes his head. “I didn’t like the synopsis. Ghost of Al Capone and a modern-day accountant track down his hidden money? Rotten idea.”


“I don’t care if it sucks. Take the meeting to meet the director, Rye Burnsides. What you want is to take a pass on the weak script, but get in line for his next project, the one where he gets a decent script. This one’s going to die on the vine, anyway. The financing is looser than your grandma.”


“That is the weirdest metaphor I’ve heard from you yet.”


I change the subject again. “Take the meeting. And is this plane ever going to land? The river’s going to dry up before we get there at this rate. Or Todd’ll have drunk all the beer.”


“Thank for your consideration on that front, by the way. I love it when you drink in front of me.”


“You’re always welcome to go in another room.”


“You’re drinking right now. We’re on a plane. There is no other room.”


“Now I feel guilty. Jesus.” I set the glass down and stop trying to get a refill. But only because he’s my best/only friend.


“Exactly the point. I promise to smoke Cohibas with you, though.”


“You have to on the river—it’ll keep the mosquitoes away.”


“That’s Alaska. Idaho isn’t overrun. This fishing lodge is paradise, I swear to you. When Kelly took me and her dad there, it was like heaven on earth. Cool, not humid, not terribly buggy, and best of all, in the middle of nowhere. I went to the c-store at the crossroads almost every night to get doughnuts just because not a single person recognized me. It’s heaven. I’m not even kidding.”


The plane lurches to the right.


I clutch at my armrests. “I guess I’ll get to see heaven one way or another. I don’t like bumps like that when I’m flying.”


“I’m sure it’s nothing.”


“Whatever. Let’s just get on the ground and get to the fishing and bonding and cigar smoking. It’s way overdue.”
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Finally we put down in Idaho Falls, Idaho, of all God-forsaken places.


Andy seems pretty relaxed. A private plane means a private terminal, and no commotion.


Last summer Andy got married to Kelly. He’s got a kid. Quincy, a little girl. She’s cute if you like drool. He’s got kids, really, counting the two stepsons he’s got. He’s thirty-three, a year younger than me, and he’s a family man.


I don’t know if it’s to celebrate or what, but he planned this trip out, told us about it on the bachelor golf trip we took. Tucker, his bodyguard, and Todd, his childhood friend, are coming, too. They took a different flight in from the East Coast, so they’re waiting for us there already.


We’ll fish, hang out, chill. I’d say drink, but Andy’s been sober for more than three years now, so I’ll drink, but try not to be too blatant about it. No sense in pissing him off.


Todd I don’t like much, but Tucker’s a good guy. I can always fish farther down the river from Todd if he starts working on my last nerve.


Part of me freaks when I think about being this far away from the office for a full week, but I pay people to freak out for me, so some junior agent can do my bidding while I soak up a little peace and clean air.


I’ve got one deal cooking, but I think it’s not going to gel until I’m back. It’s with Amanda Walters, Andy’s old co-star, who just about blew all her chances of everything when she got mixed up in harassing Andy. But he forgave her, so I didn’t have to drop her as a client the second I signed her. And that stupidity never made the press, so she was able to save face. What jealous ex hires a paparazzo to slash a co-star’s tires, just ‘cause he’s banging somebody who’s not you, I don’t know, but that’s what Amanda did to Andy. I don’t know why anybody would obsess like that.


But I’m not a chick. So, there’s that.


But maybe it’s not a girl thing. It might just be a Hollywood thing. This business twists people’s brains. Any grey matter that might have helped a star make good decisions, LA fries it to a pulp. Quicker if you live there full time. Hell, if I went to twenty million auditions and heard how they didn’t like the bump in my nose (I have a great nose, that’s just a hypothetical) or that I needed bigger tits (obviously not me), I’d be warped, too.


Anyway, crazy Amanda might just get a very big deal and it might happen soon, but I don’t think it’s happening this week.


And I can always fly out early.
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Andy and I pick up the rental car, and it’s a big Yukon beast of an SUV. We have a little ways to drive, east toward Jackson and Yellowstone.


I’d stay right in Jackson, if it were my trip, but I get it—Andy wants secluded. The South Fork of the Snake River in BFE, Idaho, definitely qualifies for secluded.


I’d just like a bar besides the one on the property, and I don’t know if either town nearby is worth the drive. Plus, from my experience, when a bunch of LA types show up in a cowboy bar, they get their asses kicked (Not me personally; okay, me personally. I’m not welcome in Amarillo, Texas, anymore. Long story.).


