














Praise for

THE HOUSE OF BRADBURY


“Readers will find magic in The House of Bradbury, which weaves a contemporary Hollywood storyline with authentic Los Angeles literary history. The effect is a sparkling premise, memorable characters, and crisp dialogue that draws in the reader. Author Nicole Meier whips up a thoroughly enjoyable modern story of self-discovery.”


—LIAN DOLAN, creator and host of Satellite Sisters, author of bestselling novels Helen of Pasadena and Elizabeth the First Wife


“Just as inspiration hits struggling writer Mia Gladwell, she agrees to take in a recovering young starlet. With Ray Bradbury’s former home as its backdrop, Nicole Meier weaves a delightful tale of accidental friendships and second chances.”


—AMY SUE NATHAN, author of The Good Neighbor and The Glass Wives


"In her charming, wry debut, Nicole Meier brings together a frustrated writer, a Hollywood ingénue, and the weathered home of a literary great. Through a winsome protagonist and a perfectly painted Los Angeles backdrop, Meier reminds us that although we’re built on history, a wide open path still lies ahead.”


—MICHELLE GABLE, international bestselling author of A Paris Apartment and I’ll See You in Paris


"The House of Bradbury is a thoughtful and witty book about picking yourself up when life is unfolding in an unexpected and challenging way. Nicole Meier skillfully illustrates that opening up to new experiences can be richly rewarding—and surprising. As a Southern California resident and fan of literature, I was delighted by the way Meier creatively weaves her fictional story into the history of the Bradbury home.”


—LISA HENTHORN, author of 25 Sense and television writer of Swingtown, The Beautiful Life, and The Glades
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Everyone must leave something behind when he dies, my grandfather said. A child or a book or a painting or a house or a wall built or a pair of shoes made.


Or a garden planted.


Something your hand touched some way so your soul has somewhere to go when you die, and when people look at that tree or that flower you planted, you’re there.


—RAY BRADBURY, Fahrenheit 451





ONE


[image: image]


Mia stood outside the house and exhaled.


Something about this moment called for deep breathing, a cleansing. Her arms felt as if they would collapse from the weight of the overfilled packing box, and its jagged corners were poking into her ribs. She needed to set it down, but her feet remained rooted. This was it. Time to walk through the door and begin the rest of her life. If only she could move.


“It’s so yellow,” Emma said, scowling at the house as she made her way along the narrow, buckled sidewalk. She stood beside her younger sister and gawked.


“It’s supposed to remind you of sunshine,” Mia said, feeling her cheeks flush.


“Well, it reminds me of something, all right. You’re going to have to invest in some paint.” Emma reached around and relieved Mia of her load. “Go on,” Emma nudged her. “Take the key out and unlock your new house.” With one more inhale, Mia climbed the stone steps, gripping the chipped white railing. With the turn of a worn key, she stepped inside.


“Why you would want to live in some dead writer’s house is beyond me,” Emma huffed, plunking down the moving box at her feet. The women lingered in the front hall, gazing at the void. Mia wrapped her arms around herself, barely able to contain her joy. Emma’s arms were also locked into a tight fold as she eyed her surroundings, afraid to touch anything for fear of getting dirty. The two remained silent for a long moment. Little beams of light poked their way through slits in the window coverings. Loose particles of dust danced in the air like glitter, giving the front room a mystical feel.


As she brushed her long chestnut bangs aside, Mia’s eyes drifted to the wide rafters of the tall, arched ceiling. Her skin tingled. She couldn’t believe her good fortune. It was like being given a private pass into a museum and granted permission to reach out and touch every treasured surface. “Because it’s Ray Bradbury’s house, that’s why,” she said, as if that was explanation enough. Emma starred quizzically at her sister.


“You don’t get it, but I do. This house has history. This house has a story. All kinds of important works were created here.” As Mia spoke she crossed the wood floor to run her hand along a lean, ivory-colored mantel, trailing a finger across the intricate molding. A welling of sentiment lodged firmly in her throat. Breathing in the faint leathery perfume of aged books, she rubbed a layer of fine dust between her forefinger and thumb and thought about what it took to arrive at this moment.


At thirty-eight years old, she had finally purchased her first house. Her own house, yes, but more than that, a house that for the past fifty years belonged to Ray Bradbury, science fiction and fantasy writer, poet, and literary genius. He was someone who was driven by his love of books. He had seemed to care about stories more than any author she’d come across, and that’s what Mia found most endearing.


