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      Praise for Set Piece

      “Set Piece is a total delight—a layered tale of unexpected romance, family, and making room for what matters. I read it in a single sitting, right to the perfect Hollywood ending.”

      —Annabel Monaghan, best-selling author of Same Time Next Summer and Nora Goes Off Script

      “Oh man, I gobbled up Set Piece in practically one sitting! Lana Schwartz’s novella expertly crafts a dream scenario meet-cute—one that could be ripped straight from headlines. But Set Piece has more heart and more action than you’ll ever get from Us Weekly.”

      —Lindsey Weber, cohost of Who? Weekly

      “Set Piece is the whole, deeply enjoyable package, everything I’m always looking for in a romance: smart, warm, and sexy as all hell, full of characters to remember and root for. I loved it.”

      —Katie Cotugno, New York Times best-selling author
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I


        Jack

      

      On a small phone screen, I watch as a woman with almond-shaped eyes sticks her head out of the window of her posh Marylebone flat.

      “Are you mad? Come out of the rain already,” she calls out.

      Then, the camera switches perspective.

      A man stands in the street below. His white button-down shirt is drenched, revealing the outline of his chest and arms.

      “I told you—I’m not going in there. You’re coming out here,” he yells back, undeterred by the fat drops of rain falling from the sky.

      One of my hands goes to my face while the other moves to cover the phone screen, as if driven by instinct for self-preservation.

      “Hey!” my mate George cries out next to me, shoving my palm off his phone. “I’m watching that!”

      I feel my cheeks redden. Drawing my hand away is like fighting a losing battle with myself.

      “It’s my party, and I still haven’t seen it.” Tom reaches for the phone now, and George happily obliges.

      “Alright, alright,” I say, relenting and returning my hand to its rightful place—splayed across my eyes—so I won’t have to see the action unfold in front of me. Suddenly, this dimly lit dive bar doesn’t feel nearly dark enough.

      The thing is, I don’t need to see the phone to know what’s about to happen between the woman and man on the screen because I am the man on the screen.

      The woman, now giving into the man’s demands, bursts out of her pastel-pink Victorian town house and flings herself into his arms. They kiss in the middle of the abandoned street, engulfed in each other and enraptured by the other’s lips, teeth, and tongue. The man hoists the woman up by her hips and carries her, kissing still, across the threshold of her flat. He tosses her on the bed and stands over her.

      He pulls her shirt over her head, then her skirt down her legs. Turning his attention to his own clothes, he feverishly unbuttons his shirt before tugging down his pants. Music soars in the background. He steps out of his trousers, then his boxers, revealing his giant, erect—

      “OK,” I say, snatching the phone out of Tom’s grip. “That’s enough.”

      Sitting there while my mates watch me act is bad enough, but being present for their reactions to the much-talked-about sex scene in the BBC show I costarred in and thought all of five people would see . . .

      “Oh, come on. This is some of your finest work!” George laughs. “Jack Felgate’s biggest role to date.” He gives me a devilish grin.

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, well, tonight is about Tom.”

      Tom pushes his Clark Kent glasses up the bridge of his nose. “I’m perfectly fine with tonight being about you. Consider this your punishment for running off to settle the bill.”

      “Please. What kind of friend would I be if I let you pay the tab for your own stag party?”

      “And you know he can afford it now,” George quips. “Unlike the rest of us poor thespians.”

      I blush again. It’s true, but I don’t want to admit it.

      “Next location?” I suggest, pulling Tom to his feet.

      He stumbles slightly as he stands, and I take his tipsiness as a win. I worried when he insisted on a quiet celebration near his home in Pasadena with only a small group—the trio of us actors who’d met in London, plus his brother, Jim, and his future brother-in-law, Teddy—that he was keeping it low-key for my benefit. As grateful as I am that he’s avoided the kind of weekend that could land me in the pages of the Daily Mail and give everyone another reason to talk, I want him to have a true night out.

      “You good, mate?” I grip Tom’s elbow as we head to the door.