“Tell me again about this place,” I say.


We’re driving. Andy drives. He never gets to drive himself around, so he gets a kick out of it. I don’t give a shit.


He looks at me. “We have a whole house. Thirty feet from the river. There’s a lodge, a fly shop, a restaurant, a bar for Mr. Insensitive, world-class guides, brown trout and rainbow and Yellowstone cutthroat, and the fly hatch right now is crazy, which means we’ll be catching fish like you catch wannabe starlets at Coachella.”


I nod. “I like the idea of the house. I hate being forced to eat dinner in a little restaurant with a bunch of heart surgeons from San Jose or litigation lawyers from Chicago.”


“We might have to share the river with them, though. I might be a movie star, but I wasn’t movie star enough to rent the whole resort out. There’ll be other people there.”


“I don’t care, and I’m glad, by the way. I like you to keep some of that money—I may need to swindle you out of it at some point. When your career cools off, you know.”


Andy slams on the brakes. “Shit.”


“What? Jesus, you’re going to kill us.” Maybe I do mind that he’s driving. Not doing it very much may be making him suck at it. “Did you run something or someone over?”


“No, I think I missed the turn for the highway.”


I pick up my phone, prepared to navigate. “What exit was it supposed to be? What’s the GPS say?”


“Exit 311.”


“It’s not supposed to be very long from here. Like forty-five minutes. Are you sure you missed it?”


He squints his eyes for a minute in the growing dusk and then shakes his head. “Oh, no, there it is up ahead.”


“Do not get us lost. This is Donner Party territory.”


“No, it’s not. That’s California at the top of the Sierra Nevada Mountains in the middle of a blizzard. We’re in Eastern Idaho in June. Cool it with the drama. The people around here are very nice.”


“Whatever you say. I don’t plan on meeting any of them anyway, so what do I care?”


Andy shoots an eyebrow up. “No plans to meet anyone? Say it ain’t so, Jeremy King of the horn dogs.”


“What girl would I meet when I’m landing a brown trout? Summerteeth, and though there may be an advantage to no teeth, it doesn’t outweigh having to look her in the eye in the morning.”


“I’m going to regret asking this. Summerteeth?”


“You know, she’s got some of her teeth.”


“Jesus Christ, Jeremy.” But then he laughs, so I’m happy.
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We drive down the single-lane highway. The night’s getting darker and darker. I spot a couple elk on the right side of the road, but I don’t say anything to Andy. I don’t want him to freak out about them and drive off the side of the road.


One of my clients hit a moose driving up in Alaska and totaled his car. He damn near died. They have moose around here, too. I grip the door handle a little tighter and silently bless the rental car agency for the Yukon.


“Here it is. This is the loop. Hang on.” Andy brakes and makes a hard left.


I grab the dash and my door handle. “We’re going fishing, for Chrissakes. Can you not give me a heart attack? This is supposed to be relaxing.”


The lodge’s sign looms large in the headlights, and Andy pulls into the parking lot.


We get out. There are four other cars in the lot.


Andy looks left and right. “I don’t know which way our house is.”


“What’s Tucker driving?”


“Todd was supposed to text me, but he didn’t,” Andy says.


“Surprise, surprise.”


Andy raises an eyebrow, a caution. “Attitude.”


“Fine.”


“Just come in with me, and we’ll get up to speed.”


I tag along behind him. It’s not too late. I wonder how busy the check-in desk will be.


Here’s the weird thing about hanging out with world-famous, impossibly good-looking, movie-star-of-the-decade Andy Pettigrew: I brace myself anytime we go anywhere in public.


It’s gotten to be a reflex, I swear. We walk through a doorway, and basically one of three things will happen:


1. They know he’s coming. Glass-shattering squealing ensues. Tucker has to save all of us from being crushed. I always wish I was wearing earplugs.


2. They don’t know he’s coming. Someone spots him, and everybody freaks out. Nine hundred people ask to take their picture with him. If we’re quick enough, we get out of wherever we are without the squealing.


3. Some miracle occurs, and we fly through whatever location it is as fast as we possibly can because how fucking lucky are we, no one has noticed him, so hurry the hell up and don’t push our luck.


It’s a weird thing, though. At first I had these jealous fits about it. You know, like, no one ever in the history of ever will make that big a deal over me.


Then I kind of figured out that most of us go through our lives with no one making a big deal if we walk into a room. Us normal people, we don’t cause a commotion.


Except I guess what I’d like to experience is when there is one person who does care when I walk in the room. One person who does make a big deal out of it when I arrive. One person whose face lights up. Some woman, when I walk in the room, her face will light up.