When she’d first read the LA Times article announcing that the esteemed author’s house was up for sale, wonky bookshelves, ancient kitchen, claustrophobic basement, and all, Mia wanted nothing more than to get inside that house. She pored over every detail of the real estate section, hoping to glean some kind of secret about the late author’s home located in the historic Cheviot Hills neighborhood where the likes of Lucille Ball, Stan Laurel, and other Hollywood greats once resided. Without thinking, she’d jotted down the west Los Angeles address and eagerly hopped in her green hatchback to seek it out.


Two months and $1.5 million later, Mia Gladwell was the proud owner of that very house, warts and all. She was charmed by its rough edges and timeworn finishes, because they represented well-loved imperfection. This quality was what made the place feel real, unlike all the other pink stucco cookie-cutter developments that were suffocating the Southern California landscape. And while the price was ridiculously beyond her freelance writer’s budget and the property needed a lot of care (a full gut job, according to her sister), Mia felt like she’d landed a bargain.


When the realtor first let her inside, Mia’s hair practically stood on end. She’d felt jittery and dizzy, like she was meeting a celebrity for the first time. She was sure Bradbury’s creative spirit had seeped into every nook and cranny of the split-level home. From the dark old floorboards to the much-utilized kitchen cupboards, Mia could envision Bradbury making his way from room to room, pulling beloved hardbacks from the bookshelves and retrieving a favorite snack from the refrigerator, with its well-worn handle. There had been so much grime in the grout of the blue-tiled counters, she wasn’t sure if anyone had bothered to take a cleaning spray to any of it. But none of this mattered to her; she recognized the home’s magic and felt a strong connection right away. On a high from her initial house tour, she’d sped across town to her ex’s office and convinced him to lend her a substantial sum of money to be paid back at a much later date.


As if she was reading Mia’s thoughts, Emma wondered out loud, “I still don’t understand how you felt okay borrowing money from Carson. You’ll be forever tied to him now.”


Carson Cole was not only Mia’s ex-fiancé, and dirtbag extraordinaire, according to Mia’s family, but he was also one of the West Coast’s most successful movie producers with an absurd amount of cash, which he usually didn’t know what to do with. After three years of courtship, one hefty engagement ring given then taken back, and multiple not-so-discreet affairs with young Hollywood starlets, Mia convinced her ex that he owed her.


“We have an agreement,” Mia said, doing her best to avoid eye contact. “He gets why this house is important to me. Not everyone has to understand.”


“And what else does he get in return?” Emma could be like a pit bull sometimes, grabbing hold of something with her teeth, unwilling to let it go. “By partnering up with him, you’ve committed yourself to something and you don’t even know what it is!”


Mia shooed the air with her hand and moved past the reproach. She had no interest in engaging in yet another argument with her sister regarding the topic of Carson. But Emma’s concern gnawed on the edge of Mia’s mind nonetheless. Initially, she’d dismissed the question of just what her ex was expecting in return for his generosity. She’d been too caught up in the euphoria of the house-buying frenzy to give it any levelheaded thought.


But now that the deal was done, the proposition was proving difficult to ignore, especially since a cascade of Carson’s missed calls were currently filling up the screen of Mia’s cell phone like tiny red alerts.


Determined to keep busy and postpone the blinking messages, Mia shook her head and made her way through the formal dining room and into the kitchen. Flipping yellowing light switches as she went, she noted Emma scurrying behind. It grated on her nerves to hear her sister audibly clucking her tongue like a nervous hen, calculating how much cleaning product it was going to take to rid the house of its previous tenants.


“Oh dear,” Emma sighed. “When, exactly, are you going to remodel this kitchen?” Emma had a point maybe; the finishings looked their age. The robin’s egg blue countertops had seen better days, and the appliances appeared as if they were on their last legs. Brown and navy flowers danced along the wallpapered room, giving it an old-fashioned but cheery feeling. A discolored louvered corner window let in the midday light. There wasn’t a dishwasher, and the cabinets were mismatched. The floor in the breakfast nook and kitchen featured a prominent floral-patterned tile that complemented the wallpaper. It was as if the house had been frozen in time since the 1970s, or even earlier, to when the Bradburys purchased the home in 1958.


