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To Shawn,

the reason I believe the best love stories come with a healthy dose of humor.

Thank you for always making me laugh.






CONTENT WARNING

While I hope The One and Only Vivian Stone makes you smile and swoon, it also explores some of the darkness of Hollywood and the entertainment industry at large.

If you would like a spoiler-free reading experience, please move on to the story now.

For those who would like to be prepared:

This book contains an off-the-page abortion; an off-the-page stillbirth; brief depictions of sexual abuse; and mentions and brief depictions of drug and alcohol abuse.
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CHAPTER ONE Margot now


I’ll admit it: I’m a creature of habit. Change scares me.

Or maybe it’s less that change scares me and more that familiarity is reassuring. Living a couple of hours away, I don’t often drive through my old neighborhood in Long Beach, but whenever I do, it’s like rewatching my favorite movie. Knowing what to expect means being able to savor the details.

There’s something charming about how the Pete’s Hardware sign hangs slightly crooked. And the mist puffing out from the decorative mug above the door to Blossom’s Bakery.

Even the red-and-white awning as I pull up to Ruiz Music is the same. It’s been twenty years since I stepped inside, and I wouldn’t again if not for the old shoebox I discovered this morning while cleaning out my grandma’s attic. Inside was a note—a love letter—to and from people I’d never heard of, alongside cassette tapes. Probably mixtapes, but I couldn’t check. The player I also found was broken.

But I knew who could fix it.

Before I can weigh the merits of being a coward, I gather the cassette player and the shoebox from the passenger seat and walk through the music store door. The bell above jingles, and nostalgia at being here again tingles down my spine. To the left are rows of sheet music books. Guitars hang from the wall above, while amps and keyboards sit in a display on the floor. Classical music pipes through speakers.

To the right, a man stands behind the counter, his back to me. Broad shoulders stretch a black T-shirt, his forearms tensing as he transfers an amp to a nearby table. Though I can’t see his face, how he moves is distinctly familiar.

“How can I help—” He turns toward the door, his words coming to a halt as his gaze meets mine.

My stomach tumbles like it’s in a cocktail shaker.

I don’t know what I expected Leo to look like after all these years. Identical, I suppose, like he’d been frozen in time. For the most part, I still see the boy from high school in a man’s body. The brown eyes I used to know like the back of my hand are the same. So are his lips, which very well might be the best part of his face, with their soft slope and gentle peaks.

Other things have changed. He didn’t used to have stubble I wanted to run my fingers across. Or a voice so low and gravelly, it sent goosebumps down my arms. He abandoned the close-cropped haircut he once favored, his dark strands longer now, swept back in waves I didn’t realize he had. And the last time I saw him, his arms were bony—not muscled with biceps that more than fill his sleeves.

Teenage Leo was cute. This Leo is a wildfire. If I’d known he would look like this, I don’t think I would have summoned the courage to come inside.

Deep breath in. Breath out.

“Hi.” I force a smile, stepping forward as if drawn by a magnet, and set the shoebox and the player on the counter between us. “It’s been a long time. I wasn’t sure you still worked here.”

Very cool, casual. If my throat were gripped by a vise, that is.

His gaze slides over my brown curls, my face, then down my body. He studies me with the kind of deep concentration he used to have when fiddling with electronics.

“Margot.”

That’s all he says. I suppose he’s forgotten how we used to spend so much time together, our moms had a running joke about paying each other rent. Or all the times we sat on the roof outside his bedroom, talking under the stars. How he once kissed me like it was more vital than air.

Then he rounds the counter, closing the distance between us, and wraps his arms around me. “You’re back.”

I rest my cheek against his chest and return the embrace, oxytocin rushing through me as I inhale. The familiar scent of his detergent is an addiction I’ve never overcome.

He pulls back but doesn’t let go, holding my arms. “It’s so good to see you. I’ve been thinking about you.” Before I can consider why, he adds, “I saw the obituary for your grandma. I would have come to the wake if there’d been one.”

“Mom and I decided to keep it small.”

As small as my family. I don’t have aunts or uncles. No cousins. Gram never married. Without her saying it, I sensed that her relationship with my absent grandfather hadn’t been a loving one.

Same story with my dad. He left when I was a baby, claiming he wasn’t ready to be a parent, so Mom and I lived with Gram. Ironically, three years after he moved to Arizona, he got married, and within a decade they had three kids. He’s never shown an interest in my life.

“I’m sorry.” Leo’s lips press into a thin line. “I stopped by the house a while back, hoping to offer my condolences to you or your mom, but no one was home.”

“It’s okay,” I whisper past the lump in my throat. “Gram had a long, full life. I got more time with her than most people get with their grandparents.” But she was more than a grandparent. She was like a second mother.

It’s been two months since she passed, and I keep obsessing over the last time we spoke. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have rushed her off the phone, eager to keep reading a romance novel. I would do anything to get back that last conversation and let it stretch all night. To have one more piece of her to hold on to.

“How old was she again?”

“Ninety-three.”

He lets out a low whistle, releasing me. “And she was still driving.”

“How did you know?”

“She stopped by once in a while. Brought me cookies on my birthday.”

Gram had a calendar with special dates she meticulously transferred over every year. I hadn’t realized his birthday was one of them.

“Everything is exactly the same.” I walk a few feet to a keyboard and test a few keys.

“Do you still play?”

I curl my hand away. “No.”

Leo scans me again before shifting his attention to the counter. “So what brings you in? I’m guessing there aren’t cookies in here.” He points at the shoebox.

There’s no ring on his finger. I shouldn’t notice. It shouldn’t matter. But I do, and it does.

I want to ask what he’s been doing with himself. If he ever thinks of me. Instead, I go over to the box, all red save for Salvatore Ferragamo printed in cursive on the side and top. According to my research, it’s a luxury Italian fashion house that’s been around since the 1920s, which is odd. Gram wouldn’t have been able to afford anything from the brand.

An unfamiliar scent wafts into the air as I lift the lid. “I found this in Gram’s attic.”

“Talk about a blast from the past.” He smiles wide, thumbing through the cassette tapes, and a melody of soft-strumming guitars plays in my chest. “What’s on them? Some Fleetwood Mac? Guns N’ Roses?”