I’m still waiting on that one.


Andy waves me on. “Leave the bags. Let’s go check in.”


“Lead on.”


We enter through a door with antlers on it, and into a lobby with animal heads. Not a surprise, I guess. It is Idaho.


No squealing. Thank God.


There’s an old grandpa-type sitting in front of a fireplace, reading a newspaper. No fire, though, since it is June. It’s late, but the sun didn’t go down too long ago, so it’s not cold or anything. Andy always goes on and on about Boise and how light it stays in the summer. I never listen but I guess I get it. Long twilight is cool, more time to play.


Besides Grandpa, the lobby is empty. There are voices drifting from the restaurant and bar, but that’s it.


The front desk is deserted.


“Hello?” Andy stands there, and I can see his hand over the bell on the desk. His nice brain is going over the whole, “Ring it? Don’t ring it?” dilemma that nice people with nice brains do.


I have an impatient brain who would like me to feed it a beer, so I give the bell a nice, hearty ring.


“Jeremy, for crying out loud. Give them a minute to come out front.”


“Why? There’s a bell on the counter. Pretty sure that means it’s there to be rung.”


We stand for another second. Andy shifts his weight from foot to foot uncomfortably. He’s probably starting to feel like a sitting duck. Too long in a lobby, he’s bound to get spotted.


“Hello, we need to check in!” I yell. Andy throws an elbow.


There’s a loud crash from the back room. It sounds like a big piece of metal.


“MOTHER of PEARL!” Someone didn’t expect that crash. Someone who is a girl.


I smile and raise an eyebrow. Now, I’m interested.


She comes in the room backward, ass first. She’s dragging two metal lids, and one of those buffet dishes that they always have at weddings.


It’s a nice ass. In jeans, faded and without any of that sparkly crap on the pockets.


She hasn’t turned around yet when she speaks. “You didn’t hear that, did you?”


I speak up before Andy can. “Every word.”


She drops the lids and the dishes. “Guess I’m fired.” She turns around.


I get a good look at her for the first time. Petite. Nice rack, nice-shaped hips. Blonde hair, but she’s dyed the ends dark brown. She looks straight at me. Big hazel eyes.


I smile, hold her gaze. “Hi. You got fired? For what?”


“Scratch that. Can I help you gentlemen?” She licks her lips and pastes on a fake smile.


I wait. Here’s the part where she goes all ape-shit over Andy, finally looks at him and loses it. Then I listen to nine years of her reminding him of all the movies he’s been in (What? He was in Redcoats Rising? Oh my guh!).


“We need to check in.” I say it. Andy’s just standing there.


“Okay. Sorry again.” She just looks at me. “Have I seen you somewhere?”


I stand a little taller. “What?”


She’s still looking right at me. “Have we met before?”


This is new. She must’ve noticed Andy. “I don’t think so. I’d remember someone who used that curse.”


She casts her eyes down on her mess and shakes her head. “Sorry. I’m way off my game. I sliced my hand open this afternoon, helping a guest.” She holds up her left hand, bandaged around the palm. “I shouldn’t be telling you this. Or talking to you. But you do look familiar. Let me check you in. Sorry, sorry, sorry.”


“It’s no problem. You’re human. I’m Jeremy. Jeremy King. But the room’s under Tucker Caldwell, I think.”


She digs through a box full of receipts with keys attached, finds what she’s looking for, and takes a huge breath. She plucks a key out and looks up at me. “Here we are. You’re in The Residence, just follow the lighted path at the east end of the lot. Your friends are here already. You’re all taken care of, Mr. King.” This must be what her hospitality is supposed to look like.


“Got that game face back on. Good on ya’, way to rally.” I smile again.


The phone in front of her rings, and she answers it.


“Front desk.” Someone tells her something that makes her frown. “No chafing dishes? Fine. No, I can put them away. Fine.” She hangs up and turns her attention to me again, pasting the smile back on her face. “Sorry for the interruption. If you gentlemen need anything else, let me know.”


I consider a line, but nothing really good comes to me. “Just hoping your night improves.”


She crinkles her brow. “I guess. Have a good night. Thanks for being understanding.”


She turns around and kicks the chafing dish, the lids, kicks them back into the back room. As soon as she’s out of sight, the curses erupt again. “SCUM-SUCKING WEINER DOGS! FOR THE LOVE OF READING RAINBOW AND ALL THAT IS HOLY!”


