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Chapter One

“No one died today,” Lauren Prescott said out loud to herself. It wasa glorious
statement, and she proclaimed it proudly. She hadn’'t killed anyone,and no one had
keeled over on their own. She punched the air a few times in aRocky-like victory
dance. That accomplishment was a pretty big deal for aSaturday night sold-out show
with a cast who had a penchant for drama, hijinks,and tantrums. As she began her
final stage managerial duties for the night, shelonged to include that sentence on the
performance report she would momentarilyemail to her entire production team, as
well as the designers, director, andfront office staff for The McAllister Theater. She
decided, instead, to addthat knowledge to the celebratory wine column. In other
words, all the reasonsshe’ d earned a great big gulping of a glass once she returned
home to peace,quiet, and serenity. God, she longed for that wine. She might even
chair dancelike a boss once it was in her hand. After all, celebratory wine time was
hermost favorite of all the times, which was why she reserved it as her dailyafter-
show reward. Lauren dreamed about it now, lustily. She could be in theliving room
she very much missed in under an hour if she played her cards rightand was
expeditious with her daily paperwork.

Thank God the tumultuous night was finally winding down, and onlytwo people had
cried. Well, two and a half, if you count misting up and fanningyour face like it was
on fire. Most of the actors were already out of costumeand makeup and out the door
following the performance, likely signing Playbillsfor the patrons who'd lingered for
photos and a chat with their favorites.Lauren’s two assistant stage managers were
busy tending to their nightlyhousekeeping responsibilities. Janie, who decked the
show at the stage level,was busy organizing the props and giving Milky White, the
cow puppet they usedin the musical, Sondheim’ sintothe Woods, a good brushing to



get the makeup stains off hershoulder. At the same time, Trip Hooper, her right-hand
man and the closestfriend she had, swept the stage in that very methodical way Trip
was known for.When he spotted Lauren watching him, he offered a playful salute
along with gjovial dance.

“You're totally Bert right now,” she told him and began to hum afew bars of “Chim
Chim Cher-ee.”

He spun in acircle with his broom.

“Y ou need soot though, or you're just the poor man’ s version, andwho wants that?’

He kicked his heels together in full chimney sweep mode andgrinned. “I’ [l work on
that for ya, Mary,” he said in his best Cockney.

“Brilliant.” Lauren adored her staff. She was lucky, because thiswas not the kind of
job you waded through alone. That’s actually how she andTrip had become so close.
In stage management, you needed soldiers to help youcrawl! through the battlefield of
high maintenance performers and irate designers.Later, you had a cocktail together
and toasted days like today whennobodydied and saidall the things you could never
say in the actual rehearsal room, even thoughyou desperately wanted to. She and Trip
had been through many such battles andwere closer than ever because of it. They
always had each other’ s backs andalways would.

“Night, Lauren,” Jesi, their wig mistress, said as she headedhome. “Almost to the end
of thisone, and | don’t know about you, but I’ mready. This group is a handful.”

“They’re definitely on their own journey. | pray for them,” shesaid with awink. “One
more to go, and we're out. Oh, hey,” Lauren said,pausing Jesi’s exit. “Did
Cinderella s act two wig sit far back tonight, or wasthat just me?”’



“It did.” Jesi shook her head ruefully. “All because Alicia keepstugging on it when
she’ s gabbing with the princesin the wings. It's how sheflirts. I’ ve talked to her, but |
can't hold her hand all night. She’s aman-crazy lady.”

Lauren nodded, knowing how much Alicia hated being wigged. She wasa kind
person, but the brand of actress who didn’t understand why everythingwasn’t simpler
for her specificaly. When she’ d asked Lauren to run lines withher, part of her gig as
stage manager, Alicia actually asked if she could rewritea few of them. Sondheim and
Lapine would besopleased. Alicia had also argued to use her own hair for the show
but lost thatfight to the design team when it was pointed out quietly in a
productionmeeting that she didn’t have a ton of hair to work with, as it had thinned
outconsiderably once she’d entered her thirties. The costume designer had made
theright call, in Lauren’s opinion, and Alicia was much more glamorous in the
wig.Now, if they could keep the princes, who happened to be gay anyway, away
fromher for one more day.

They were so close, Lauren could taste it.Into the Woodswas inits final weekend of
performances at The McAllister Theater in Minneapoliswhere Lauren was one of
two resident production stage managers. Her job wasvaried and intense, but she
wouldn’'t trade it for any other. It fell to her tooversee the assistant stage managers
and keep everything about the productionmoving forward in a timely, healthy, and
organized manner, and that came with along list of responsibilities. Lauren called
each cue of the show personally onthe headset from the stage manager’s booth. She
worked with actors on anyproblems, both personal or performance based, arranged
for their understudiesto step in when they were sick, and made sure the production
team was informedabout nearly every detail of each performance. She filled out
electronicpaperwork on every performance. She coordinated with the house manager.
Shemade sure the director’ s vision remained intact once the show opened. Shebooked
doctor’s appointments, arranged for rides, and acted as therapist andcounselor. In
short, there was nothing Lauren Prescott didn’t do in the scopeof her job to make
each and every performance better, and she did it calmlywith a smile,



And while she loved her gig as stage manager, she loved TheMcAllister even more.
With a season of six productions annually, every one hadto be top-notch. Lauren
generally stage managed three or four of them, makingthe pace of her life incredibly
busy. Sure, she’'d love to date, socialize, ormaybe make it to the gym on occasion.
Hell, she'd settle for time to drink hercoffee before it got cold. Yet she didn’t have
time.

“Andsend,” she said, striking the key on her silver Mac with the rose-gold casing
thatwould blast the performance report to everyone who worked behind the scenes
inany position of status. They’d run three minutes longer than the night before,which
meant that The Baker was milking his dramatic moments again. She'd passon the
note, knowing the director’'s wish for him to keep the pace of thoseemotional
moments in act 2 aloft.

Most of the forty-eight performances ofinto the Woodshad been sold out, and
thereviews had been relatively positive. Yet the production had devolved into
abackstage circus because of the dramatic nature of a few choice actors. Nothingnew,
but not Lauren’s favorite type of ensemble. Her goal was to get them tothe end of the
run the following evening without The Baker’s Wife killing TheBaker, without Little
Red Riding Hood wandering away to Instagram her faceeighty times a show to the
world while missing her act 1 entrance, and withoutThe Narrator, a functioning
alcoholic, performing so soused that audiencemembers noticed. She could do it! She
saw the homestretch in front of her witha glass of wine blinking like a 7-Eleven sign
on alonely highway at midnight.