“Gram was more of a Beach Boys lady, and Mom likes Mariah Carey.” Spiderweb-like cracks spread over the plastic case I pop open, the tape labeled 1 of 8. “See that? There should be eight, but the last one is missing.”

“Have you listened to them?”

I flip the player and open the battery compartment to show him the powdery mess inside. “Not yet. I don’t have a spare one of these.” I give him a knowing smile. “But I used to know a pretty handy guy when it came to electronics. I’m not sure if you still tinker—”

“All the time.” He pries out the batteries, then brushes the loosened corrosion aside. “I can clean this for you.”

“That would be great, thanks.” At the risk of sounding impatient I say, “How long do you think it will take?”

He shrugs. “I can do it later today and text you with an update. Is your number the same?”

“Yes.” He still has it? Interesting.

“If you leave the tapes, I can test those too.”

“Could there be something wrong with them?”

“Maybe. They’re probably fine, though. It’s also a way to make sure the player works. If you don’t want to leave them, I have a couple of tapes around here.”

I don’t know why I’m hesitating. He’s my best chance at getting everything to work. “Okay, but don’t listen to them.”

A mischievous eyebrow raises. “Why? Afraid there’s something embarrassing from your childhood on here? The Margot DuBois Diaries? Am I going to find out you secretly smoked pot? Or who else you had a thing for in high school? Ten bucks says whoever it was turned out to be a loser.”

His use of “else” tells me he hasn’t forgotten what he once meant to me.

I give his arm a playful shove. In this second, it’s like no time has passed. “Your trash talk is as stellar as ever, but I think you’re in for disappointment. They’re probably mixtapes.”

“What’s this?” He motions to the letter in the box, and I nod my permission. It’s weathered, like it’s been folded and unfolded many times. Leo spreads it out on the counter.


My Dearest TDH,

I need to get out something I’d never voice. The truth is, I love you madly in a head-over-heels, last-person-I-think-of-before-bed and first-person-I-think-of-when-I-wake-up way. I’m trying to stop, but it’s not easy. When I’m with you, I’m a blazing fire. When I’m not, I’m crackling embers. Distance helps, but I don’t want to stay away. I love hearing your thoughts on everything big and small. As soon as you’re near, though, the fire roars back to life.

Every day I imagine your laugh. Every night I think of your lips. But if all we can have is friendship, I’ll take it. Because the only thing worse than not being with you would be not having you in my life.

Love,

Vivian



Leo glances at me. “TDH? Are they initials?”

“I assume so, but I don’t know whose. Gram’s name is Ginger. Mom’s is Diane. Even my dad’s name, Lucas, doesn’t fit. And I don’t know anyone named Vivian.”

He folds the letter and sets it back in the box. “Sounds like you have a mystery on your hands.”

Though this feels like a natural break in the conversation, I’m not ready for it to end. I want to ask him everything I need to know to catch up on his life. I want to take a trip down memory lane and linger there for hours. I’m tempted to ask if he’d like to grab something to eat or have a drink. Instead, I lift a hand in goodbye and walk back to my car.

Hours later, I’m driving to Gram’s old bungalow after dropping off some clothing donations. My phone vibrates with a text at a red light.



Sorry, I couldn’t get the player to work. But I have an alternative. The first tape wasn’t clear, so I cleaned it.





I voice-to-text a response.



Did you listen to it?







Only enough to make sure it worked. I’m free tomorrow. Text me your address and a good time to swing over with it.





I don’t reply until I’m in the driveway and out of the car.



I’m at Gram’s for now. Any time after 6 works.





Gram had a reverse mortgage we didn’t know about until she passed. Mom is paying it from DC, but she can’t afford to keep doing it, so while I’d rather preserve the house exactly like it is, I offered to clean it out and meet with a real estate agent. My boss is letting me work remotely for the next month, which should be all I need.

A month to say goodbye.

When I used to pass the overgrown poppies along the walkway and cross the threshold, I knew I’d be met with the lingering scent of Gram’s perfume: a mix of lavender and baby powder. Dozens of antique teacups in floral patterns rested in the hutch where they’d always been. Cookies cooled on a wire rack, chocolate chips warm and gooey.

Poppies still spill onto the walkway as I reach her front door. The scent of lavender clings to the drapes, fluttering above an air-conditioning vent. Teacups sit in neat rows on their saucers. But the wire rack is empty.

My phone buzzes.



Great. I’ll bring something to eat while we listen.







Who says you get to listen?





I’m wondering if the joke will come across when he answers, and my worries disintegrate.



I cleaned the tape and have your only available player. That’s my price.





I think through possible responses, typing, deleting, then retyping before hitting send.



Deal.
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CHAPTER TWO Margot now


Dust tickles my nose as I reach the attic the next day after work.

I tug a dangling cord, and light stretches to the edges of the room, illuminating a patchwork of household history: a yellow rotary phone sitting on a stack of college encyclopedias. A VCR and a tote labeled Disney movies. My Care Bears lunchbox. Inside is a pile of photos next to a disposable camera.

Once, as a teenager, I tried to live up here, deciding I needed the entirety of the top floor for my personal sanctuary. A space where I could blast Britney Spears and read endless V.C. Andrews books. Between the low-pitched ceiling and the stifling heat, I didn’t make it an hour.

This time, I don’t have a choice but to power through. Partly because I need to keep cleaning but mostly because I’m hoping to find another clue about TDH and Vivian, whoever they are, and Gram’s connection to them. Some uncovered piece of her life to soften the sting of missing her.

I dig into bins and flip through photo albums without a single lead. Just before six o’clock, I haul a tote filled with more cookie cutters than anyone should own downstairs. My phone rings as I set the bin aside.

It’s my real estate agent.

“Hi, David.” I check my reflection in the hall mirror and use my thumb to swipe away the dirt smudge under my eye.

“Hey, how’s it going?” Before I can answer, he says, “I’m calling to schedule a time to take pictures. Would a week from today be too soon? I’ve been thinking about the market, and we should list the place ASAP. Summer is a great time to sell.”

The house is still furnished but more minimally than it used to be. While Mom and I were here for Gram’s funeral, we started cleaning it out. At least the most obvious things—clutter we didn’t have to think about tossing and whatever Mom wanted to bring back with her.

“That should work.” If David notices the hesitation in my voice, he doesn’t mention it. It’s only a house. Not Gram. Still, it feels like erasing what’s left of her.