I take the key and turn around to pick up my bag. “Well, that was interesting.”


Andy looks stunned. “She never even made eye contact with me.”


“Oh, poor neglected movie star boy. Not every girl with a nice ass is going to fawn all over you.”


“Excuse me?” She’s back at the front desk. She heard that last thing. She looks like she might punch me with that bandaged hand.


“We were just leaving. My apologies.” I turn tail and get out of the lobby as fast as I can.


But, but, she never once freaked out over Andy Pettigrew. Maybe there’s hope for me after all. After she gets past the wanting to punch me part.
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We get out the doors and carry our bags down the path the girl mentioned.


I’m still thinking about her. “I didn’t see if she had a name tag. Did you see a name tag?”


Andy looks at his phone. “What?”


“The girl at the front desk. Did you see if she was wearing a name tag?”


He shakes his head. “I was too busy watching the two of you.”


“What do you mean?” I feel something clench deep in my gut. I ignore it.


“The two of you, staring at each other. Batting eyelashes at each other, you smiling your pearly, toothy, sharky smile.”


I wave a hand. “Whatever. What I noticed is her ample ass.”


Andy smiles. “And she noticed, no, actually, heard you talking about it. Well done, my friend.”


We are at the end of the pathway, and a large log lodge rises above us.


“No worries. I’ll charm her. Plus, it was a compliment. I’d say a woman should be glad to know if a guy admires what she looks like.”


Andy leads us up the stairs to the front door. “Jeremy King and charm are not two words that come up together very often.”


The front door is open, and Todd is in the doorway. “Snake charming and Jeremy King, yes. Charming and Jeremy, no.”


Todd. Fuck him. I’ve never liked him, and he always acts like because he was Andy’s friend first, he’s Andy’s best friend. Bullshit, I say. And the poser rocker thing? It’s old. He needs to own up to the fact that he and his smug face and self-referential band name (Oxford Comma? Yeah, you’re hilarious) are a flash in the pan that flashed two years ago.


But my biggest complaint about Todd Ford, alleged best friend and supposed musician? When Andy was struggling with alcohol, Todd was clueless. He took Andy out to clubs, encouraged the drinking. Total dumb ass. Andy says that it was his own decision to go out with Todd back then, but let me tell you, I’m not a pro at letting things go. Having a long memory has served me well in my business. History in Hollywood can sink a movie deal in a heartbeat, so I make sure I know the history.


I acknowledge him. “Todd.”


He does the same. “Jeremy.”


“Hey, brother.” Andy smiles wide as he comes up the stairs to the door.


Todd gives Andy a “bro-hug”—you know, the handshake with one hand and the hug with the other. They part, and Todd takes Andy’s suitcase. Suck-up.


I sigh and go inside to find my bedroom.


“That was quite a sigh.” Tucker, Andy’s bodyguard, sits on the couch in the living room. There’s a huge fireplace, and river rock surrounds it and climbs to the vaulted ceiling. Tucker takes up the whole couch. He fits right in to the oversize décor. He’s a beast.


“Could be a long week. Just sayin’.” I think back to the front desk and wonder if I’d get slapped if I went back over to talk to her.


“A long week of choice fishing.” Andy drops his backpack by the stairs. “Tuck! Come here, you.”


Tucker springs from the couch in a way that scares me—he’s too fast for a guy that big. I’ve seen him lay a guy out who came at Andy from the crowd at Cannes once. Don’t try that. Trust me.


Now, though, he just hugs Andy. He claps him on the back, and I can hear it from over by the couch.


I get down to the details. “Did you guys pick rooms?”


Todd opens the fridge and plucks a beer out, cracks it. “Saved the one with the hot tub on the deck for Andy.”


I swallow. “And I get?”


Andy points at me. “Don’t start. There’s not a bad room in this place. You get the one next to mine.”


I grab my bags and take them upstairs. He’s right. I swing my bedroom door wide and walk into a large room with a king-sized bed and wide windows facing the river. The river’s almost purple under the moonlight.


I’m not outdoorsy. I live in LA. If I was the type to pine for the pines, I’d have shriveled up and died a long time ago, choked out by the smog.


What do I love about LA? I love Indian food on Mondays, Thai Tuesdays, the Lakers and concerts at the Staples Center and driving my Tesla down the PCH. I like buying bespoke and eating at SoHo House.


LA and I just fit. I wasn’t born there, but I should’ve been. I don’t even mind the traffic. It’s just an excuse to hang out in my car longer.