      “I am absolutely peachy.” Tom taps my cheek. “I want you to know, Jack, that I am really, really proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Tom.” He, George, and I met doing theater in uni, and over the last few years, they both felt that westward tug toward Los Angeles, leaving me by my lonesome in London. For a while, we were always up for the same roles, yet we somehow managed to keep a sense of humor if one of us nabbed it over the other.

      “Don’t tell George,” he says in a stage whisper as we exit toward a hulking Uber, “but I always knew that you were going to be the famous one out of all of us. I read that script for Flames Flickie Flick Flicker . . .”

      “Flames Flicker Eternal.”

      “Yes. That one—and I knew that this one’s special.”

      When I got the script for Flames Flicker Eternal—or Flames, as the fans now call it—I could sense there was something different about it. Production had already attached a British theater director known for her quiet, intimate plays with searing dialogue and an Oscar-nominated cinematographer with a flair for the romantic. But still, even the best BBC fare often flies under Americans’ radar. I never expected that Netflix would pick it up. Or that its streaming debut would coincide with a February snowstorm in the Northeast that kept everyone at home for five days. Suddenly, what started as buzz about this clandestine love story reached a full-on frenzy that could not be ignored. My inbox was bursting with media opportunities and interview requests, and so was my costar Ginny’s. Four months later, I’m getting offers without auditions, and for the first time in five years, my agent is paying me more good-news calls than she is sending “they went in another direction” emails.

      As we make our way to our next location, our voices volley around the car, debating whether Man United can keep its edge over Liverpool. My phone buzzes from my jeans pocket, alerting me that I have too many emails to return and at least four missed calls from my team. It can wait. All of it.

      “Ay, we’re here,” Teddy calls out from the front seat.

      “What? Already?” I ask. We’ve been in the car for less than ten minutes. “Couldn’t we have just walked?”

      Everyone laughs. The driver most loudly.

      “Welcome to Los Angeles,” George says, swinging open the door.

      My three previous trips had all been in service of bit parts, the kind of stuff I booked before Flames Flicker Eternal that barely justified the jet lag it brought on. I’d film all day and then retreat to whatever hotel I was being put up in near the set, my meals craft services or room service.

      As I lead the charge and enter the redbrick building with the words Swan Dive hand-painted on the door, I take in the change of scenery: marble bar, art deco furnishings, and proper glassware in every hand. Despite the name, a dive this is not.

      “Is that Jack Felgate?” a woman wearing a slip dress and holding a coupe whispers as we pass.

      “No way,” another whispers back. “He lives on a shire in England. Or something.”

      I look toward the bar, then back out at the group. How can I get out of this?

      “Why don’t we skip this one and move on to the next?” Tom throws me a life raft. As always.

      “No, no, no.” I shake my head. I can’t let my hang-ups get in the way of Tom’s good time.

      Besides, I have a contingency plan. I knew I needed to prepare for the possibility I might be recognized. It’s started to happen since the show came out. My favorite pub tipped off a paparazzo that I was a regular at Thursday night trivia, and pictures of me leaving were splattered across the internet. By the next week, trivia was mobbed with fans asking for selfies, and when I ran out of the bar panicked, onlookers told news outlets that I was rude and “too big for my britches.” My first girlfriend shared with The Sun that she always knew I would make it. My year seven teacher gave an interview about what sort of student I was (“well-mannered” and “attentive”—in other words: unremarkable). Getting offers for roles with actors and directors I’ve dreamed of working with is thrilling. The rest of it is not.

      I reach into my bag for a pair of fake glasses I’d grabbed at the pharmacy and a red beanie. It’s June, but that hardly matters in Los Angeles.

      “What the fuck is that?” George sizes me up in confusion. “Jesus Christ, man. Is that a disguise?”

      Tom squints. “You look like Where’s Wally.”