To Mia, all of these nuances were like a roadmap of the Bradbury family’s daily life. Placing her palm over a cabinet knob, she closed her eyes and envisioned a family getting out their breakfast and starting their day together. She imagined someone making tea, someone making toast. It felt homey and pleasant and the opposite of lonely.


“Listen, I know you’re Martha Stewart’s clone and all.” Mia turned toward her sister. “But I’m going to need you to stop bashing my new house and be supportive. I bought this place for a reason and I happen to like everything that comes along with it.” Emma opened her mouth, her lacquered lips a perfect pink shimmer, but nothing came out. If she were at a loss for words, it would be a first.


Detecting commotion from somewhere outside, Mia jerked her head. “Let’s go. I think I hear the moving truck pulling up.” She jogged out the front door without waiting for Emma to follow.


Outside, she found her only brother-in-law climbing out of his 1982 rust-colored Volvo wagon. Tom Hutter was the only person Mia knew who still drove a diesel engine. Tom liked things old-school. He liked his bad Sanka coffee, which he always drank from the same mug, his chinos that frayed at the cuff, and his rickety old car, but most of all he loved Mia’s sister.


“You came!” Mia wrapped him in a tight hug. He smelled of rye bread and coffee. She linked her arm through his and excitedly led him up to the house.


“So this is the famous Ray Bradbury’s house,” Tom said, as they crossed the front path. Mia knew that since Tom was a devoted history professor he could appreciate the old estate. “Wow, this is cool.” He opened his arms to their full span, gesturing to the space around him. “Congratulations, kid.” He met Mia’s gaze with an approving nod. Mia never had a brother, but she imagined this is what it would feel like. When she was small, she used to wish for a brother. She dreamed of having someone to tromp around with and build forts, someone who would always have her back, no matter what. She craved a sibling who would not boss her around like Emma did, but would encourage her to be bold and brave. To have Tom’s endorsement meant a great deal to her.


Just then a shriek came from inside. “Emma?” They both hurried through the foyer.


“There are bookshelves in the shower!” She hollered from one of the bathrooms as if she had just discovered a dead rat. “And they are built-in!”


Mia shook her barely brushed brown hair and let a giggle escape. “Wait till she finds the blue toilet.” Tom gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up.


Mia admired the late author for his passionate devotion to literature. Who else would forgo shower space to make room for so many books? But not everyone agreed. Clearly, the lack of function was too much for Emma Hutter’s Container Store sensibilities. She was probably stretching out a measuring tape in the bathroom at that very moment and checking her smartphone for how quickly she could schedule a contractor.


“I gotta go see!” Tom bounded up the half flight of stairs, his loafers making soft thuds on the hardwood as he went. Mia sat down on the bottom step and listened to their muffled mumbling echo through the walls. Balancing her elbows on her bare knees, she soaked in the reality of her new home. Everything had a stuffy oak smell like a neglected old attic that’s been flung open for spring-cleaning. Lazy golden sunlight streamed in through the wooden shutters, and a muted hum of cars could be heard just beyond the front door. Everything felt peaceful and welcoming, like a warm hug. Mia looked upward and mouthed a thank you to the universe.





TWO
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Hunched down in the dining room, Mia began tackling the sea of color-coded boxes that (thanks to Emma) were stacked assembly-line-style along the wainscoted wall. She’d unpacked the essentials the previous day, but until now, the amount of belongings she had accumulated over the years had been collecting dust in the back of Emma and Tom’s garage. There were Pottery Barn breakfast dishes and towel sets from her cohabitating days with Carson, a bread-making machine (Why?), workout equipment (another Why?), and her volumes of timeless literature that she no longer read but couldn’t possibly give away.


Thanks to Ray Bradbury, and his reported need to store everything like a pack rat, her new house was filled with shelving that practically begged for Mia’s collection. Jamming the sharp end of her scissors into the seam of a box labeled “Classics,” Mia uncovered stories from her literature courses in college. Fingering the weathered spines of her favorites, she recalled her fascination when she was first introduced to Bradbury’s short stories, such as “The Veldt” and “October Country.” She liked how the writing brought her into another world entirely—a world in which anything was possible, in which people could morph into creatures, heroes could be born out of everyday people, and the mysterious could be bravely explored.


Bradbury had a way of weaving his haunting stories with picturesque poetry. Mia had discovered a fondness for such fantastical creatures as Uncle Einar, and reread these magical stories often. In college, she got her hands on Dandelion Wine and Fahrenheit 451. Bradbury’s prose had leapt off the page and pulled her into strange and frightening worlds, but she found the writing rich with significance and keen with observations on society. She admired the author for his passion as well as his foresight.