But tonight, I decide to walk out into the great outdoors. I hope that some pissed-off grizzly bear isn’t looking for a snack.


Most mornings we’re here I’ll have to drag Andy out for a run. He’s got a shoot coming—he’s going to have to fly straight to Toronto with me after our boys’ week. He needs to look lean and mean.


In LA I lift three days and run two. Sometimes I hike in the hills on Sundays. Usually it’s when I’m wooing some actress. Especially if she likes dogs. Take her and her dogs on a hike early Sunday, buy her a coffee at the Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf, get a treat for the dog, offer to make her breakfast at my house—have you ever hung out with a woman on a Sunday? It’s the non-date that gets you to scoring position faster than any come-on in a club will, I guarantee.


Really, I doubt you’re a guy if you’re reading this, but if you are, sit at the feet of a master. I can tell you how to get a woman in bed. You tell me what she likes, I’ll tell you the way into her boudoir.


Is she a Midwestern girl? I bet she loves football. Find out her favorite team, fly her to their stadium, invite her dad, get a meet and greet. Ka-ching. You will score.


New Yorker? Carriage ride doesn’t cut it, my friend, and don’t try the cheap-ass last minute Broadway tickets thing unless you never want to get past a cozy hug. Do not pass go, do not collect her panties in the inside pocket of your suit jacket.


No, you take her with you to ring the opening bell of Wall Street, and follow it with pancakes on the roof of a penthouse overlooking the Park, then let her sit in with you on a fitting session for New York Fashion Week. Make sure the designer fusses over her and signs a first-edition charmeuse scarf for her before you go.


LA ladies love trips to surf school in Cabo for a quick weekend, sure to be followed by quickies on the corporate jet.


I am good. Make an experience for the girl, make her feel special, make her feel like she’s the only one you’ve ever done something so thoughtful for, and you will have her where you want her. I like the little touch of cooking breakfast for her, preferably before I’ve had sex with her. Cooking after conquest is awkward.


My favorite parting is to woo her, bed her in the afternoon, put her in a cab or on a plane when she’s got somewhere to go. Then I’m on set, busy-busy, off to a premiere on the other side of the world.


They don’t usually feel abandoned or dumped. They usually feel like they’ve had this amazing experience. Kind of like a visit to Disneyland. You don’t live there. You just soak in the adventure and then jet back to your real life.


That’s what the Jeremy King experience is like.


Sure, I’ve done the long-term dating thing before. They tend to be either man-eating actresses or agent colleagues, and it doesn’t tend to go well. I do like the thrill of the chase with a tough case like that, but if we date for more than a few weeks, I get claustrophobic or she gets crazy. Either way it ends, and then she usually wants to bury me in the business world.


There’s a half knock at my door, and Andy strolls in. “Well?”


He wants my approval. One of the reasons I dig this guy. He still wants my approval, even though he could go get another agent and pay him handsomely to constantly voice approval for anything Andy might do.


“First-rate, Andy. Still not sure how long I can take all the quiet and nature before I go stir-crazy.”


He plops down on my bed, reclines. “There’s still TV, still us. Still poker games, where I intend to bankrupt you, by the way.”


“Not a chance.” I unzip my suitcase and dig for the Cubans. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for a beer and a cigar.”


He’s about to answer when his phone buzzes, and he fishes it out of his pocket. “See you out on the porch for one of the cigars but not one of the beers, my ever-thoughtless friend.” He points to the phone. “I’ve got to take this—it’s Kelly.” He gets off the bed and takes three long strides out of my bedroom. “Hey, Kells. What’s up?”


I find the cigars in my bag and stroll out on my deck to light up.


I mentioned a drink again, in front of my friend the recovering alcoholic. I’m an ass.


It probably would serve me right now to say that I don’t always intend to be an ass. Plenty of times I do, don’t get me wrong. Getting a rise out of someone, getting them off center, it’s a brilliant business tactic. God, get somebody steamed, and he shows you all of his cards. It really works. I can’t tell you how many deals I’ve completely scored extra packages or percentage points on the back end of the movie because I got someone so off-kilter he showed his hand.


Sometimes the deal goes down in flames because of me and my ass-ish behavior, but more often than not, the way I act is to my advantage.


But there are times when I’m not deliberately a dick. I just don’t think. I forget to be considerate. Is that redundant—not considering to be considerate?


One time in college, a girl broke up with me because she was a vegetarian and I ordered a pepperoni pizza. It wasn’t the ordering of it that completely drove her over the edge—it was the part where I asked why she couldn’t just pick the pepperonis off. This was inconsiderate, apparently.