      “Worry about yourselves, yeah? Let’s just go into the bar.” I scan the crowd as we enter. Maybe those women were an aberration. Or everyone is just far too cool to care: This city is crawling with celebrities far bigger and more important than me. I clock an attractive bartender efficiently mixing drinks and fitting right in with the good-looking patrons.

      My shoulders relax as we make our way to an empty table.

      Until a woman steps in front of me, blocking my path. She’s holding her iPhone, boasting a picture of a dog as white and fluffy as a cloud, inches from my face.

      I hear her asking, fuzzy and as if through water, “You’re Jack Felgate, aren’t you? Will you take a picture with me?”

      I force my vision to zoom out. The phone is connected to a hand, which is connected to an arm, which belongs to the voice asking me to confirm my identity. This is one of the women from before. Her eyes are wide. Frozen in place, I nod slowly.

      “Bitch! I told you it was him!” she calls out to her friends, who rush over to join her. Their phones come at me as quickly as their questions do.

      “Why are you wearing glasses? Do you wear glasses?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You changed my life in Flames. Did you know that?”

      “Oh my God, you cannot be here. Do you come here all the time?”

      “Will you please take a picture with us?”

      I weigh my options and try to keep my expression placid. If I refuse to take photos, I will hurt their feelings, and I’ll be branded a bad sport. But if I agree to, well, when does it stop?

      I stand there, immobile, unable to make up my mind. My tongue is thick and heavy, my mouth dry.

      “Hey! The private room you requested is ready and waiting for you.” The bartender has left her post from behind the bar and is by my side. Her golden waves are stacked on top of her head, and she’s wearing a simple black T-shirt and a pair of vintage-looking jeans that hang from her hips.

      “Oh, sorry we’re late. Ran into a bit of traffic,” I say, regaining sensation in my mouth and my limbs, like I’m coming down from an allergy attack.

      “Well, come on.” She nods to me before turning to the throng. “We’re charging this man an exorbitant amount of money—I have to get him back there.” She is both conspiratorial and firm.

      As the first woman who approached me opens her mouth to object, the bartender continues, adjusting her hair. “And, of course, a round of drinks on the house for you ladies for being so accommodating.”

      The women exchange glances, and after about thirty seconds, it appears a consensus is reached. Their phones go back into purses, and I follow hot on my rescuer’s trail.

      “Is there really a back room?” I ask, hurrying closer to her.

      “Please.” She turns to look back at me. “I am a woman of my word.”

      She flashes me a bright smile, and my fingertips prickle in excitement.

      “You’re in luck,” she says, punching in a door code. “Leo and Toby canceled last minute.” She gestures for me to enter, and I know I’m supposed to take in the VIP grandeur of it, offer faint praise, at the very least. But I can’t stop my eyes from landing on her.

      The swath of her tan collarbone just visible at the neck of her shirt. The tiny diamond studs in her ears, somehow both sophisticated and no-nonsense. Her defined arms, strong . . . I want to know what from. Everything about her seems purposeful and controlled, except for her hair. She radiates gravitas—and also a warmth that suggests her skin would be hot to the touch. When she smiles again, her soft brown eyes crinkle with amusement, as if there is more she’s holding back, and I want to know that too.

      “Seriously? Leo and Toby?” I ask, remembering where I am.

      “Well, no.” She laughs. “But we did have a last-minute cancellation. It’s all yours. I’ll round up your friends.”

      “Let me give you my card.”

      “We can settle up at the end of the night.” Her eyes search mine, and we both stand there a beat longer than is natural. Like she might be keen on me too.

      “What’s your name?” she asks.

      So she doesn’t recognize me.

      “Jack Felgate. And you?”

      “Cara.”

      I hold out my hand, and she put hers in mine. I shake it slowly. I was right. Her skin sets mine on fire.

    

  
    
      
        
II


        Cara

      

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” I ask Katia, the other bartender working tonight, as I cut a fresh batch of limes. She has a smirk on her face that suggests she caught me red-handed for a minor crime I have no idea I committed.