“Perfect. We’ll get it sold for you in no time.”

A knock comes on the front door as I end the call.

Years ago, Leo knocked as a courtesy and walked in. He also felt comfortable going into the fridge for a snack. The boy never stopped eating. When I pull back the door to find him hugging a full paper bag, it’s clear that part hasn’t changed, yet I’m hit by the stark difference in how his large frame fills the doorway. I wish I had been here to see him become this: all man.

I step back to let him pass. “Hungry much?”

He toes off his sneakers, his attention drifting over the mudroom and toward the rest of the house, likely noting the small differences since he was here last. “I wanted to get options. I wasn’t sure what you liked these days.” In his other hand he grips the handle of a boombox, black and silver, with big speakers.

“Is that what I think it is?” Seeing one for the first time in decades has wistfulness growing in my belly.

“Sure is.”

Leo follows me through the kitchen to the dining table and sets the bag and boombox next to a Cheez-It box. I’m ashamed to admit it’s been there for days while I keep grabbing handfuls when my stomach rumbles.

“Looks like your diet continues to be the picture of health.” He shakes the near-empty box.

“Cooking meals isn’t worth the effort when it’s only for me.” I wonder if he will offer something in return—a detail about his personal life—but he doesn’t. I snatch the box and squint at the ingredients. There has to be some nutritional value I can rub in his face. “Look at that. Made with real cheese.”

As if knowing what he offers is infinitely superior, Leo pries open a takeout box so the scent of spices drifts into the air. I grab the beef lo mein and sit, laughing as a memory taps at my mind.

He sits next to me, bumping my knee with his. “What’s funny?”

I skip the chopsticks—never could get the hang of them—and grab a fork. “Do you remember how we used to spend hours lying on the roof outside your bedroom window?” When we first started, there were a couple of feet between us. But as we grew more comfortable with each other, the space narrowed.

“Do I remember? You used to sniff my shirt. It’s not the kind of thing you forget.”

“Did not.”

I absolutely did. When the breeze caught right, a scent floated over, and I thought it was subtle when I turned my head toward his shirtsleeve.

“Liar.” He digs a fork in and twirls some noodles. “One time you tried to make me forget it happened by tickling me—”

“Are you still ticklish?” To verify, I poke his side.

He lets out a laugh like the Pillsbury Doughboy, only husky, and bats me away. “Cut it out, you freak.”

“Rude.”

“It was rude when you tickled me on the roof. I almost fell off.”

So dramatic. “You didn’t almost fall. Just slid a little.”

It’s a relief, knowing what to expect from him. His appearance may have changed some, but he’s the same.

“I have to tell you,” I say, “it was such déjà vu seeing you behind the counter at your dad’s music shop again.”

“It’s my shop now.” Pride gleams in his eyes. “Although I almost changed my mind in college and went in another direction.”

“Which direction?”

“Accounting.” When I make a gagging noise, he laughs. “I know. Not me at all. I realized I love the store and can’t imagine being anywhere else.” He glances sidelong at me. “I kind of thought you’d come back after college too.”

If it hadn’t been for Ben, I probably would have. We met in a creative writing course and were together for seven years. Unfortunately, I know what it’s like to live with a man day in and day out, trusting him implicitly, only for him to leave without batting an eye.

“No one is more surprised I didn’t end up back here than me,” I say. “But I really like Santa Barbara.”

“And what do you do to keep the cupboards stocked with Cheez-Its? Do you still write?”

I hate talking about this. When you write, people tend to assume publication is inevitable. Only a hop, skip, and a jump away. It’s become a sore topic.

After we got our creative writing degrees, Ben used his trust fund to pay his bills so he could write all the time. I edited for a magazine and wrote in my spare time. While he got an agent, a six-figure book deal, and a spot on the New York Times Best Seller list, I had nothing to show for my efforts.

I stopped trying to get published. He stopped trying at our relationship.

Instead of unpacking it all, I go for simplicity. “No, that didn’t work out. I used to work for a magazine, but now I edit for a higher education publisher. I really like it.” I tack on the last part when he furrows his brow, and it’s true. I like it well enough. “What have you been doing besides running the store?” I ask like I’m mildly curious rather than dying to know. “Any girlfriend in the picture? Kids?”

He tilts his head, noncommittal. “There was someone. Amy. We got married.”

Of course he got married. Look at him. I bet the body he’s hiding under those clothes would render me speechless. The Leo I remember was funny and thoughtful and smart too, and it doesn’t seem like that’s changed. But he said—

“Was?”

“We’re not together anymore.” His eyes catch mine. “We divorced.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.” He shoves a big bite into his mouth. It’s nearly a full minute until he says more, like he needs time to work up to it. “We wanted kids, but it wasn’t working. It took a lot out of us. Too much.”

I can’t decide which is worse: wanting kids, like I do, but not having the opportunity, or having the opportunity but not being able to. But I quickly decide it’s not a contest of whose situation is more painful.

“It’s been a couple of years,” he goes on. “I’m okay.”

“You deserve to be happy.”

“You too.” He gives a tight-lipped smile, pushing his container aside. Somehow, he scarfed down the whole thing, while I barely put a dent in mine. He reaches for the boombox. “Ready to start the tape?”

I stop him from pressing a button. “Why am I nervous?”

He studies my hand over his, the air thickening alongside the increased tempo of my pulse. “I think the word you’re looking for is ‘excited.’ ” His gaze drifts over my face. “It looks good on you.”

A flush creeps up my chest as I let him go. His hand flexes before hitting play.

The boombox’s knobs spin for a few seconds, a moment of static, then the audio starts.


“I know getting these tapes will come as a shock, but I don’t know what else to do. I’ll admit, I’m getting desperate. But I keep thinking if you would only hear me out, you’d—well, I don’t expect you to forgive me. I do hope you’ll understand why I did what I did all those years ago. That’s not the kind of person I am, but I simply didn’t—You know what? Let’s start at the beginning. At least the beginning as I see it: Los Angeles in December of 1951. I don’t expect this to fix everything, but maybe when you hear it all, you’ll give me a chance to make amends before it’s too late.”



A chill rolls over me as I peer at Leo. “This isn’t Gram or Mom.”