God, she couldn’'t wait for this trip.

She’'d earned this vacation. Dreamed about it. In forty-eighthours, this production
would be another successful entry on her areadyimpressive résume, and The
McAllister would bring a new showto the main stage, and enter rehearsals for
another. The system was in constantmotion.



“Mona—the dresser for the princes?—hit on me tonight,” Trip said,leaning against
her table in the booth. “She grabbed my ass, and it hurt likehell. Mona has
traumatized me.”

“Do you want me to write it up?’ Lauren asked with a sympatheticgrin. She was also
the first step to Human Resources for such claims, beforethe union got involved.
“Call it aggressive ass grabbing?’

Trip rubbed hisright cheek. “I do not. Thistime.”

“1’d do that for you, Trippy. I'll say Mona's an ass grabber.”

“Nah. Maybe next time. | just want my boss and friend tosympathi ze with me.”

She offered him puppy dog eyes and blinked slowly. “I’'m so sorryyour ass is sore,
and that Monathinks it’s so cute she hasto harm it.”

“That's it,” he said, nodding, warming to the characterization. “lhave a harmed ass.
I’m glad you're finally acknowledging my pain.”

“Always, Trip. Always. Want to go home now? Cuz it feels like it sthree am. and
I’m close to death.”

“Quarter to midnight, but yes, please,” he said, snapping out ofmartyr mode. A
thought seemed to pop into his brain. “Excuse me. Lala?’

“Yes?' Lauren asked, smiling at the use of the nickname he’ dassigned her years ago.
“Will you be at the after-party tomorrow night? Please don't sayyou need to have

lonely wine time at home. Lonely wine time is really sad winetime, and you don’t
want to be that lady.”



She nodded and ignored his judgmental observation. “I’ll be there.l’m exhausted,
numb, and ready to clock out of this one, but it wouldn’'t feelright to skip out, you
know?' She'd never missed a closing party and didn’tplan to now. There was
something important about the cast and creatives comingtogether socially to say their
good-byes, and send the show off into thehistory books as a united group. Say what
you would about a drama-filledproduction, but once the curtain was down for good,
everyone forgot thetumultuous details and fell in love al over again. The glory of
theater.
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“Perfect. I'll need you to keep me from flirting with Gregory.It's your job.” Gregory
played Rapunzel’s Prince in the show, and Trip had beendrooling over him since
they’ d started rehearsals. Gregory, however, was thelove 'em and leave ’em type, and
Trip was more the fall in love and get marriedtype, so Lauren had done her best to
run interference.

Sheraised an eyebrow. “We're still on that?”
Trip covered his heart. “ Can you support my endeavors sansudgment?’

“l can.” He bowed, and she laughed. “Now get out of here, so | canfinish my
paperwork by fiveam.”

“Y ou mean midnight.”
“It' swhatever. I'm barely alive.”

“One day more!” he sang loudly, giving her his bestLes Mis. She had the decencyto
grin. When he disappeared from sight, she heard several more voices join hischorus.
She laughed quietly. Theater people, man. Their world was a unigueenvironment, full
of unique individuals who Lauren happened to love, flaws andall.

Just before leaving The McAllister that night, Lauren paused to watchone of her most
favorite rituals. A stagehand placed the ghost light centerstage and wandered away.
Gorgeous. She folded her arms across her chest and letthe image affect her. There
was no visua she loved more. Something about thatsolitary light keeping watch over
the theater, until they could come back andtell more stories the next day, stole her



heart. She leaned into her goosebumps, offering herself a small hug. She stayed
another minute and stared atthe light, internalizing it, appreciating it, before packing
up her bag andheading out. When she arrived in the staff parking lot, she turned back
andregarded the looming white building with four long regal columns in front.
Theamount of theatrical history inside those walls was not lost on Lauren. Shecarried
a great deal of reverence for the theater, and never tired of itsdemands. They were
friends, she and The McAllister. She leaned back against hercar. She’ d once dreamed
about performing on that stage herself. She didn’t dustoff those old dreams too often,
because why harp on the past, you know? Shewasn’'t meant to be an actress and
clearly understood that now. But there weretimes when she allowed the twinge of
envy to creep in, when she saw othersdoing what she once longed to do herself and
felt the loss. She batted backthose wistful thoughts before they got too far along. Hell,
she was LaurenPrescott, and holding everything together was her specialty. No time
for thosekinds of indulgences.

She stood and gave the theater a final nod good night. She'd beback in just eleven
short hours for the final Sunday matinee. That meant olderpatrons and children would
cram the house in ajumble of red wine and peanutM&M'’s.

First up, her after-show celebratory wine gulping, when she couldput her feet up,
relax into her own life, and leave the stage managementprofessional on the shelf for
another day. Bring on her real world, namely: herdog, her house, and her leggings
purposefully purchased one size too large forthis very occasion.

* % %

Whoa.Carly Daniel lowered her banana-razzmatazz-kale smoothie and set it on
herwhite marble kitchen counter in sunny Los Angeles. The man servicing herinfinity
pool stared at her in her baby blue bikini through the automated openwall between
her backyard and kitchen. She turned away from him, killing hisview, and stared at
her phone's readout in disbelief. Her agent was calling forthe first time in months.



She wasn't calling Alika. Alika was callingher. At long fuckinglast. She picked up
without hesitation, hoping silently for an offer, anaudition, anything to get her feeling
like she was working again. Alika Moorehad been dodging her calls for weeks, so to
have her reach out now had Carly’ sheart hammering with anticipation.

“Hey, Alika. Just catching some rays.” Carly forced a smilebecause she knew it
would make her sound happier. She aways made a point tosound breezy and
successful, even though they both knew her career was circlingthe toilet. “How’s
your day?’

“Been busy out there” Alika said. She had a lot of clients, andCarly was now
probably low priority after her star had fallen so publicly. Shewas lucky her agent
hadn’'t dropped her altogether. “I’'m calling because, wonderof wonders, we have an
offer on the table.”