      She shakes her head and smiles. “Cara, I saw the way you darted over there to meet Jack Felgate.” She rinses a cocktail shaker. “And I can’t say I blame you. I probably would’ve done the same if I’d been a little quicker to the punch.”

      “What are you talking about?” Now that we’re out of the 9 p.m. rush, we can have a conversation that isn’t strictly about passing each other bottles or getting out of each other’s way.

      I grab more citrus, even though we probably have enough to get us through the night. I need something to do with my hands. Physically, I’m behind the bar, but my brain is still back in the room I’d just left.

      “The man you just saved from those women.” She takes a sip of her soda and bitters.

      I respond with a blank expression.

      “You really are hopeless, aren’t you?” She laughs. “Just being aware that there are TV shows is all I’m asking.”

      Katia and I are behind the bar together three times a week. She’s an aspiring music supervisor—a goth with pale skin, dark hair, and signature kohl eyeliner—who doesn’t care what medium she’s watching as long as it has a good soundtrack. Until recently, I was an aspiring production designer. You’d be hard-pressed to find a bartender in Los Angeles who isn’t an aspiring something.

      This is a bit of ours: She streams every new show the week it debuts, and I glean most of my inspiration from films that predate the new millennium. These days, I’m more cartoonishly out of the loop than usual, surviving solely on old comfort watches: screwball comedies, MGM musicals, and the kind of ’90s character-driven mid-budget films they don’t make anymore.

      “OK, but seriously, Cara, everyone is obsessed with this BBC show, Flames Flicker Eternal. And that hot guy you escorted to our back room happens to be the star,” Katia says, giving me side-eye. “You really didn’t recognize him?”

      From across the bar, all I could see was a good-looking guy who I assumed must have some modicum of clout, given that he was about to be mauled if someone didn’t intervene. But when I stood next to him, I understood why these women were overcome, even in a city where famous people live, party, and shop at Gelson’s among us.

      Jack is handsome, but in a way that suggests he’s equally likely to show up throwing rocks at a window as to play the male lead in a British drama. He’s taller than average, but not so tall I had to crane my neck to look at him; he has a lean and muscular build, but not one that suggests he subscribes to some sort of all-consuming fitness and diet routine; he has a square jaw and an 11 p.m. shadow, with wide-set cheekbones, wavy brown hair, and light-green eyes. If Jack were in a boy band, he would be the second-best but still-good-looking member who somehow feels attainable, against all odds. I smile to myself, thinking about the “not-like-other-girls” superiority complex I carried around in middle school because Ramsey was my favorite member of Mischief instead of Charlie.

      “Give me your phone,” Katia demands, and I comply. “Take your fifteen minutes. Don’t come back until you’ve watched this at least twice.”

      “Are those doctor’s orders?” There is a video queued up: “The STEAMIEST Sex Scene in Flames Flicker Eternal!!!”

      “And you might want to watch it in the staff bathroom, where you can have”—Katia notices a customer angling for her attention—“privacy.” She punctuates the end of her sentence with a wink.

      Ignoring her, I head out the side door into the alleyway. I lean against the building’s facade, feeling the roughness of the brick through my shirt.

      No new texts or missed calls since my last glance at my phone an hour ago. I exhale fully, not realizing I had been holding my breath until I do. No news is good news.

      I hit play and prepare for what I always experience when I watch a new-to-me movie or show: my tendency to dissect it. Having spent years on sets, all I see is the devil in the details: I can picture what the shot list looked like, the conversations about locations, the crew just off-camera.

      On the screen in front of me, an actress goes outside and meets Jack’s character in the rain. He hoists her up and carries her across the threshold. But instead of thinking about the camera transitions from an exterior on a London street to the interior of a carefully built set, my brain snags on the ferocity in Jack’s eyes. There’s a rawness I’ve found lacking among other contemporary actors.

      I wonder how those hands would feel on my hips, I think, blushing, then, What an embarrassing thought, blushing even more.