Just as Bradbury had been in his adult life, Mia was a regular fixture at the college library. She’d gobbled up everything from classics to contemporary novels. Her college years were about exploring, and the library had been her gateway. The writing came later, starting with bland reporting for the school newspaper, then slowly working her way into short stories with the help of an encouraging professor. She then dove into longer works of fiction. Sometimes her instructors would rave about her pages, sharing them with the class, but other times they criticized her work, making it a very confusing time to create. Ever since then, sharing her writing set Mia’s self-confidence into an endless swinging pendulum, her heart rising and falling, depending upon the response her work received.


The day her novel, Beautiful, debuted, Mia was full of nervous excitement. At thirty-five, it had taken her three years to complete, and many trying months searching for an agent and a book deal. Beautiful was a mixture of sweet and painful storytelling, depicting a man and his relationship with his philandering father. In hindsight, Mia sometimes wondered if her subconscious was channeling her own fears about her rocky relationship with Carson. She’d revealed uncomfortable bits and pieces of her private pain in that story without really comprehending it at the time. But she treasured the book, and her high-profile literary agent seemed to think it would do well. After less than stellar reviews and pitiful sales, the publisher dropped her, her agent went dark, and Mia was utterly defeated. She had wanted to crawl into a hole and stay there. Her darkest fears about being a writer had come true. She had exposed herself to the world and the world had ruthlessly chewed her up and spit her out. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to be a novelist after all.


Following that, everything had spiraled downhill. She’d retreated to her bed, choosing to pull the shades down taut and pop sleeping pills while she hid in the shadows. She’d refused to return phone calls. Her depression became a deep chasm that she could not cross. Her sadness was too great, pushing out all those who tried to love her. She broke up with Carson, moved out of his cushy West Hollywood house, and retreated from her social life. The weight of her failures had been crushing.


Thankfully, Emma and Tom had taken her in with no questions asked. That was three years ago. Emma had doted on her sister with an almost obsessive passion. Mia was pretty sure Emma relished the whole thing. Emma had taken on the role as naturally as hopping back on an old familiar bike. And even though Mia was a grown woman, she was too passive to protest and thus gave control back to her directing sister.


A sharp knock at the door snapped Mia out of her unpacking haze. She startled back onto her heels and tipped the books into their box. As if her actions were connected to Mia’s thoughts, Emma appeared in a cloud of impatience at the door.


“Hi,” Emma said, breezing past her sister and into the front room. “Have you made any progress?” It sounded more like an accusation than a question. A pair of substantial tortoiseshell designer glasses swallowed up Emma’s face, bouncing up and down as she talked. “I brought you some paint chips to consider for the exterior.”


“Um, okay,” Mia said. “Didn’t know I needed paint chips, but thanks, I guess.” Emma’s Louis Vuitton tote was brimming over with what looked like fabric swatches and glossy catalogs. “Is there something else in that bag of yours for me, Mary Poppins?” she asked, trying to conceal a smirk.


“Well, as a matter of fact . . .” Emma pulled off her glasses and set the bag on the wood floor.


“Whoa!” Mia’s hands flew to her mouth. “What’s happening with your face?” Her sister’s already tight visage was puffy and frozen at the same time, making her resemble something straight out of Madame Tussauds.


“Oh, please, Mia. It’s not that dramatic.” Emma replaced her glasses with a grumble. “Just a little Botox and some filler. It will settle down.”


“Just a little Botox and some filler? Whatever you say.” Mia knew her tone was cruel, but she couldn’t help it. Her sister was starting to look like someone she didn’t recognize. “Why do you need that stuff anyway? You’re still young.”


Emma snorted. “Young! I’ve got news for you honey—forty-two is not young in this town. Just wait until you’re my age and then come talk to me.” She thrust out a prideful chin and marched into the kitchen. Mia followed behind, wondering if it was the younger mothers at her kids’—Anna and Michael—school or Tom’s perky-breasted students who made Emma feel old.


She was certainly a natural beauty, with her long honey-colored hair and model-worthy cheekbones. Emma was the eye-catching one of the family; everyone always said so. The constant reminder as a child had made Mia self-conscious about her plain features, her mousy brown coloring, and her hawkish profile. To compensate for this, Mia had been determined to shine in other ways: her studies and in her bookish creativity. But now that they were older, Mia knew her sister was sensitive about the deepening lines in her forehead and her rapidly changing figure. Emma was not one to wait around to grow old gracefully. If there was a needle that promised to deliver youth, she was going to plunk down serious cash to have it injected on a regular basis.