Carly closed her eyes and thanked heaven above. “Tell me it’ sBarrow’s latest film. |
don’t even mind auditioning for him, which we both knowl haven't had to do in a
while. Plus, he loves me, so it would just be aformality.” She and director Jay Barrow
had been talking about working togetherfor the past two years, and his new film had
the perfect role for her. She' dread the script three times, reveled in the dialogue, the
richcharacterization, and the fantastic plot twist toward the end that would
haveaudiences talking for weeks. She was ready to report when and where they
neededher.

“l called on it already. They passed.”

Carly started to speak and stopped. She turned around and staredat her white cabinets
with the glassinsets. That didn’'t make sense. Jay toldher she was a favorite actress of
his and he was dying to work with her. “Didyou tell them I'd audition? I'll prove
what | haveto prove.”



“1 told them you'd audition. | told them you’d be in bed everynight by eleven. | told
them they could have your firstborn. They passed,Carly. They're al passing, and if
we don’'t do something to turn this around,this whole hands-off Carly Daniel policy
that’s circulating the studio systemis going to be permanent.”

Carly frowned. She'd behaved badly, partied too hard, and taken advantageof her
status in Hollywood, imagining she'd be solid no matter what she did,including
holding up production when she'd failed to make her call times. She' dfallen into the
Valley of the Stupid and was paying for it mightily. Itwouldn’t have been such a big
deal if that hotheaded director hadn’t run toevery media outlet who would listen and
exaggerated al that had happened. Itdidn’t matter how sorry she was, or how
vehemently she planned to be differentmoving forward. No more late partying. No
more late arrivals, no more pushyopinions, and definitely no more hookups who
would tell al to the tabloids.She truly regretted that one night with the Norwegian
woman who soldcompromising photos of them toThelnquirer. Her kingdom for a
time machine. Y et she'd been on thestraight and narrow for months now, and no one
cared. Well, maybe until now.She backtracked to the important part, leaving the
Barrow news in the past.” But there' s an offer?’

“Not one you're going to be thrilled with, but if you ask me,we're lucky to get it.”
There was a weariness in Alika's tone, and the wordsthemselves didn’'t bode well,
either.

“Okay, | guess. Tell me about it?’

“The McAllister Theater in Minneapolis is mounting a production ofa new
play,Starry Nights.”

Carly squinted and noticed absently her tan was in great shape.That was a bonus, at
least. “Like the Van Gogh painting?’



“The script is inspired by the painting, yes, and I've gotta behonest with you, it's
good. The director, Ethan Moore—no relation, by the way—hasoffered you one of
the two lead roles.”

Carly shook her head, picked up her smoothie, and walked. “Butstage work? Think
about it, Alika, no. That’s not who | am. It's not what Ido.” She sighed dramatically.
“If this offer was Broadway, then maybe. | couldat least think of it as a bonus on the
old résumé, but somedusty old regional house?’

“It's not justsomeregional house.” Alika seemed frustrated again. “It’s the fucking
McAllister. Well respected. Coveted in artistic circles. It attracts top echelon
directors,actors, and designers, all because everyone wants to work at The McAllister
atleast once in their career. Don’t just blow this off, Carly. | can’'t guaranteethere' Il be
another offer.”

“Y ou honestly think | should do this?’

“If you want to reestablish yourself, this is a fantastic way todo it.” Alika had put on
her serious voice, the one she used when she tried toget Carly to see things from her
point of view. The serious voice tended to beright, so Carly paid attention. “Go back
to basics. Act your ass off in thisplay, and let the reviews sell you to Hollywood all
over again for the crediblework you did. Remind them you're an actress and not a
headline.”

Carly dropped her head back and stared at the ceiling. Not onlydid stage work not
appeal to her, but she’ d never done any theater. Zilch. Noteven in her tiny high school
back in Oregon. Her first audition had been for atelevision guest spot when she was
nineteen, and that had quickly led to herfirst film cameo at twenty. Since then, the
water had been warm in Hollywood,and her star had continued to rise until she was
the name selling films. Nineyears later, as she approached her thirtieth birthday, she
could definitely saythat star had fallen. And hard.



On the other hand, how hard could it be to transfer what she didto a live performance,
right? She was a good actress. She knew that much, andacting was acting. “Can |
think about it?’
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“You can, but why?' Alika drew out the last word. Carly couldimagine Alika's hair
vibrating the way it did when she was frustrated. “Wouldyou rather float around in
your pool some more and sip mimosas? | can let youget back to that. | have other
clients who are interested in working.” One of Carly’ s favorite things about Alikawas
that she rarely sucked up and insteadtold it like it was. “Or we can begin building
your career back to what it was,one brick at a time. The McAllister is a brick, baby

girl.”

Why did Alika have to be so tell-it-like-it-is? Carly sighed andtapped her countertop
about eight hundred times. Her pool guy stole anotherglance at her in her bikini, and
she closed her sheer cover-up tighter aroundher body. “Fine. Take the offer. There'sa
dude gawking openly at my breasts,and I'd like to say something positive happened
today.”

“Gawking at you? What else is new? Alika chuckled. “Report hisass to his
supervisor immediately. Also, as your friend, I’'m happy you see thelight. I'll send
over the contract as soon as | have it. Thisisthe rightmove. The McAllister isbig.”

“When do | have to be in—I"m sorry, where the hell am | going,again?’

“Minneapolis. They want you there for the first rehearsal nextweek. The theater will
be in touch to arrange your travel once we've signed.Start flexing that acting muscle

again.”

“Onit. Maybeyou'll visit?’

“Doubtful. | must whedl and deal so we can dll eat.”



Carly sighed as she tried to keep up, tried to imagine waking upin Minneapolis next
week, and tried not to swear in frustration at her agent,who was merely the
messenger. “Alika. Level with me. Is this whole thing reallynecessary? | mean, can’t
we just send Warner Brothers a fruit basket and hopethey tell the others?’

“Baby girl, if you want to see your career ever again, then I’ dsay yes, you need to pay
some dues. Fruit baskets can be for later.”

It wasn’t how she' d imagined she’'d spend the next three months ofher life, but then
when had life ever been predictable? She’' d go to Minnesota,of all places, hang out at
an old boring theater, and show everyone in showbusiness that, after everything, she
was a safe bet. That was right. CarlyDaniel would play ball, and she'd play it well.
Maybe she'd even make a newfriend or two in Minneapolis. That part, she'd never
had trouble with.