“Then who is it?”

I shrug and rest an elbow on the table, chin in my hand.


“I’m sorry in advance if this goes a bit long. I tend to ramble.”
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CHAPTER THREE Vivian then


I twisted the knob on my car radio, silencing a Bing Crosby tune, and reached for the crumpled audition form sitting on the passenger seat. Maybe I’d overlooked an encouraging word the first time I read it. I smoothed it against the peeling leather of my steering wheel and checked the notes scrawled at the bottom.


Can’t act. Needs to lose the accent. The raspy voice is good for sexy roles, but she’s not curvy enough for them.



My stomach clenched, and I balled up the form and tossed it onto the back seat.

I’d read it all before. Each time, I slapped the rejection onto the nail sticking out of my bedroom wall. The stack had to be 85 or 99 or 122 pages deep now. I’d checked it that morning before leaving for my waitressing shift and determined that another sheet would not hang on that trooper of a nail without slipping off. Which I’d taken as a sign that today’s audition would be different.

It wasn’t.

All I wanted was to go home and soak. My feet screamed from spending the day on paper-thin soles. I hated to break it to them, but we had an hour more to go. My best friend, Ruth, wanted me to meet her new boyfriend. She was a revolving door with men but talked about this one so much, it had to be serious.

I opened the door of my beat-up Ford coupe, its hinges creaking as I stepped out. Razor-sharp pain zinged through my feet. I bit the inside of my cheek and strode down the Sunset Strip, each click of my heels emulating a word in an evil mantra: can’t act, can’t act, can’t act.

Bright lights illuminated Mocambo. Remember it? You must. It was one of LA’s celebrity haunts with a Latin American flair. A line of stylish people congregated under its green-and-white-striped awning that night, making me conscious of the pitiful state of my sleeveless dress, its remaining sequins hanging on for dear life.

With my next step I squeezed through the crowd, my foot falling awkwardly with a snap beneath it. My balance faltered, my heart lurching as I toppled.

A strong hand caught me around the arm before I could go down. “Whoa.”

I tipped my head back to gaze at the man steadying me.

He was tall, about a foot over my five-three, and had a pompadour hairstyle—greased on top and slicked back on the sides. With strands an inkier black than his suit, the high shine only deepened it.

Lord, have mercy.

I’d been around my fair share of attractive people. It was a consequence of the industry I was trying to break into. Usually my heart skipped a beat for a fella in a leather jacket and blue jeans. But this man made the description “tall, dark, and handsome” fall woefully short. I guessed he was a bit older than my twenty-two.

“You all right?” He bent to retrieve the stump of my heel.

I gasped, scooping up the pitiful black chunk and holding it like it was a baby bird. “No, no, no. These are my mother’s lucky heels.” Not that they’d ever been lucky for me.

“It can be fixed, right?”

How sweet for this dreamboat to care. “I suppose.” The entire heel had broken off, so it could be reattached. But there wasn’t money in the budget for a cobbler unless I resorted to a bread-and-water diet for a couple of weeks.

The man leaned in so I could hear him over the crowd. “What are you going to do now?”

I inhaled the woodsy scent of his aftershave. With a hint of vanilla, it wrapped around him like a gift. “My, you smell good.”

His dark eyes danced with delight. “What was that?”

My face flamed.

When I was seven, my father suggested a muzzle to stop me from sharing private thoughts and information. It happened during a rare occasion when he’d taken me to the hardware store, and I’d gotten into a conversation with the clerk and told him my parents slept in separate bedrooms.

Instead of answering his last question, I circled back to the previous one. “I’m supposed to meet a friend, but I can’t go in there like this.” I demonstrated, bobbing up and down a few inches with every step. “See?”

He put a hand over his mouth to hide his smile. “It’s not that bad.”

“Not that bad? I must look like a walking pogo stick.”

The man knelt, studying my shoes like a mechanic might inspect a broken engine. Though I couldn’t picture him knowing anything about car repairs, to say nothing of how to fix my damaged heel. I imagined he had spent the adult portion of his life advertising Brylcreem hair products and Old Spice shaving soap. When he prodded the heeled portion of my intact shoe, I held his shoulder for balance and lifted my foot so he could get a better look.

With one hand on the heel and the other encircling my shoe, he asked, “May I?”

He was suggesting breaking the other one? No. They were my only heels. I needed them for auditions, and fixing two would be more expensive than fixing one.

Leaving and letting down Ruth would nag at me, but I couldn’t go inside barefoot or lopsided.

What other choice did I have? I squeezed my eyes shut. “Okay.”

Within a second, he snapped off the other heel, leaving me in flats. I tested them out. They were a little uneven but better than I’d expected.

“It worked.” I stared at him in awe and collected the other heel.

“You sound surprised.”

“I am. That kind of thing doesn’t happen in real life. Let me guess: You can also clear a forest with a single swing of an axe.”

“That’s Paul Bunyan.” He flashed perfect teeth in a smile.

I liked that he found me amusing. “This will be moot if I don’t find my friend.”

“Maybe she put your name on the list.”

A thrill melted over me like butter. “I’ve never been on a list before.”

“You’re not an actress?” He crossed his arms, assessing me.

“I’m more familiar with the beloved pastime of standing behind studio gates with a sea of people in the hopes of getting chosen as an extra for no more than a blip of screen time.”

He winced. “I remember those days.”

Not to sound entirely pathetic, I added, “I did have a stint on Broadway,” leaving out the bit about how small my part was. “So you act, then?”

“Here and there.”

I flipped through my mental Rolodex of films, unable to recall seeing him before. “What studio?”

“MGM.”

A warm breeze picked up a stray piece of my brown hair, loose from where I’d pinned it to the side. He reached for the strands at the same time I did.

Our hands met, then our eyes—locking for what could only have been seconds but stretched out like minutes. When I dropped my hand, he swept the wisps behind my ear, brushing a spot on my neck while an electric current hitched a ride on my nerves.

“Vivian!” Ruth’s head poked through the dozen people by the door. With her blonde bob and elegant style, she was a dead ringer for Grace Kelly.

She whispered to the man next to her, likely her boyfriend, Dean Keller, and waved me over. He had sandy hair in a perfectly straight side part and wore a charcoal gray suit. A director in his early thirties with several successful films under his belt, Dean had hit it off with Ruth when she hung around his set as an extra.