TWO HOURS LATER, AFTER HURRICANE EMMA HAD COME and gone, leaving heaps of decorator samples in her wake, Mia perched on her kitchen counter sipping tea. She knew her sister was right about updating things, but for now, Mia loved her ancient kitchen. She didn’t want to erase the essence of Mr. Bradbury. She was sure that the author’s spirit would speak to her as a writer somewhere in that house if she just stood still long enough to listen.


Nothing of the sort had happened yet. She’d spent the first week floating from room to room, sitting cross-legged on the floor, hoping to feel some kind of ghostly energy. After all, that’s the reason she moved into the house—to glean new inspiration for her writing. But so far all she got was the sound of the house settling at night or the high-pitched squeaking the plumbing made whenever she ran the hot water.


Writing was always something that came naturally to Mia. Growing up, while neighborhood kids spent weekends playing kick the can in her palm tree–lined Southern California neighborhood, she preferred to sit in the shade and quietly make up new endings for fairy tales or design fake newspapers, which she would later hand out to her parents and anxiously wait for their review. It wasn’t that she was a total introvert; she always had a cluster of playmates around and had fond memories of growing up on a street full of kids. But more often than not, she craved solitude, so she could read and create new stories. Emma, being four years older and forever the socialite, barely gave Mia the time of day back then, except to occasionally critique her outfit or to scoff at how messy Mia had let her bedroom become. While Emma was off planning school dances, Mia was home writing about the princess’s ball. If her parents thought their two daughters’ opposite choices of pastimes odd, they never said so.


Currently, Mia’s dream of continuing her career as a novelist seemed to be stalling out. Like an engine that was out of fuel, she could not get her imagination to ignite. Her agent wasn’t too interested in speaking with her again until she had something “fresh” to show him, and the idea of having to impress a new editor and publishing house felt daunting. She was in dire need of serious inspiration.


At the moment, a certain distraction in the form of her ex-fiancé was determined to get in the way. No matter how she’d tried to ignore Carson’s pestering calls over the past days, she finally conceded and picked up her buzzing cell phone just before noon.


It wasn’t so much of what Carson said as he exhaled with exasperation over finally reaching her, but rather the tone in which he said it that made her tense. “I want you to come in today,” he said. “There’s something we need to discuss.”


“What is it?” Mia asked, nervously setting her tea on the counter. “I’ve just barely moved in and I’m knee-deep in boxes. It’s not exactly a good time.” She figured he’d call in a favor at some point, but this soon? A lump of dread materialized in her gut. “Seriously, Carson, what do you want?”


“I don’t want to discuss it over the phone. You know how much I hate talking on the phone. Just come down before lunch. I’ll have Karen order in that chicken salad you love. Good-bye.” Click. He was gone, and had once again left her emotions in an all-too-familiar knot.





THREE
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The office of Carson Cole was nothing if not intimidating. Located on the top floor of a gleaming Beverly Hills high-rise overlooking Wilshire Boulevard were the plush surroundings of one of Hollywood’s most sought-after producers. The well-appointed suite, also known as the hub for Envision Entertainment, was a reflection of Carson’s eclectic yet sophisticated taste. The four rooms that made up the suite, with their custom Italian sofas, hand-carved reclaimed wood coffee tables, and plasma TV screens on practically every wall, felt more like the interior of a luxury hotel than an office. Immaculately dressed assistants with Bluetooths scurried around like soldier ants making appointments and brewing espresso. Envision Entertainment videos boomed in full HD from every screen. And behind a set of beveled glass doors sat Carson, taking power meetings in his jeans and sneakers.


After making a name for himself with his action-packed blockbusters, The Hero’s Welcome and A Long Road Home, he gained enough money and recognition to bring on a couple of director/partners, with whom he’d moved into the realm of rom-coms and family dramas. Carson was something of a jack-of-all-trades in the business, priding himself on discovering new talent and capitalizing on each actor’s breakout role by launching them into stardom. The genre of film never really mattered to Carson. He genuinely loved movies and was fairly hands-on throughout each of his projects. His glaring flaw, however, was that he equally loved his female stars. And that shortcoming was something Mia was unwilling to overlook.