She harnessed all her energy. “All right. Next week it is. Do youhave a script for
me?’

“I’ll send it right over. And Carly? This is the right move. Y ougotta trust me on this.
It's a desert out there for you. Y ou're crawling onyour hands and knees in search of

water.

“Jesus, that’s a depressing image.”

“It'syour life. Seek out that oasis. It'sin Minneapolis.”

Carly clicked off the call and caught her reflection in the glass.She pulled her blond
hair from the clip holding it back and felt it tumble downpast her shoulder blades. She
stared out at her infinity pool that overlookedall of the Hollywood Hills. It was
August. She had maybe six months until shecouldn’t afford this house any longer,
unless something changed. Life was aboutto shift dramatically for her, but Carly was



up for it. She wondered whatMinneapolis was like in the fall.

Ten minutes to actor call time and every single last one of themhad already signed in.
What had Lauren done to deserve such a smooth finalperformance? Her little stage
manager heart swelled with pride. No phone callsto make. No one to track down. No
tardy entries on that performance report. Shecelebrated the victories when they
happened.

Following today,lntothe Woodswould fade into history and Lauren had some time
off. Shewould take a weekend trip to Cancun, lie on a beautiful beach, take in
thecrystal blue waters, and who knew? Maybe she’d meet a nice woman at a bar
forsome after-hours fun. The other resident production stage manager, Matthew
theGreat, would take over the driver’s seat as PSM on a new play going intorehearsal
at The McAllister,StarryNights, scheduled to run for four weeks in the fall. She'd
return toPSM the Christmas show, which would go into rehearsal in just over a
month,onceStarry Nightsmoved to the stage. Between now and then, she'd find out
what it felt like tobe a person again, areal live one with alife.

“Got asec, Lauren?’

“Hey, Wilks.” Nolan Wilks was the artistic director of TheMcAllister and responsible
for keeping the whole engine moving. In other words,her boss, and a very capable
one. “What's up? I’'m approaching half hour so Idon't have a ton of time to talk,
unfortunately.”

He straightened his polo shirt as if it were a tie. She smotheredan affectionate grin.
“You're going to hate me, but you might just have to hateme. Are you ready to hate
me?’



She stared at him, checked her watch, and held up one finger toplace him on hold.
She pressed a button on the microphone in the booth andleaned toward it. “Ladies
and gentleman, half hour until curtain. Thisis your halfhour.” Refocusing on Wilks,
she prepared herself. “Please don’'t make me hateyou. | much prefer celebrating you
as headmaster over al of Hogwarts.” Shesmiled at him but wondered what in the
world was going on if he was stormingthe booth at half hour.

“1 need you forStarryNights.”

She swallowed. “No, you don’t. You and | both know I'll be on thatmuch needed
vacation. That means me, a beach, and the tiniest of umbrellas inmy glass. Picture it,
and please don't say any more. Thisis my time away, andl’'m in love with it. We're
getting married.”

“Time you very much deserve.” He paused. She stared. They repeatedthe process.
“But | need you, and you know | wouldn't ask if it wasn't thatimportant.”

She took a moment. “I don’'t understand. Matty’s on it. Matty isfully capable.”
Matthew the Great was a decent enough production stage manager.Reliable, focused.
True, he didn't always know the best way to defuse ahot-button situation, but his
organizational skills had earned him hisnickname. His series of personally devel oped
charts and spreadsheets hadchanged Lauren’s PSM life for the better. Plus, Matty
could track a prop’ sourney onstage like no one she’'d ever met.

Wilks rubbed his forehead. “I’'m not sure he's right for this one.We have a high-
profile cast member, and | need someone with a delicate touch.”

Lauren frowned. “But that’ s not at all unusual. Pretty much everyother production has
someone famous headlining. We've worked with Meryl Streep,for God's sakes.
Matty can handle famous.”



“It's not unusual, no,” Wilks said. “But from what I've read thismorning of Carly
Daniel, she can be a handful.”

Lauren blinked. Carly Daniel? Of course she knew of her. She’ dbeen a much talked
about film actress who was everyone's favorite in Hollywooduntil recently. It all
came back to her. Sometime last year, a series ofarticles about her misbehavior on
sets swarmed the gossip rags, and as aresult, she’d been MIA onscreen. Lauren
looked to Wilks, incredulous. “Who'’ sdirectingStarry Nights?’ The real question was
who the hell had cast a party girl to come and headlineat a show at the esteemed
McAllister Theater, of all places?
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“Ethan Moore, who I’ ve been trying to get on our season for years.| finally managed
it. He' s afabulous director who knows what he's doing. He' lldo great things here, but
he wants Daniel. Insisted.”

Lauren could understand, to an extent, why. She was a goodactress, layered, and
watchable as hell with how pretty she was. Laurencouldn’t argue that fact. Lauren
wished she had half of Carly’s talent—maybethings would have gone differently for
her. As far as Ethan Moore, of courseshe’ d heard of him, too. He'd directed multiple
times on Broadway in the pastfive years but would be new to The McAllister space.
“Okay, so Carly Daniel,problem child, is starring in our next one. Sounds like a done
deal. Kegp herfrom dancing on top of tables and you'll be fine. Why do you want
me?’

“You can handle her, and | want more than anything for Ethan tohave a good
experience here. I'd love to foster this relationship with him forfuture projects, and if
Carly Daniel comes in and makes this productionunsavory for him, he'll aways
remember histime here as...undesirable.UItimately, we'll pay the price for it.”

She closed her eyes. “And Matty can’t make that happen for you?’m hours from a
beach and a pifa coladaWilks. Hours,” she practically squeaked. Anything to not
have to lose hervacation. She needed this vacation. She'd planned for it for over a
year now.She had a bundle of little brochures all in afolder.

“Not the way you can, Lauren. No one has your cool head and skillwith people. | was
nervous about not having you with Ethan already, but nowthat Carly Daniel has been
attached to the project?’ He shifted and stuck hishands in his pockets. “I realy need
you and will buy you eighteen pifia coladas when thisis said and done.”



She glanced at the clock apologetically. “I need to get thisperformance going.”