She drew me in for a brief hug. “You came.”

“Broken heels and all.” I skimmed my hands over the fur coat she wore. “Is this a mink?”

She raised the collar to snuggle into it. “A gift from Dean. I told him how much I missed my old one.”

With Ruth’s background, I wasn’t surprised that she used to have one. But it made more sense when she lived in New Jersey, where winter brought an abundance of snow.

I turned, finding the man from the line next to us. Was it illogical to assume he wanted to talk more? Because I wanted that too.

Ruth stepped toward him. “Hugh, right? So good to meet you.” She lifted on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. I hardly had time to hinge my gawking mouth shut before she gestured to me. “Fellas, this is my best friend, Vivian Mackenzie. Vivian, this is my boyfriend, Dean, and his friend, Hugh Fox.”

When she said it fast, Hugh’s name sounded like “you fox.” If it was a stage name and some Freudian psychology on the studio’s part, it was a little on the nose. But it worked for him.

I blinked away my confusion and connected the dots: Hugh wasn’t standing there because he wanted to talk to me more. He was there to meet Ruth like I was there to meet Dean.

Mimicking Ruth, I kissed Dean on the cheek, then Hugh. The latter’s hand came to the small of my back, and I couldn’t help but inhale his scent again. “Pleasure to meet you.”

My voice had gotten a bit raspier. I must have lingered too long, because when I drew back, Dean gave Hugh an Attaboy smirk.

Ruth took Dean’s arm as they went inside, while Hugh offered his. “Shall we?” he asked.

I reached for him, finding solid muscle, and fought against squeezing. Though it didn’t stop me from imagining what he looked like under that button-down.

The low-lit room hummed with energy as we walked in, the air hot and conversation roaring. A live band played a rousing song near the front, where couples did the jitterbug.

We sat at one of the last empty tables near the corner of the room, and I wiggled my feet against the pain.

Stripes painted the walls while fringe balls hung from the ceiling. At the room’s edge, glass cages held cockatoos, macaws, and parrots. This wasn’t simply a place to unwind but an experience where everyone wore their Sunday best and no expense was spared.

“Champagne,” Dean said to a nearby waiter.

“What are we celebrating?” I rarely drank but had a glass when the occasion called for it.

“We just wrapped a movie. This guy’s first lead”—Dean motioned to Hugh—“and it’s going to be a smash hit.”

If someone pointed at me while uttering those words, I’d swoon. Preferably onto a chaise longue with a hand over my brow, only to be roused by a housekeeper with smelling salts.

Ruth gave a coy smile. “Maybe you’ll be directing me someday.”

“Why wait? I’ll direct you tonight, honey,” Dean said, playful as his eyes dipped over her body. The waiter returned, depositing a metal ice bucket and the champagne. “You can leave it.” Dean positioned the bottle away and pushed the cork until it popped, liquid bubbling from the top.

I handed over my flute and turned to Hugh. “Your first lead? That’s big.”

Bigger than he let on. While he’d been humble, I had made a fool of myself with my broken heel and by admitting I’d only ever been considered as an extra.

When Dean handed the flute back, I took a sip. Cool bubbles skated across my tongue, fizzing on the way down.

“That’s what they keep telling me.” Hugh flagged over a cigarette girl in a saloon-style skirt. “I’m grateful, but bigger roles come with more pressure and rules.” He handed her a quarter in exchange for a pack from the tray strapped around her neck.

“How was your audition?” Dean asked Ruth, handing over her glass.

“Awful. It was a recasting because the woman who got the part wouldn’t take pills to lose five pounds before filming. They asked if I’d take them to lose ten in the same amount of time.”

Ten? I was offended on her behalf. Ruth was slimmer than me.

I swear, I never knew what casting directors wanted. I wondered if they knew what they wanted. One would claim I wasn’t curvy enough, only for another to suggest I drop a few pounds. No one had mentioned pills, though. “What’d you say?”

“I asked why not five like the other woman. They didn’t like the question.” A hard line formed between her eyebrows as she played with the clasp on her black clutch. “I’m giving myself three more years to get somewhere.”

“How about you?” Hugh asked me.

“I don’t have a deadline.” It broke Mom’s heart when my father made her give up ballet to stay home. The way she spoke about being onstage, she never stopped mourning the loss of her dream. I refused to live with the same remorse. “I don’t think I could stand the idea that if I’d tried a little longer, I might not have failed.”

“Giving up isn’t a failure if it means putting what’s best for you first,” Ruth said. “I’m all for tenacity, but relentlessly pursuing it will eventually make you miserable.”

Maybe. But quitting would too.

Hugh bent closer, allowing us a more private conversation. “So you’re stubborn?”

“I’m passionate. I’ve always wanted to act.” Smiling, I recalled one of my earliest inspirations. “After seeing Gone with the Wind, I pestered my mother into using one of our drapes to make me a dress. It was nothing like Scarlett’s, the fabric brown and green in a Western motif. Cowboys and lassos.”

He rested an elbow on the table. “I imagine it looked more like you were about to attend a rodeo than save the family plantation.”

“Exactly. My father had this bored look when I insisted on showing him my reenactment. He was snoring by the time I raised my fist, pretending to be Scarlett, and said, ‘As God is my witness, I’ll never be hungry again.’ ” I imitated the action.

Hugh stared at me. “You’re different, Vivian Mackenzie.”

I hummed with a roll of my eyes and took a sip.

“It’s not an insult. The girls I go out with are—”

“Talented?”

“Dull. But it comes with the job.”

I’d heard about the sham dates studios set up for their stars to generate a certain image and increase interest in their films. I always wondered when I saw a picture in the paper if it was real or set up.

“And I’m, what, entertaining?”

He paused as if choosing his words carefully. “You make an impression.”

“What kind of impression?”

In an industry where looks trumped talent—where boring but beautiful got you a contract—I wasn’t the impression-leaving type. With dark brown hair falling past my shoulders, a proportioned figure, and hazel eyes, I was more girl next door than starlet. Back home I turned heads. But this wasn’t home.

“I mean you’re memorable.” His attention drifted over my bare shoulders, my neck, my face. “Maybe a one and only.”

Chairs scraped against the floor as Ruth and Dean stood. “We’re going to dance,” she said. “Care to join?”