Or the assistant who quit because I asked her to pick up a mega-pack of toilet paper when she asked what she could do on the way out to a big after-party for a client’s movie premiere. It was in Malibu, and hey, she asked, and hey, the house we’d rented was brand-new and didn’t have toilet paper, and I was already there, and if she wanted to be helpful but only in ways that she didn’t consider “demeaning,” she should have been clear about that in the phone call.


I take people literally a lot of the time, and the rest of the time I am too goddamned busy to worry if what I say to you is going to hurt your feelings or not, or if I’ve thought about all the ins and outs of asking a person to do something.


Yes, I will ask my assistant to go to the animal shelter to look for a client’s lost cat. I will tell a stylist to stop dressing my client like a streetwalker; I don’t give a shit what her “artistic sensibility” is. If I think the dailies are coming back on a movie and my star looks like he’s underwater because the color wash is so blue, I will say something.


And I forget that Andy doesn’t drink anymore.


I used to say “so shoot me” in regards to my bad memory/basic lack of consideration. You know, “I forgot that you just broke up with your partner of ten years when I asked if you and he wanted to come out to the after party with me. So shoot me.” Then a director told me once he’d take me up on that offer (you know, to shoot me) after the film wrapped. I reflected and decided I shouldn’t push the power of suggestion.


I turn over the latest in my long string of forgetful moments as I light up a cigar and survey the river in front of me.


It’s quiet. The evening is warm and still, no breeze. There aren’t trees along the shore line. Just scrubby sage and bushes at the water’s edge.


Across the river, I spot movement. A moose picks its way down to the water. He moves slowly, in no particular hurry, it seems. I’ve never seen a moose in real life.


I think to take a picture and curse my luck—my phone’s inside on the bed. I look left and right, but no one else is outside on the deck.


Some moments are meant just for you and your mind: no sharing, no telling. I guess this is one of them.


I breathe in deeply as the moose slips into the river, then swims across. He takes his time, head bobbing up and down in the current through the deepest part. Soon, though, he’s back in shallow waters. He walks to the water’s edge on our side, nibbles the leaves off a shrub for a moment, and then climbs out and lopes away, disappearing into a stand of pine trees to the right of the lodge.


“Wow.” I whisper it to myself.


“I know, right?”


I jump straight up. Where did that come from? I look down off the porch. Just below me, on a path between the house and the river, the girl from the front desk stands looking up at me. She has a fishing rod in one hand and a pack of cigarillos in the other.


“Jesus! You scared the shit out of me.”


“Please don’t curse in front of me,” she says. She cranes her neck to look up at me. Too bad she’s wearing a regular t-shirt—another shirt and I’d have a glorious view of her cleavage.


I lean over the railing to get a better look at her. “What? I seem to recall you yelling some interesting things at the main lodge.”


“Yeah, but not one of them was a bad word. I’m trying to quit.”


“Aren’t you supposed to be treating me with the guest courtesy I witnessed at the front desk? You seem awfully casual for one of the help.”


She tosses her head. “When you commented on my butt you lost your guest standing. Now you’re just another jack”—she leaves off. “Crud. See? You almost made me cuss.”


“You’re gonna be fun.” I can feel my interest in her rising, so to speak. “Come up and have a drink with me.”


“You don’t even know my name. Besides, I’m headed down to fish.” She holds the rod up as proof.


“What’s your name?”


“Macy.”


“Come up and have a drink with me, Macy.” She’s petite, but those luscious curves, they beg to be ridden. I could have some serious fun with this one.


“No can do, Mr. King. No messing with the guests. I could lose my job.” She shakes her curls. I like the blonde thing. The dyed-brown tips, I don’t get, but I like blondes.


“Mr. King? That’s how we’re playing it? Then what’s your last name?”


“Summerlin. Like Summerwind, but with an L. And no D.”


“Miss Macy Summerlin, I wish you’d reconsider.” I smile and flash as many teeth as I can. People tell me I have a nice smile.


“Mr. King, you have a nice night. I’m walking down to the river.” She turns and starts to walk that way when she stops for a second and turns around again for a minute. “And please, if you’re going to say something else about my booty, wait ‘til I’m out of earshot.”


“Watch out for our moose friend.” I tip an imaginary hat to her.


She salutes me with that bandaged hand. “Always.”


I watch her walk away, I do admire that ass, and I wonder again how she sliced that hand up.


She spoke to me, so that helps. She even told me her name. She didn’t seem too chapped about the comment at the front desk. Maybe I have a chance.