“Of course. I'll scoot-scat out of your way.” He did a littledance to lighten things up,
which Lauren appreciated. Wilks, who had to be inhis late sixties, could be cute
despite his otherwise distinguished persona.She wanted to pat him on his head while
still carrying great respect for him.“Think about it? Y ou'd be the hero of this place.”
He backed away. Morescoot-scatting. “And you’ Il be compensated appropriately.”

“Y ou should have led with that.”

He pointed at her. “1 will next time. And Lauren?”’

“Sir?’

“Y ou're the best goddamned stage manager in the business.”

“1 will remind you of that someday when you forget.” He nodded andsnuck away so
she could do her job for the next three hours and give this showa proper closing. The
compensation part of his offer didn't sound half bad. Asa stage manager, she was a
member of Actors Equity, and there was a minimumpay scale in place. Hearing
Wilks say he’'d go above and beyond did carry someweight. Maybe if she put off her
vacation a bit, she could take a few extraperks for herself. Fly first class. Upgrade her
reservation to one of those upscaleall-inclusive places with private cabanas and
butlers that brought the fruity drinks.She closed her eyes and imagined herself in a
bikini, the sun caressing herskin. God, could sheredlly give that up?

“Lauren, we're at fifteen,” Trip informed her.
“Right, right, right. My fault entirely.” She made thefifteen-minute call to everyone

backstage and checked in via headset with herhouse manager, who reported
everything out front was on schedule for an on-timecurtain.



Twenty minutes later, they were wandering their way through aSondheim journey,
the audience on the edge of their seats. From the booth thatoverlooked the house,
where she called each and every show, Lauren couldoccasionally catch a glimpse of
an audience member’s face as they went alongfor the ride, gasping and glancing at
their seatmate for each plot twist orturn. She loved that about theater. Back when she
used to be an actressherself, she'd taken great pride in affecting those who took in her
shows. Whenan audience member cried or laughed loudly, she carried that energy
with herand brought it back out again in appreciation of that relationship. Thatactor-
audience connection was like nothing she’' d ever experienced. Those kindsof thoughts
always made Lauren’s heart squeeze.

She missed life onstage. Not to say she didn’t love her job. Whenacting hadn’t
panned out after college, she’d made a choice for herself thatwould keep her in the
business she dearly loved, working to tell stories everyday. Her skill set fit nicely into
stage management. She'd started as aproduction assistant at a lower level regional
theater in Missouri, worked herway up to assistant stage manager after a couple of
years, and eventuallybecame a PSM. Landing a resident gig at The McAllister had
been a dream cometrue. Well, a second-choice dream come true after that first dream
didn’t pan out.People could have multiple dreams, couldn’t they? And she didn’t take
anythingfor granted. No, sir.

Four and a half hours later and Lauren swirled her lemonade margaritaand adjusted
her burgundy cocktail dress. The cast party, always traditionallyheld at the upscale
Argyle Hotel, was fully underway. Everyone was doing thatthing where they
reminisced about how far they’d all come together, huggingeveryone else to excess,
and professing how much they were going to miss eachother. Though it was
definitely a routine process for the closing of a show, itdidn’t make the sentiments
any less sincere.

“Lauren, | don't know how | would have survived without you,” Emily Heitner said
with a flutter of dramatic hand gestures. She was awell-respected actress who'd



played the role of The Witch. Kisses and kindwords followed.

“Oh my goodness, Lauren. | might miss you most of all,” amalecast member gushed.
More kisses and kind words. There was a welcomepredictability to it all that she truly
cherished.

They danced and sang with the music as the beverages flowed morefreely, and when
most of the cast and creatives cleared out, Lauren did, too.

She walked to her sky blue Mini Cooper with the white top justafter eleven that night
and heard footsteps behind her. When she turned to seewho followed so closely, she
wasn't surprised.

“Hey, there,” Tindey said. “That was alot of fun.”

“Hey, Tins. It was. Headed home?’ Tindey Worth was anup-and-coming scenic
designer who was currently working under their head of department.She lent her
artistic talents to their main stage sets and got to design someof the smaller children’s
shows in the adjoining space.

Tindey leaned against the Mini and smiled. “I was actually seeingwhere you were
headed. Thought maybe you’ d want to grab a drink?’

Lauren considered the offer. Tindey was cute, and friendly, andher crush on Lauren
seemed apparent. Lauren just wasn't sure she had the timein her life to offer to
someone right now. It was possible all Tinsley wantedwas a hookup, but wasn't that a
bad idea with people you worked alongside?Hadn’t she just given Trip that same
advice? Astempting as it was, Laurendecided to sidestep the offer.

“You're sweet, but I've had such a killer day, you know?’ Shetapped the top of the
Mini. “Gonna head home and play sock tug-o-war with RockylV, and maybe have a



Baileys on the rocks before bed. Still debating whetherl’ [l wear the footie pajamas or
not, wild child that | am. No photos, please.”

Tindey laughed. “You definitely have the pgama fashion down. So,I’ve been
wondering about something. Is Rocky your fourth dog named Rocky?’ Tinsley asked,
flashing her smile again. Yep, she was looking for some action,and Lauren just
wasn't prepared to go there with her. She was a pretty girl,and friendly, and gay as
hell, but that didn’t necessarily mean Lauren wantedto take her up on the apparent
offer. Maybe her romance mechanism had bustedsomewhere along the way. She
should be all over this chance yet wasn't. Thatsaid something.

“No, | just prefer the fourth movie. Rocky just wants to retire,but then his friend
needs justice. Then there’s Adrian having all thesefeelings, and Dolph Lundgren is a
fantastic villain, and I'm here for it. Doesthat make any sense? My brain is
compartmentalized.”

“1 think | trandated.” She nodded. “A very cute explanation. I’lllet you get to those
footie pgjamas.”

“1 better hurry. Have a great night.” Lauren gslid into the driver’ sside and wondered if
that had come off as rude. She'd tried to explain theRocky IVorigins with agrin
attached, but maybe she was just awkward. After her long day, who knewwhat her
face said to Tindey? To help punctuate her lightness, she waved throughthe
windshield just before speeding away. It would have to do.
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Her favorite snuffling pug, Rocky, did his famous front paw danceas she opened the
door to her home, at long last. She dropped to the ground andmimicked his prancing
back and forth. “Rocky, Rocky, Rocky,” she said to eachlanding of his front paws,
exciting him all the more. The more he snuffled, themore thrilled he was. Finaly, she
toppled him onto his back and rubbed hisbelly and his sides vigorously, his favorite.
“Do you know how much | missedyou? There was this cow wandering around
onstage, and it reminds me of youevery time, you wiggle worm of love. | will kiss
your face eight times tocelebrate our reunion.” More snuffling as he was kissed. He
loved kisses.