Hugh offered me his hand. “What do you say?”

The face of his wristwatch caught my eye, and my heart sank. I hadn’t planned on staying long.

One dance wouldn’t hurt.

Who was I fooling? One would lead to two, three, four… “Actually, I should go.”

“It’s early,” Hugh said.

“Not when you work the breakfast shift.” I waved as Ruth and Dean walked toward the dance floor.

“Where you headed?” Hugh stood. “We could share a cab.”

“You’re leaving your celebration?”

He let out a huff, smiling. “We celebrated last week. I wasn’t expecting anything tonight, but maybe I should have. Dean can be extravagant. I came to meet Ruth.”

Sharing a cab would give us an opportunity to talk more, but I had my car. “I drove here.” Champagne fizzed down my spine. Would it be too forward to have him take me home? “But if it’s not out of your way…”

His gaze latched on mine. “I’ll drive you home.”
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CHAPTER FOUR Vivian then


My car’s rusty passenger door screeched as Hugh opened it for me, making me inwardly cringe, and then he handed me a paper cup.

On our way out, I’d caught the scent of a freshly brewed pot of coffee and remarked how good it would taste if it wasn’t so late, so he’d troubled a waiter for a cup of decaf. Because he couldn’t only be tall, dark, and handsome—TDH. He had to be a perfect gentleman too.

As he got in on the other side, I couldn’t decide if it was more embarrassing or more comical for an actor who could have any woman he wanted to drive this hunk of junk. My car roared to life, and I mentally sighed while soft piano notes came from the radio alongside Nat King Cole singing “Too Young.”

“Where am I going?”

I motioned ahead. “East.”

Neon signs from the rows of stores and restaurants lit the night sky as he pulled onto the street. I sipped my coffee, the warm liquid spreading to my belly.

“Is it any good?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I should have gotten one. Can I try it?”

I gave him a bright smile. “No.”

Why was I playing hard to get?

He grinned, slowing for a car pulling out of the Sunset Tower Hotel. “I feel like I’m playing Twenty Questions. Have you heard it on the radio?”

“Maybe,” I sang, using one of the other answer choices on the show.

“You want to play?” His gaze snapped to mine. “But instead of choosing something to guess, we ask about each other. I bet we can get to twenty by the time I get you home.”

Why would a man like him want to know about someone who had been too awkward to talk to boys in school and who served pancakes for a living?

There was only one boy in my grade I had ever approached, and only because he was good at shop class. I was about fourteen when I asked him to fix my bike—my primary means of transportation. He agreed in exchange for a kiss. Which I didn’t give him. Not then, at least. Instead, I took my bike to Willie, who owned a repair shop. When the cost to fix it was more than I had, I bartered a deal: I kept the lonely old man company while he did the repair.

“All right.” I unglued my thighs from the leather seat and turned toward him. Answering questions would be worth it if I got to ask my own. “But let’s make this more interesting. How about each question gets a follow-up that doesn’t have to be a yes, no, or maybe answer?” I pointed for him to turn right.

He nodded. “Fair enough.”

“Are you originally from the West Coast?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“San Diego,” he said. “How about you? East Coast, right?”

“Yes.” The obvious follow-up hung there, and I thought of my audition notes: Needs to lose the accent. Instead of trying to hide it, I’d lean into it. If he laughed, it would be because I wanted him to. “Long Island.”

He smacked the steering wheel. “I thought Boston.”

I choked on a sip, unable to find it in me to be offended. “The nerve.”

“Sorry.” His face scrunched in a smile that could only be described as sexy.

My heart flipped, which was sure to negatively affect my health. I was bound for embarrassment in the afterlife when everyone found out my heart attack had stemmed from the sight of someone’s smile. “Are you under twenty-five?”

A strand of black hair swung across his forehead as he shook his head. “I am twenty-five.” At a red light, he pinned me with calculated eyes. “Twenty-two?”

Casting directors often pegged me for eighteen, so Hugh’s assessment took me by surprise. “Nice guess.” I pointed for him to turn left onto Santa Monica Boulevard.

“Ruth told Dean, and he told me.”

I feigned dismay. “You cheated?” Because Ruth hadn’t mentioned we’d be meeting Dean’s friend, I’d assumed Hugh didn’t know about me either.

He did the scrunched-face smile again, rolling down the window, then withdrew a pack of cigarettes from his coat pocket. “Prior knowledge isn’t cheating. That was your question, by the way.” When he held the pack in my direction, I took one. “Can you grab one for me too?”

“Yeah.” I tugged out the car lighter and lit both. “And that was your question.”

“Damn.” He blew smoke out the window. “All right, your turn.”

A warm breeze swept through the car as I rolled down my window and debated my next question. “Did it take you a long time to land a contract?”

I’d gone through an eternity of waiting. The rise and fall of the Roman Empire had to have been faster.

“Define ‘a long time.’ ”

“More than four years.”

He hesitated. “No. A few months. Three or four.”

Three or four months? I laughed. Not because it was funny but because it came so easily for some people. I didn’t resent him for it, but still it hurt. Laughing made it hurt less.

Sometimes I felt stupid for attempting to make it big, especially because I wasn’t getting anywhere. My mother needed help back home. She worked at a rinky-dink factory arranging industrial parts on a conveyor belt. Every day she wore coveralls and a bandanna over her hair like some down-on-her-luck Rosie the Riveter. But I felt sick whenever I thought of giving up. I couldn’t let the savings she gave me, which I’d used to get to LA, be for nothing.

Hugh only gave a sad smile. “Have you gone to a lot of auditions since moving here?”

“Define ‘a lot,’ ” I mimicked.

“Let’s say over twenty.”

The stack of rejections hanging on the nail in my room came to mind. If more than twenty was a lot, I’d become hopeless. “Yes.”

When I opened my mouth to ask my next question, he lifted a finger. I’d forgotten his follow-up.

Hugh slowed as a couple hurried across the street and to the sidewalk in front of the Formosa Cafe. “What kind of roles were they?”

“Dramas.” I lowered my voice a little as I gazed at him from under my lashes. “I’m a serious actress.”

“How about comedy? You’re funny.”

“Amusing isn’t the same as funny.”