When she’d first met Carson five years ago, he was already a well-celebrated producer with high-grossing box-office hits. But the way he approached Mia, in the lobby of the Beverly Hills Hotel, was so genuine and charismatic that she couldn’t help but be captivated. Of course she had known exactly who he was at the time; he was constantly in the media and a regular fixture on the red carpet events shown on TV. But one would never know it that September afternoon as this man, nearly ten years her senior, shifted from foot to foot in his untucked button-down and his baseball cap, asking Mia if he might sit down in the chair next to hers. Mia had tried to act casual and remain composed, even though her nerves were bouncing around like pogo sticks on the inside, as the famous moviemaker asked her name and inquired about her job. He’d said nothing of himself at the time, which Mia found refreshing. Unlike the rest of Beverly Hills, this man with the deep brown eyes and the day-old beard seemed to care more about the interests of others than he was in puffing himself up with importance. She was instantly attracted to his lean, muscular shoulders and strong jaw. Her subconscious may have worried that this handsome man was a player, but Mia was too woozy with lust to pay any attention.


She had been waiting around to interview a difficult decorator, on a freelance assignment by an expensive home magazine. The decorator turned out to be a no-show, and after an hour of conversation, Mia accepted Carson’s invitation to dinner. Dinner led to drinks and long, sometimes blurred, conversation over wine into the wee hours. She had been completely transfixed with his easy smile and casual charm.


Three years and an engagement ring later, after she’d moved into his über-private estate, tucked away in the chic Bird Streets neighborhood of West Hollywood, Mia found herself suddenly alone. She was living in a big house surrounded by luxury, but more often than not there was no one to share it with. She felt isolated, like a princess locked away in a beautiful but unfriendly tower. Carson worked strange hours, entertained too much, and to her devastation, admitted to multiple affairs with leading ladies. But as awful as things had become, Mia still missed him from time to time. There had been such romance in the beginning and no one ever seemed to champion Mia as much as Carson had. For all of his faults, he was quite supportive of Mia and used to remind her on a daily basis that she had talent. According to all of his friends, he’d never gotten over losing her. For these reasons alone, Mia and Carson had managed to remain friends after the breakup.


Now, walking through the glass doors into Carson’s office, Mia felt like the principal was summoning her. He always had a way of being just needy enough with an edge of authority to get Mia to come when he came calling. “He needs me,” she had once tried to explain to Emma after Carson had called with late-night anxiety about a film that was about to premiere.


“Just like he needs to put his manhood into every wannabe actress that crosses his path?” Emma could cut right into Mia’s wound every time. That particular argument had led to a weeklong stalemate with her sister until the two of them agreed to not discuss Carson in the future. Emma had stated she’d rather not know what her sister’s ex was up to if she could help it. Tom had only shrugged and offered an apologetic smile from behind the breakfast counter. Emma’s house. Emma’s rules.


So, with a sense of duty as familiar as an old coat, Mia showered and changed and appeared in Carson’s world right on time.


“Jesus, you look gorgeous,” he said, springing up from behind his mammoth desk to embrace her.


“Give it a rest, Carson,” she said, flopping down in an armchair. She’d managed to slip on a flattering sundress and apply just a touch of lip gloss before she’d dashed out of the house, but she wasn’t about to acknowledge that she’d made an effort. “I’m here. What is it that couldn’t possibly wait?”


“First, how’s the house? Everything you wanted?” He rested on the corner of his polished desk and leaned forward. There was an edge to his voice.


“Yes, it’s great. Thanks.” She didn’t like his vaguely masked attempt at reminding her he’d done her a favor. She felt uneasy, expecting she was in for some bad news. Balling up her fists into her lap, she tried to hide her growing anxiety.


“Great. So glad it worked out,” he said.


“Carson, I’ve told you a thousand times I’m grateful for the loan,” she said. “You’re welcome to come see the place anytime.” She was rambling now, trying to head off whatever was coming.


“Yeah, I know. That’s not what this is about.” He ran his palm through a thick tuft of dusty brown hair. Mia missed that hair. The earthy way it smelled with a twinge of something that reminded her of cedar. Realizing she was fixating on his hair, she snapped back into focus and squinted, trying to concentrate on what he was saying. “I need your help with a sensitive project. With something kind of . . . uh . . . classified for lack of a better term.”