      Jack carries the actress to her bed, pulls off her clothes, and strips his. I suck in my breath as he reveals his defined chest, a smattering of dark hair across it. As he begins to lower his boxer briefs, I feel my heartbeat quicken. I still, as if I’m afraid to startle the people on the screen. I wait to see just how far down they’ll go.

      Oh shit. He’s about to go full frontal. I refuse to blink.

      Then, the video cuts out.

      What the fuck. I tap anxiously at the screen, trying to convince it to continue through the sheer force of my will. But it hasn’t stalled; it’s ended. I reposition myself, pressing more of my back against the brick wall behind me. I hit play on the video and watch it again. And again.

      At the end of my break, I stride back inside and reassume my position next to Katia, the expression on my face as inscrutable as the movie Inception. I’m good at concealing my feelings, but I’m usually masking anger or frustration, not desire.

      “So, what did you think?” she asks almost tauntingly as she scoops ice into a shaker.

      I scan the bar for the group of women who had swarmed Jack earlier, still riding the high of their brief encounter. I look toward the unmarked door to the private room, where I left Jack and his friends. He’s handsome, and he can act, but so what? Good for him.

      “Their use of shadows in the bedroom was really interesting—I wonder who the gaffer is,” I say, yanking a vague observation from some dim corner of my mind.

      Katia rolls her eyes and tilts her head toward a customer. “You, my friend, are impossible.”

      Another person approaches the bar, then another, and another. And I am grateful to them for distracting Katia but also me.

      

      [image: ]

      Only at 1:45 a.m., last call, does the bar start to empty out. When it’s Katia and me working, we take turns closing solo, and tonight I’m saddled with one lingering couple, their legs intertwined at a high top.

      As I wipe down a red wine spill, I hear footsteps approaching.

      “Just so you know, we’re closing in fifteen minutes,” I call out, back turned, wanting to cut them off at the pass.

      “That’s fine,” I hear a mild British voice say above me. “I was hoping to settle up, if that’s alright.”

      I look at Jack standing over me. All night, I’ve carried an awareness of his presence in the back room. Yet having him in front of me feels like a total surprise, like I’ve conjured him here out of thin air. I reflexively drop the rag in my hand. The warmth I felt on my cheeks earlier returns with a vengeance, there to remind me that I, like 1.2 million others, have watched—and enjoyed—Jack’s STEAMIEST Sex Scene in Flames Flicker Eternal!!! Or at least its prelude.

      I track his glances around the bar as he gauges if it really is as empty as it seems.

      “Don’t worry,” I say, gesturing toward the remaining couple, hands all over each other as they stumble to their feet. “I don’t know if they’ve seen your show, but I think they were about to give us one.”

      Jack laughs, revealing a set of perfectly straight teeth, each one working to debunk any stereotypes about British dental care.

      “Oh right, your check, with a discount,” I say, shaking my head, feeling my hair loosening, like it’s aching to come down.

      “No, no discount,” he says, the corner of his mouth quirking. “You were a lifesaver; you have no idea.”

      “And you have no idea how happy the owners will be when they hear I saved an actor from getting Mufasa’d at their fine establishment.”

      “I do consider myself more of a Timon,” he jokes, passing me his card. His wrist brushes against my thumb, and though we shook hands earlier, I feel this touch in my entire body. He sticks his card back in his wallet and his wallet in his back pocket. I follow these actions like there’s something novel about them.

      We stand there silently, facing each other. Our eyes meet. The bar is almost completely silent now. No music, no lively conversation. It’s the particularly pronounced quiet of a place typically filled with sound.

      My brain splits into two warring factions: The smarter, sharper side wants to come up with an excuse to prolong Jack’s visit, and the other is busy counting his eyelashes.

      He opens his mouth to speak, and I can tell he’s on the verge of asking me something consequential. I can see it in his eyes. I can feel it on the tip of his tongue. I can—

      “Hey, are you ready to go or what?” Jack’s friend asks as the group of them spills out of the back room to retrieve him.