Amusing I could agree with. Funny? No. But it didn’t matter. Who wanted to slum it in comedy when there was the refined world of drama?

I was raised on matinees with Mom, where I became engrossed in the latest picture and escaped my life. There were no parents fighting, like at home. No screaming, no crying. Instead, I became immersed in a world where the good guys won and the bad guys got punished. Dreams were reached and true love prevailed.

I desperately wanted that: to be someone else—anywhere else.

Acting gave me that ability. The ability to be in a picture-perfect world where everything was scripted and there were no surprises. I knew my role, and while everything might go topsy-turvy, it would right itself by the end. It gave me some semblance of stability, if only for a while.

“I’d be willing to take you to the studio and show you around.” He stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray. “Introduce you to some people.”

I stubbed mine out too. “You would?” Dean hadn’t even offered introductions to Ruth. “I don’t want help getting a role.” Help came with owing favors. I’d been down that road and wouldn’t go back.

“I couldn’t get you one even if I wanted to.” He pointed at my coffee, raising an eyebrow in question, and I let him have it. After taking a sip, he peered at the cup, and the tip of his tongue caught a drop on the rim.

My throat went dry.

When I gestured for him to go right, he turned onto my road, past a CINEMA sign with a flickering red M.

“My apartment’s there. The peach one.” It was the new but inexpensive dingbat style popping up everywhere. Women-only but not the stuffy, chaperoned dormitory kind. “Want to come up to call for a taxi?”

As soon as the words were out, I pictured the state of the apartment. Were any of Ruth’s stockings or my bras out?

“Yes.” We got out of the car and he handed over my keys and coffee. “Did that count as your question?”

“Yeah, but so did yours. Is your new film a drama?”

“Yes.” He followed me up the stairs, close enough for the inviting heat of him to roll over me.

“Did you have to kiss anyone in it?” With only the glow of the lampposts, it was easier to ask awkward questions.

His eyes darted to my mouth as we reached the landing. “Yes.”

I’d never brought a man here, and my nerves rioted with the desire for it to mean more than it did. Even unlocking my apartment door with him beside me felt intimate.

I flipped the light switch.

Nothing. Off, on. Off, on.

“Problem?” Hugh asked.

It would have been less embarrassing for someone to put me out of my misery, leaving me to the ghosts’ ridicule, than to explain the problem to a man I’d already put on a pedestal.

“Ruth lost her job.” Again. I headed to the living room and set down the keys and coffee. “We got behind on the electric bill.”

He scanned the room, too shadowed with the faint streetlight coming through the windows to allow him to make out the scratched legs of a secondhand chair or our sofa’s faded fabric. “Did she tell Dean?”

“I doubt it.” She wanted him to see her as responsible. I motioned to the phone on a table next to the sofa. It was the last bill I paid, so it would work. “Help yourself.”

While ordering a cab, Hugh picked up a pen and scrawled across an old Life magazine with Esther Williams on the cover. He hung up and tucked his hands in his pockets. “Have you kissed anyone in a role? Like when you were on Broadway?”

“No. Did you have to prepare to kiss your co-star?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I already know how to kiss.” He stepped closer. “Are you afraid to kiss in front of the cameras?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I’d be a disaster. Laughed off set.

I waved him off. “Oh, I don’t know. It would be awkward with everyone watching.”

“Remember, no lying.”

“Fine.” I found the perfume I’d left on the coffee table and misted my wrist to occupy myself with anything but his reaction. “I’ve never really kissed anyone.”

Not according to Ruth, who said pecks didn’t count.

The car I’d saved up for by graduation needed work, and Willie couldn’t repair it out of the kindness of his heart, so I went back to the boy who was good at shop. He made the same offer. This time I took it. It seemed like a decent trade for our lips barely grazing here and there. But when he shoved his tongue in my mouth, I slapped him, and he stopped helping.

Not long after that, I met my agent, Walter Row. A man who left me with no interest in being physical with anyone. Until now.

“You’re serious? Men must have wanted to kiss you.” Hugh said it with such confidence, a shiver ran through me.

I shrugged a shoulder. “Have we finished twenty questions yet?”

“I could show you what to expect if you’d like.” He took my hand and brought my wrist to his nose, inhaling, then lightly hummed.

The sound zipped up my spine. “Okay.” My heart pounded so hard, it came out as a whisper.

He blinked at me for a moment. Was he truly surprised I’d taken him up on his offer? Not only did I need to learn, but I wanted to know what it was like to kiss him.

“There are two kinds. The film kind and the real kind.” He stepped back, letting my hand fall. “In the picture I just finished, I played a soldier who came home from war believing the woman I loved had moved on. When I found out she’d waited for me, this is how I kissed her.”

It was like a clapper board snapped and someone called, Action! In a moment, his eyes widened like he hadn’t thought he’d see me again. With one step, his arms encircled me and his lips crashed against mine.

Goosebumps rushed down my arms. The woodsy scent of his aftershave surrounded me as he held me like I was all that mattered in the world. Though I’d seen none of his films, his acting was impressive, because in those few seconds he convinced me I was precious.

When he released me, I brought a hand to my heart to check if it’d come loose.

It was exactly like the kisses I’d seen in pictures a hundred times, when violins played in the background, rising to the moment the doe-eyed dame and the hunky gent could no longer hide that they were gone for each other.

His chest rose and fell. “That’s a film kiss. If you have to do it, let your co-star take the lead. They never last longer than three seconds.”

I brushed my fingertips across my lips. “You said there was another kind. How is it different?” Of course, I’d seen kisses outside of movies, but I was dying to hear him describe it.

“You’ll want to be more”—his gaze traveled down my body—“involved.”

“Such as?”

“Touching.” He took my hand and brought it to his chest. My fingertips slipped under his suit coat. “It’s not like in films. Your hands can move. Explore.” His sights locked on my mouth. “Lips part and tongues meet.”

I’d stopped breathing normally. “It sounds very orchestrated. Lots of moving parts.”

“It’s not complicated. It’s less thinking and more—”

“Doing?”

He smiled. “I was going to say ‘fun,’ but yes.”

My chest constricted with the need for everything he’d said. I tipped my chin up, bold in the dark. “Show me.”

His smile fell as he looped one arm around my back. It was like the world slowed to half speed. I fisted his lapels as he kissed me.