I’m at a disadvantage here. In LA, my reputation precedes me. My money shows women I have power, and that usually gets some play, too. I can always tell if a woman is a wannabe actress, and depending on my mood, or how quickly I’d like to get laid, a would-be starlet is an easy date. A lot of times those kind of girls are no fun, though. I can see right through them, and I don’t like to be played for a fool because I may be a lot of things, but I’m definitely not anything close to a fool. I’m the smartest guy in a room. Always. I’d be done in my business if I weren’t.


Anyway, some girl who thinks she can get some play with an agent by romancing him is the dumb one. It’s hard not to want to hand over some sort of pre-printed statement. It’d look like this:


The man in front of you is an agent. Yes, he’s a talent agent. No, he’s not seeking any more clients at this time. No, not even if you give the best hummer west of the Mississippi. Still not taking you on as a client (not disinterested in the blow job, though, if you’re just giving them out). No, he won’t pass your headshot along to anyone else, either. No, he won’t introduce you to a director, or an actor, or a manager, or another agent. If you’re still interested in getting into his pants, let’s discuss that hummer.


It’d save a lot of time, I’m not kidding. I could get a “Yes, I know Andy Pettigrew, and no, you can’t meet him” tattoo, too, which would also save a lot of time.


But still, in LA I’ve got game. Here, I guess I’m just another guy with money, which, judging by the check Andy had to write to secure this private lodge for the week, is who this place caters to. Maybe something else will appeal to Macy. Maybe there’s another way in.


I just need to find out what it is.
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I stroll back into the house, through my room, and go to find the other guys. Andy’s off the phone, done with his domestic check-in. Tucker stands over at the stove, managing two big pots.


“What’s for dinner?” I didn’t realize I was hungry.


Tucker lifts a spoon to reveal a noodle dangling from it. “Spaghetti. And don’t give me some paleo crap. We’re on vacation, and you can eat carbs. Don’t be a baby.”


He’s usually the one worried about his intake, but he’s huge, so I try to keep the Tucker criticism to a minimum. Plus, if anything bad ever goes down on the red carpet, I want his instinct to be to shield me along with Andy, not push me out in front as a target.


Andy pulls a stack of plates from the cupboard. “Where’s Todd?”


“I was out on the deck of my room. Haven’t seen him.” If he were lost for the duration of our trip, it wouldn’t bother me.


“How was the view?” Andy asks.


“You want to hear about the moose or the girl?” I consider the girl. Macy.


“A girl? Do tell.” Tucker feigns interest. He’s gay. He doesn’t care. Andy said he thinks Tucker might even be dating someone in LA, but he doesn’t pry. I want to know, and I have no problem prying, but Tucker’s never brought it up, so maybe Andy doesn’t really know what he’s talking about.


Andy points to a chair. “That girl from the lobby?”


I nod. “Macy.” I sit down.


“You got a name, huh? That’s got to be a good sign.” Andy joins me. “Should we start the betting pool now? I’m betting it takes you three days to bed her, and one day after that for her to hate your guts. Tucker?”


Tucker brings a large pasta bowl with the tossed spaghetti. “No bets for me. I’d be betting against Jeremy, and he hates to lose, or against some poor innocent country girl.”


Todd strolls in from the other room. “Something smells good.” He looks around the table and chooses the chair across from me.


“Where’ve you been?” Andy hands him the salad bowl.


“On the phone. Trying to get this next tour set up.” He shakes his head. “But that’s boring. What were you people talking about?”


I prepare to stomp on Andy’s toes to keep the Macy thing from coming up, but he gets what I want without me using brute force.


“What we need to talk about is tomorrow’s fishing.” Andy changes the direction of the conversation, and I relax my grip on my fork.


How to woo Macy and not show my hand to double-oh-douchebag sitting across from me preoccupies me for the rest of the dinner.


After dinner, Tucker pulls out his laptop, Todd goes out front to smoke, and Andy gets on the phone in his room to FaceTime the fam. I sit on the couch and read all the different news outlets on my tablet—Variety, Hollywood Reporter, all the online entertainment websites. I usually have Esther, my assistant, do a compilation and give me a brief on what’s been said about our clients the day before. If something big has happened (one of my clients drunk tweets about an ex, one of our stars slips up and makes an off-the-cuff remark about current events—it should be illegal for actors to have opinions about global politics), then I’ll make calls and get a publicist on it. Most of my clients have a team. I’m usually the lead, though some of them lean more heavily on their manager. Then they’ll have a publicist, a lawyer, a stylist, an accountant, and who knows what else.