Lauren scooped up her best friend and carried him into her livingroom where they
collapsed together on the couch and channel surfed until heradrenaline from the day
receded. She did go ahead and pull that cup of Baileys,which tasted like a lovely
chocolate shake in liqueur form. Before consumingit, she took a moment to straighten
the blanket on her couch and make sure itwas folded neatly. Everything in Lauren’s
life came with order, her lifeline.

Once she'd accomplished her goal, she was able to breathe a littleeasier in her well-
structured home. Magazines on the coffee table, but books onthe shelves. Mug
handles faced to the right, and dish towels were folded intosquares. Everything had
its place, and that made her happy.

The more Lauren relaxed, the more her mind began to turn over theevents of the day.
More specificaly, one important event. She thought on theoffer before her. The
guestion was, did she have another three months left inher? Could she push pause on
a vacation that she’'d already booked and pinedaway for in order to go back into the
rehearsal room all over again?



As she drifted off to sleep with Rocky snoring at her side, theanswer was clear.

Hell no.

Chapter Two

“What do you think of me in plaid?’ Carly asked and held a shirt upto her chest. “I
feel like in Minneapolis maybe | should embrace my plaid side.Are there lumberjack
typesthere? | feel like | remember that from school.”

Her best friend, Fallon, sat cross-legged on the floor of Carly’ senormous walk-in
closet, one of her favorite roomsin al the world. “I thinkyou look great in plaid, and
isn’t Minnesota whereL ittle House on the Prairietook place?Plaid worked for Walnut
Grove, though | think they’ ve industrialized quite abit since then.” She said it with a
semisarcastic grin and turned another pageof theCosmoshe'd found on Carly’'s
bedside table. “Did you know that blueberries are asuperfood? | feel like my day just
made progress.”

“1 did know. | have some in my fridge if you're hungry.” She wasstruggling with
what to pack for this unplanned jaunt across the country. “Whatabout sweaters? | feel
like sweaters are making a strong comeback.”

“1 didn’t know they’ d been banished.”

“The heavier ones certainly were. Chunky heels were alsotemporarily on the no-fly
list. I never know who decides such things, but Iwish they’d slow down a little bit
with all the shifts.”

“1 kindafeel like you and your fellow starlets do.” Fallon shookher head. “Leave it to
me to be on the wrong side of fashion for thetwenty-ninth year in a row. I’'m five
years behind at all times. It's almost abadge now.”



“You aways look great, Fal. I'm serious. | love your sense ofstyle.”

Her friend looked up with a soft, genuine smile. “Thanks, Car. lappreciate that.”

Carly and her best friend Fallon Mendez met once upon a time onthe set of an early
indie film that had helped put Carly on the map. Falon hadbeen a production
assistant and Carly had a small but memorable role in thefilm, that had come with a
dramatic death scene, blood packets and all. They’ dbonded at the craft services table
over their mutual nervousness about possiblylosing their jobs. A friendship
blossomed, and they’d never looked back. Otherthan her mother, who was less than
reliable, Carly didn’t have too many peopleshe would consider close to her. A million
acquaintances? Sure. But she tendedto keep people in that category on purpose.
Fallon was different, and shetreasured their friendship.

Fallon set the magazine aside and blinked at Carly. She had herjet black hair pulled
back in a ponytail which accentuated the earnestness inher eyes.

“1t looks like you have something on your mind,” Carly said. “Imay be crazy, but I’ ve
known you awhile.”

“I’m worried about you,” Fallon said simply.

Carly tossed the plaid shirt into her open suitcase, deciding ifnothing else, she could
aways tie it around her waist. “That I'll be inMinnesota when autumn hits? Oh, me,
too. I'm not built for extreme cold. I’'m acabana in the summer kind of girl. Maybe
you can send me igloo buildinginstructions.”

Fallon inclined her head to the side as if waiting for aloudnoise to cease. “1 know that
i’ s your instinct to joke your way through mostanything serious, but that’s part of the
problem. | love you, so let me saythis.”



Carly paused midfold, with an ache in the pit of her stomach. Ifanyone could make
her shut up for amoment and listen, it was her best friend.Fallon was grounded, kind,
and intelligent. Because her thoughts wereimportant, Carly took a seat on the plush
beige bench in her closet. “Okay.Sure, Fal. I'm listening.”

“Don’'t screw this up. | know you think that Hollywood sideliningyou is temporary,
and it's only a matter of time before you're onThe Tonight Showagain,but it’s not.”
Fallon now read scripts for a major studio and was in a good spotto have her ear to
the ground. She would know, which Carly found sobering. “Y ouneed to get your act
together and show the world that you are a wise investmentagain.”

Carly smiled. “I get that. But, Fallon, thisis some little stageproduction that no one is
going to see or talk about. How hard could it be?’

Fallon pointed at her. “I love you, and you have a kinder heartthan most people
realize, but it's that kind of thinking that’s going to biteyou in the ass and have you
doing informercials to pay the mortgage on a housethat could fit in a tiny corner of
this one.” Fallon pushed herself up andplaced her hands on Carly’s knees. “Take this
very seriously, and do the bestwork of your life.”

Carly offered a mock salute and a smile. Her goal was to reassureFallon, but
honestly, she wasn’t concerned. This play should be a cakewalk, andthen she’d get
back to the business of her real life. She gave Fallon's hair anaffectionate ruffle.
“You got it. My best behavior.”

Fallon sighed. “Y ou’'re doing very little to convince me.”

“Wow, so you're doing the show,” Trip said, diding in next toLauren on the first day
of rehearsal. “| was shocked when | heard. Twizzler?’