“Classified? Like a secret agent? Is this for a movie?” Maybe he was offering her a screenwriting job. They had talked about never working together when they were a couple, but now that they were separated, perhaps things had changed.


“Yes . . . well, no. Not exactly.” He was beginning to stutter. Now it was Carson who looked uneasy. He took a panicky breath. “I need help with an actress.”


Mia was on her feet before Carson could blink. Memories shot like rapid-fire bullets into her brain: photos of Carson kissing another woman, screaming matches in their living room, packed suitcases. She was stumbling backward, toward the door. “No way, Carson! You’re delusional if you think I’m going to counsel you through one of your messy bimbo breakups!” She was only vaguely aware that she was shouting now, the blood pumping loudly in her ears. “I said I’d return a favor, but not this!” She turned on her heel to storm out but Carson grabbed her shoulder.


“Whoa! Hold on,” he said. “Geez, Mia, I think you’re jumping to conclusions.”


She turned to face him, ready to bolt. “Well, you better explain quickly, because I’m about to leave.”


He shoved his hands in his pockets and glanced at the ground like a guilty schoolboy. “I’m sorry for everything, and you know that. I didn’t mean to upset you, I swear.” He was pacing now. “But you’re always the one I can count on, and right now I need a little help.” Mia folded her arms tight and braced for what he was about to tell her.


“Look, the production company has gotten into a bit of a pickle. We’re scheduled to start filming Beyond Daybreak in a month and our contracted actress, our star actress, has just exited rehab.”


Typical, Mia thought. “Keep going,” she said, unwilling to budge.


“Well, long story short is we paid a lot of money to insure her and now, well, the director is having some doubts and we sort of need, well, a . . .”


“A what, Carson? Spit it out.” She was beyond annoyed.


“We need a mentor.” He shrank back into a loveseat and threw his hands into the air. “We need a babysitter, all right? We need someone who can guide this young girl and keep her out of trouble and basically keep an eye on her.”


Mia took a step closer and peered into her ex’s nervous expression. “I’m sorry, it’s been a long week,” she said. “Did you just say you need me to babysit an addict for you?” Well, this was a first. Of all the scenarios that Mia could have concocted in her head, taking care of an unstable actress was definitely not one of them. She wasn’t sure if she should be outraged or amused.


“Ugh, don’t start talking to me like you’re Emma.” He rolled his eyes. “Just sit down and let me explain. I promise, it’s not what you think.” He paused and gestured toward a chair. “Please, Mia.”


“Fine,” she said, flopping down again. “But you better have my chicken salad.”





FOUR


[image: image]


Let me get this straight,” Mia said through a mouthful of lettuce. “You want me to take in the Zoe Winter, as in the DUI-getting, club-hopping actress who’s on the cover of the tabloids every other week?” This was unbelievable. One minute she was unpacking her belongings in her quiet little house on a hill and the next being asked to rent out a room to one of Hollywood’s most notorious starlets. It couldn’t possibly end well. She’d recently read about the sloppy antics of another drunken Hollywood celebrity, and this girl’s situation didn’t seem all that different.


“Yes, that is exactly what I’m asking,” Carson said. He hunched over and took a wolf-sized bite of his veggie burger, as though it was any other regular lunch meeting. Did he make these kinds of deals all the time? Since when did the line blur between making sure movies made it to making sure actresses made it? She didn’t want to know. Probably a trend that started with Marilyn Monroe and has been an industry norm ever since.


Carson continued, “I’m not asking you to hold her hand every minute of the day. But this girl hasn’t got any reliable family and she’s just newly clean. She needs a leg up.” Clean. What did that even mean? Like she’d been run through the dishwasher and was ready for use now? And how did Carson even know if this girl was truly intoxicant-free anyway?


“So, what was she on? Pills or something?” Mia had read articles stating how the twentysomethings were known as the Ritalin Generation, sharing prescription pills with one another as though they were boxes of Tic Tacs. It was only a matter of time before they moved on to heavier narcotics, many unable to kick the habit.


Carson must have been reading her worried expression. “She’s had problems with alcohol, mostly, but there were some pill issues too.” Issues? Mia was going to have to go home and google “Zoe Winter pill issues” and see what popped up. She made a mental note to get the cable guy up to the house sooner rather than later.


OEBPS/images/9781940716398.jpg







OEBPS/images/common.jpg






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The
House
of
Bradbury

by

Nicole Meier