But when the chips are down or it’s money on the line, it’s all up to me. I negotiate. I make deals. I make movies happen for my clients. Most of the time, when an actor works with me, his only job is to do his job well and try not to screw up off-camera.


Tucker chuckles.


“What?” I’m curious. Most of the time when I see him, he’s all business.


“There’s just a funny GIF my aunt posted. It’s a kid.”


I shrug. “I’m not much for babies. I don’t like children much at all. Q’s the exception.”


“It’s not a human kid, it’s a baby goat.” He smiles. “You wanna see it?”


I look at him for a minute without answering. He stares back at me.


When I don’t respond, he nods. “Right, I forgot. You have no sense of humor.” He smiles at me and goes back to his computer.


I feel a little defensive. Not a lot, because God knows I’m not really known as the jokester of the group. If I’m not taken seriously, I’m out of a job.


“I’ve been known to laugh at stuff.”


Tucker doesn’t even look up. “Uh-huh. You keep telling yourself that.”


“What’s it gain me if I’m Mr. Laugh Riot? Tell me that.” Now I sound a little defensive.


Tucker stops and thinks about that for a minute. “A chance at happiness? A chance to make it past forty without a heart attack? I don’t know.”


This is quite the dig. If it were Todd saying it, I’d use it as the excuse I’ve been looking for to punch his lights out.


But Tucker says it, I don’t know, almost gently. Like it’s advice for me, or as though he might actually care about me.


And he’s gigantic, so he’s a person I listen to. I listen for no other reason than he is someone who can skin me alive and feed me to the bears outside the lodge. Not attending to him might cost me dearly. “Point taken. Sense of humor is helpful at times.”


Tucker nods and goes about his business of baby goat videos.


I sit staring at the screen in front of me, but only just. Happiness. I’m not sure I buy into the idea of happiness.


Really. Think about it. What’s supposed to happen to make me happy? I find the right woman, and we settle down? How long is it supposed to stay exactly the same way that made me happy when I first found this so-called “love of my life”? And we’d have to change, because that’s what people do. So then, would we still be happy?


Or maybe I’m supposed to be a “live in the moment, YOLO, savor the experience” kind of person.


Whatever. Most of the time, the moment is so built-up, it ends up being a disappointment. I remember looking forward to my first major league baseball game. Then we got there, and there was a loud, drunk guy next to my dad and me, and he ended up getting in an argument with my dad. The guy was cursing a lot in front of me (ironic, I know) and got all bent when my dad asked him to stop. I had no moment to “live in”. There was no “YOLO-ing” going on. In fact, Dad was really worried that the guy was going to follow us into the parking lot and do something rotten.


I’m sorry, but I’m not a big believer in the “here I am having a snow cone, oh look I just snapped a pic of it in the light of the sunset while I happened to be wearing a fashionable floppy hat” kind of bullshit. Those people are lying. Instagram and Tumblr are full of people who are miserable pretending to have wonderful “YOLO” lives. I’m pretty certain 90% of them live in their parents’ basements and drive shitty little broken-down cars and work at the mall in retail, getting treated like the gum on the bottom of their customers’ shoes.


Tucker sighs. Maybe he’s happy. Maybe I’m over-thinking it.


But I’m going for content. Content means “in a state of satisfaction.” I like that. I can be satisfied. A good meal satisfies me. A good lay satisfies me. Driving a nice car, living in a nice house, closing the deal, scoring the client.


I can live with content.


I can hear Andy finishing up with his FaceTime in his room upstairs. Todd comes in from the front porch, smelling of cigarettes. Tucker appears to be nodding off in front of his laptop.


This might be a moment when I am content. I don’t feel the need to be anywhere else, and I don’t want to scream or kick anyone’s ass, and I’ve had a good meal. It might be a sign to call it a night before the contentedness is lost. Come to think of it, sleeping makes me content.


“Gents, I’m headed to bed.”


Tucker rouses a bit. “Good night.”


Todd gives me a salute. Andy passes me on the stairs, coming down to the great room as I climb to the balcony and the bedrooms.


“Jeremy, no run in the morning. We’re up at first light to eat and get on the river.”


I shrug. “Not sure what kind of vacation involves waking up at dawn, but okay. See you then.”


I crash out in my room, marvel at the absolute quiet of the night beyond my four walls, and settle in. I’m able to keep thoughts of business at bay, and just as I’m about to drift off, I count myself as content.
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