“No, thanks.” She sighed, then reconsidered and snatched a rope.“l put my entire
vacation on hold. Can you believe | did that? | still can’t.I’m in mourning and still
tanless.” She made acircleinthe air with herTwizzler. “It'sawhole thing.”
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“Noted.” Trip, who' d make a great PSM someday, grinned. His mop ofbrown curls
seemed to contribute to his enjoyment. In fact, his hair had a wayof communicating
emotion in the most rare sense. Lauren had never seen anythinglike it. When he was
happy, his hair bounced. When he felt depressed, it fellsoftly against his forehead.
When he partied, it stood straight up. She wasn’ tsure how in the world he managed to
personify emotion so perfectly.

He gestured back with his Twizzler. “Must have made you quite thedeal because you
were dead set on getting out of here for awhile. Still can’tbelieve anything was able
to keep you from the beach. You've been talking aboutit for a year. Not that I'm
cataloging you.”

“You have no idea how badly this hurts.” She shrugged. “But I’'mhuman, and | saw
the dollar signs and leaped. | could use that cash, and now!l’m an official whore in
stage manager’ s clothing, and you should feel free tocall me such.” She pointed with
her Twizzler. “Daily.” Lauren shook her head asshe reflected on the large bonus
Wilks had tacked on to her normal paycheck. Hemust have had a rainy day fund
stashed away somewhere. She grinned at Trip anddid her best to shift gears.
“But—and | say that with an exclamationpoint—happy to have you on board for this
one. Didn’t mean to gloss over thatvery important fact because | adore you forever.”

“Thanks, Lala. | plan to do you proud.” Trip would be the perfectassistant stage
manager for the show, and because the production was not amusical and had fewer
moving parts, he'd be the only ASM, aided by a band of productionassistants. Trip
could anticipate her moods like no one else, and that made himincredibly valuable.
He' d come up from the stage management program atUniversity of Michigan and hit
the ground running from a young age. He wasprofessional, fun loving, and kind, a



hard to find combination, so she plannedto keep him. If she could just get him to be a
little more organized, and turnthe lust meter to low, he'd be the full package.

Lauren stapled the last of theStarryNightscompany contact sheets and dropped them
in the pile thatcontained the rest of her paperwork. With their first rehearsal underway
injust a few minutes, she now had all her ducks in a perfectly assembled andwell-
behaved row. Nothing gave her more satisfaction than order and structure.She lived
by it. Now she was ready to get this show on the road.

Over the next ten minutes, members of the eight person cast filedin one at a time
along with members of the design team, who would sit in andmake individual
presentations to the cast. She watched as Ethan Moore took a momentto greet each
person with either a warm handshake or a hug. He'd worked withsome of them
before, she realized, listening in on their small talk. Herinitial meeting with him, after
finaly taking the gig, had left her with astrong impression of him as both an artist and
a director. Each director wasdifferent, and understanding how they worked helped
Lauren anticipate problemson the road ahead. Ethan seemed the type to know exactly
what he wanted and,beyond that, came with a strong vision for the show. She didn’t
pick up on anyhothead vibes either, which was a blessing. God, Lauren loathed
working withshort-tempered directors motivated by ego. No, this guy gave off a
kind,thoughtful, warm vibe that made Lauren feel like he was going to be a good
guyto work alongside. Plus, his creative reputation preceded him. He was avisionary.

“What's your favorite part of the process?’ Ethan had asked hertoward the end of
their coffee meeting a few days prior. They’d already goneover al the logistics of
how he wanted the rehearsals run and how she wouldnotify him of union-required
breaks, and laid out the rehearsal calendar, amongother agenda items.

She took only a moment to think on her answer. “For me, it’ salways been about off-
book day, where the scripts are tossed away, and theactors face each other fully. That
magical connection from one character toanother is established for the first time



and...l don't know. You can fed it inthe room.” She shook her head and lifted her
shoulders. “I just don’t thinkl’ Il ever get tired of that.”

“That's a pro answer. That earns you big points.” Ethan ran hishand through his
sandy blond hair. He had it short on the sides but longer ontop, which allowed the
curl to take hold. She had him pegged in his lateforties. Maybe the type who'd been
married a couple of times, but who reallyknew? “Y ou’ re somebody who gets it, then,
Lauren.”

“You say that now,” she said, playfully.

“Ever done any acting? he asked, casually. “You have that lookabout you.
Y oulooklike an actress.”

She had no idea what that meant but answered honestly. “Back inthe day, sure. |
auditioned full-time for ayear, ate ramen, and pounded thepavement.”

“And what happened?’

She shrugged, feeling the pang all over again. “The time limit Igave myself before
moving on finaly arrived. My acting career hadn’t goneanywhere, and I’'m arealist.”

“Ouch. You just gave up? How isthat possible?’ he asked, with achallenging smile.

“l don't think of it as giving up. | evaluated the situation andmade the best call. I'm
type A. What can | say?’ She shrugged.

“Do you missit?

God, did she ever. “Once in awhile,” she said, downplaying thereality. “But | found
my calling in a stage manager’ s booth one night and neverlooked back. It’ s a better fit



for me anyway. My refrigerator is inalphabetical order.”

“Fuck me.”

“Yeah. I’'m a bit much when it comes to processes and procedures.They get my fur
up.

“l guess that’s good for me, right?’

“You just hit the lottery. | keep it al together, so you don’thave to,” Lauren said, with
aproud grin.

“A former actress turned stage manager on crack. What the hellwill they think of
next?’

“You ready to do thisthing?’ She gathered her belongings as hedid the same.

“More than you know. See you soon.”

“I’ll be there. Early.”

“1 had afeeling.” Ethan smiled, picked up a second coffee to go,and headed out. She
had a feeling this professional relationship was going tobe a valuable one. If this was
the guy Wilks wanted to keep happy, she didn’tthink it was going to be too terribly
difficult.

WEell, until one of their two lead actresses was late for the firstdamn day of rehearsal.
Really? The drama had started already? Lauren surveyedthe long table she'd
assembled for the first read-through and the polite,smiling faces gathered around it,
all with scriptsin front of them, ready togo. So where in the world was Carly Daniel?
She checked her watch. It was fivepast. Nothing to panic about yet, but it wasn't



ideal. She exchanged a look withEthan to see what he wanted to do. He mouthed
back,Let’s give her another five. Lauren noddedand listened to the polite getting-to-
know-you conversations happening allaround her. She said hello to an actor she'd
worked with before. At twelveminutes past, she did what any good stage manager
would do—she excused herselfand placed a call to Carly’s cell phone, which rolled to
voicemalil.