It was softer this time, more experimental—like learning the exact curve of each other’s lips. The top, then the bottom. His mouth was patient as it led the way, the rhythm of pulling back and coming together again forcing any worries over how well I could do this to melt.

He drew me flush against him while his tongue skimmed the seam of my lips, coaxing them apart to dip inside. A breathy groan left him at the contact, and sparks flew down my body.

Hugh kissed with expert, sensual care. Like every second, every stroke, every nibble and glide of his mouth, was purposeful.

I never wanted to stop. Who needed to eat or work or sleep when there was this?

He slid a hand into my hair, tugging gently to allow the perfect angle for his mouth to explore my neck. I dragged my hands down, and when his coat fell open, I searched the firm expanse of his chest and stomach.

“This is how all kisses should be.” I fingered a shirt button, willing myself not to undo it.

“I know. But Hollywood doesn’t want to scandalize the masses.” He left a trail of kisses up my neck to a spot below my ear. When I gasped, he replaced his lips on mine.

The soft glow of headlights filtered up from the street.

Hugh made an inch-wide gap between us, though it felt like a mile, and stared at my lips like he might kiss me again. He propped a hand on the window frame and peeked out. “Taxi’s here.”

I deflated but nodded, hugging an arm around my middle. “Thanks for the practice.”

He smiled softly—still sexy without the scrunch—as we moved to the door. “If you need more, you have my number.”

“I do?”

“I left it on the magazine. And call if you want to see the studio.” He took my hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it. “That’s a film kiss I do like.”

The next moment, he was out the door.
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CHAPTER FIVE Vivian then


The front door clicked shut the next morning as I grabbed my apron, checking the pocket for my pen and pad, then I smoothed a hand over the buttons of my blue shirtwaist dress uniform to make sure they were all secure.

Ruth was filling a kettle at the sink as I walked out. After setting it on the gas stove and lighting it, she turned toward me and startled.

I smiled. “Boo.”

“Jeepers.” She brought a hand to her chest. Shadows were under her eyes, not helped by the mascara settled there. “What are you doing up already?” She opened a cupboard, then another. It was the kind of searching someone did when they weren’t familiar with another person’s kitchen.

“I have work. What are you doing up?” I couldn’t imagine what time she and Dean had left Mocambo. I tossed my apron on the counter and found a mug. “Forget where we keep them?”

Her head fell with a small groan. “I haven’t slept, but I have to leave for an audition in a couple of hours, so I can’t now.”

I checked the clock. I had five minutes. “Did Dean keep you too busy with his directing? And several encores?”

The corners of her eyes crinkled with her grin. “He’s very good.”

“At directing or sex?”

“Both.”

“Well, now you’re just bragging.” The reason I knew anything about intimacy was because of her.

“We dug through some boxes of old costume attire and acted out an erotic storyline.”

“Like Tarzan and Jane?”

“Or Superman and Lois Lane.”

“Cinderella and Prince Charming.” I pinched my lips but couldn’t fight my laughter.

Ruth came from a wealthy family. She’d had everything: a housekeeper, a chef, a driver. A tennis instructor and piano lessons and a French tutor. But her parents cut off financial support when she left to pursue acting. Her father said it was for easy girls.

“It’s not the kind of performing Daddy thought I’d be doing when I packed my bags.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “But all experience is good experience, right?”

I brought a hand to my mouth in mock horror. “Floozy.”

She grabbed a floral tea towel and flicked it against my hip. “Virgin. I’d love to see you find someone you liked so I could hear about your dalliances for a change.”

My heart pounded alongside flashes of last night. Hugh’s mouth on mine. His hand in my hair. My gasp when he—

Ruth’s gaze narrowed. “Why are your cheeks red?”

I fetched the instant coffee and propped a hip against the counter to get a good look at her reaction. “We kissed.”

“ ‘We’ meaning… Hugh?” Her jaw went utterly slack.

“You look ridiculous.”

“I’m surprised.”

“You kissed Dean on your first date.” I rested my chin in my palm. “Come to think of it, you did more than kiss.”

The kettle whistled. “But you weren’t on a date. Besides, this is you we’re talking about.”

“Practically a leper, I know.” I stepped around her and turned off the stove.

“That’s not what I meant. You must like him.”

She made no move toward her mug, so I scooped out a portion of coffee, noting there were about two servings left, and poured the water. “What’s not to like about TDH?” When she tilted her head, I added, “Tall, Dark, and Handsome.”

Ruth stared. “You gave him a nickname.”

I tipped my hand back and forth in a Sort of motion. “It’s more of a descriptor.”

She picked up her coffee, an uncharacteristically contemplative look on her face.

“What, you hate it?” I asked. “We can come up with another name.”

“No. It’s perfect.”

It didn’t sound like she thought it was perfect. “What aren’t you saying?” She stirred and stirred. “Ruth.”

“We’re going out again tonight,” she blurted. “Hugh’s taking his co-star, Peggy Harris. Dean said the studio wants to show a budding romance between them.”

Ice pricked my heart.

Pretending Hugh would risk his image so he could go out with me would have been delusional. Like Marlon Brando dating, I don’t know, a seamstress. Even if he wanted to, the studio wouldn’t have approved of him being with a nobody like me. Of course, as a director, Dean wasn’t subject to those rules.

“I’m not sure he has feelings for her,” Ruth went on. “Apparently, Hugh was in a serious relationship with a woman from back home until about a year ago. She broke his heart, and he hasn’t dated seriously since.”

“It’s all right.”

Her hand stilled. “You sure?”

It was easy to pretend I was fine. I used to do it all the time with my mother.

Mom never knew how deeply everything between her and my father affected me. I wanted to protect her, but there was nothing I could do, so I pretended not to hear plates shattering or doors slamming. Never questioned the times she told me to pack my things, saying we were leaving, though we never made it out the door. I would have done anything to alleviate her burden, and if I acted fine, she didn’t have to worry about me.

“Of course.” All I needed was to forget how Hugh’s lips tasted and the press of his body against mine. Easy-peasy. “Honestly, I could use another friend.” There was even the perfect excuse to call: He’d offered to show me the studio.

Since there was no reason to play it cool, I rang him that afternoon when I got home from my shift. His voice sent a flutter to my belly I attempted to swat away as we made plans to go out the next day.
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