      Whatever words Jack was about to speak are lost.

      I’d been so distracted by Jack’s presence that I forgot he had a whole crew to contend with.

      The drunkest of them, the bachelor of the evening, puts his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “You are seriously the best,” he says. “And thank you.” He points at me.

      The group starts out the door. My eyes flicker to Jack, who looks between his friends and me like he’s watching a tennis match. He follows them out the door.

      I sigh, feeling a bubble of disappointment balloon in my chest and then annoyance for setting myself up for this disappointment. I don’t have time for distractions right now anyway, I tell myself as I drag two giant trash bags to the dumpster.

      I have more important things going on, I chide as I run through my mental checklist—lights out, music off, safe secured—and grab my bag.

      I barely have time to work at this bar, let alone seduce actors who patronize it, I remind myself as I unlock the front door to leave and lock it behind me again.

      My eyes land on a shadow looming under the awning.

      Instinctively, I reach for the pepper spray in my purse, primed to make a run for it to my car if needed.

      I see square shoulders, chestnut hair. Jack’s square shoulders, Jack’s chestnut hair. I bite back a smile.

      “I’m aware of the irony of asking a bartender this,” he starts, “but might I be able to buy you a drink?”
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        Cara

      

      I knew I hadn’t wanted Jack to leave when he did, but it hadn’t occurred to me what might happen if he’d stayed.

      “I have just the place for a drink. Heard of Swan Dive?” I ask, jerking my thumb behind me without breaking eye contact. “On the house, even.” I hold the door open for him. The corner of his mouth turns up again, and my body starts humming at a low frequency.

      I check the clock on the wall. 2:15 a.m.

      My broken-in Blundstones lead me back behind the bar. I can’t remember the last time my body moved faster than my brain.

      By fifteen minutes after close, I should be pulling down the grate out front; by 2:45 a.m., I should be at my front door; by 3 a.m., I should be allowing my exhaustion from an eight-hour shift to carry me off to sleep. By 10 a.m., I have to be at my mom’s apartment to make sure she’s eaten and taken her meds. I feel a pang in my stomach. How will I be able to do all of that if I don’t go home right now?

      One hour, I tell myself. I can have a drink with this man for one hour. Years of long days on sets prepared me to do a lot on a little sleep.

      “Should I lock this?” Jack asks, gesturing toward the entrance.

      I nod. He turns the dead bolt, a consideration I find oddly touching and sexy, and slides onto a stool. Now that we’re the only two people here, I can’t covertly watch him from a distance, and I don’t know where to look.

      “What can I get you?” I ask, falling back into my role of cocktail slinger to calm my nerves.

      “Oh, whatever you have will do.” Jack rests his elbows on the marble surface and traces a hairline crack with his thumb. My brain, clearly stuck on the video it watched hours ago, registers it as a strikingly sensual gesture.

      “It’s a bar. We have everything.” I try for easy, amused, but I have to look away from him to hide my blush.

      “What are you in the mood for?”

      “No, no, no. This decision is yours and yours alone.”

      “Then . . . tequila. On the rocks.” He nods decisively. His eyes are on my neck and my arms.

      “Tequila is good,” I agree simply. What is it about being in front of him that whittles my vocabulary down to fifteen words? Like if I say more, I’ll completely unravel. I’m not used to feeling off-kilter in the presence of an actor, and his star power isn’t what’s destabilizing me. I’ve been around plenty of “talent”—and enough to know that he has it, but he also doesn’t wield that like a weapon.

      “Oh yeah, I can’t get enough of the stuff,” Jack says, then pauses. He clears his throat. “Not in, like, a problematic way. It’s just . . . that’s my go-to drink.”

      I laugh. Is he nervous? My brain tingles pleasantly at the prospect.

      My eyes skim our tequila labels. Clase Azul. I place it on the counter with relish, and I pour us both a few fingers over ice. Two hours ago, my exhaustion felt like a thumb pressing down on me, and now I have enough energy to power the engine of a small car.
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