“Hi, Carly. This is Lauren Prescott, stage manager forStarry Nights. Checkingin on
your estimated time of arrival, as we're now at thirteen past our gotime. Please check
in with me when you receive this voicemail, so | know whento expect you. See you

Soon.

She clicked off the call and headed back to her seat where shelooked to Ethan, who
was seated to her left. “Why don’t we get started and Ms.Daniel can join us when she
arrives,” Lauren said quietly to Ethan.
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While it was ultimately Ethan’s call, it was Lauren’s job to makesuggestions that
would keep rehearsal running in a timely manner, and puttingany more of their
alotted time on hold for a late actress was not in theproduction’s best interest. Ethan
nodded his agreement and opened rehearsal. Heintroduced himself and alowed the
cast of eight, well, seven in its currentstate, to introduce themselves. When they got
around the table to Evelyn Tatethe other lead actress in the play, the door to the
rehearsal room opened witha noticeable bang and none other than Carly Daniel
appeared. She woredistressed jeans, heels, a V-neck white T-shirt with a short floral
kimono tophanging open, all accentuated with a long silver necklace. She was
gorgeous, avision straight out of a magazine. Her blond hair fell several inches past
hershoulders, and she had large sunglasses perched on her head. In her right hand,she
carried an oversized iced coffee, halfway consumed. Everyone swiveled inawe.
While it wasn't Lauren’s first choice to pause the introductions for alate arrival, it
seemed Carly had the entire room’ s attention regardless, whichmeant Lauren needed
to pivot from her plan of plowing forward.

She turned to the table. “Ladies, and gentleman, Carly Daniel.Thank you for
joining—" But Lauren didn’t get to finish her sentence becausethe cast burst into
happy applause, and Carly did a makeshift curtsy, extendingthe iced coffee outward
as she lowered her body.

The applause seemed to encourage her, and she beamed as ifgreeting her adoring
public. “Hi, everyone. I'm Carly, and I’'m so thrilled tobe here, to meet each one of
you and make this the best experience possible.” Most of the room beamed right back
at her, honored to be in her sunshineypresence, and nodded in welcoming agreement.
All but one, that was. Evelyn Tatesat tight-lipped and sour, as if waiting for the
moment to pass.



The little late ball of sunshine that was Carly Daniel was goingto be a force to
wrangle. Lauren could already tell. People clearly adored andresponded to Carly, and
she was used to that kind of lavish attention. In aproduction like this one, where
ensemble work was so important, Carly might notblend. Something to take note of.
Plus, Lauren had done her research sincetaking the job. The headlines hadn’t been
forgiving. “Carly Daniel DelaysProduction,” “Studio and Director Argue Over the
Costly Decision of Daniel,”and her personal favorite, “Carly Daniel Billed 10K in
Hotel Room PartyFiasco.” What in the world had gone on in that hotel room that had
cost tenthousand dollars? One could only guess, as the article didn’'t say. Lauren
hadlet her imagination run wild, cringing at each possible scenario.

Carly, who was more beautiful than should have been alowed,turned to Ethan and
Lauren with a hand over her heart. “I am so sorry I’'m a fewlate. Crazy morning for
me.”

“No problem,” Ethan said. “Y ou’ re here now and we can roll.”

Lauren forced a smile. If Carly knew she was running late forrehearsal, why had she
clearly made a coffee stop? Those ice cubes were fresh.Instead of belaboring that
point in her brain, she shook it off. At this earlya juncture, she decided not to go
there. Lauren would give Carly the samebenefit of the doubt she gave everyone, and
she at least had the courtesy toapologize with a smile. Maybe it had all been a fluke.
A miscommunication oftheir start time.

“Am | here?’ Carly asked, pointing at an empty chair next toEvelyn, the one actor at
the table who still looked like she tasted somethingunpleasant. That said something,
and Lauren mentally clocked the disdain.

“Yes, that's you,” Lauren said. Carly dlipped into her chair andwaved at Kirby
Bonner, the young actress seated across from Carly, who wasclearly starstruck. Carly
put out a friendly vibe, at least. “We were in themidst of introductions when you



arrived.”

“Oh. Sorry,” Carly whispered loudly and bowed her head as if tomake herself
invisible. The room laughed. Lauren didn’t.

“Evelyn, please continue,” Lauren said, holding out her hand withan encouraging
smile.

“1 was wrapping up anyway,” Evelyn said. “I’'m thrilled to beworking with Ethan, as
| have nothing but the highest respect for his work, andlook forward to a great run
with all of you.” She held up the script. “I thinkthis play is an important one. It's
about the love between two women, and weneed to see more of that in live theater. If
we do this thing right, it’s goingto touch alot of people.”

That comment resonated with Lauren. She'd read the play upward often times at this
point and adored it. It was the story of Ashley and Mandy,who experienced a sliding
doors moment. Down one path, they found themselvesstranded together overnight at
an airport when their flight was canceled. Theyargued, got to know each other,
stargazed until the wee hours of the morning,and eventually, over time in the coming
weeks, fell deeply in love. The otherpath, played out in act 2, had Mandy making the
flight, and Ashley missing it.Their lives took separate, more tumultuous turns. In the
end, they passed eachother in a grocery store and took a long searching look back,
feeling somethingunspoken tugging at them. The final scene had them abandoning
their carts andtaking a step toward the other, ending the play on the question, is fate
realt was a hopeful ending, especially having seen how fantastic the two
weretogether in act 1, once they got past their differences.

Lauren broke out in goose bumps each time she read it. Shecouldn’t wait for Ethan to
work his magic, along with Evelyn and Carly, ofcourse. Carly, who would play
Ashley, a blond knockout, and Evelyn, who wouldplay Mandy, a redheaded
everygirl, made a great physical pairing when she sawthem seated next to each other,



a perfect looking couple. Once the firstread-through began, Lauren clicked the
stopwatch and sat back to listen ineager anticipation of hearing the play come to life.
It was good, but at thesame time, she felt like something wasn't quite...there.

Probably just because this was the first time they’d heard thewords, out loud.
Together. The character of Ashley was a driven, focused hedgefund manager. In the
read, Carly tackled those characteristics with gusto.Evelyn played the character of
Mandy, a kindergarten teacher who understood thevalue of stopping to smell the
roses and appreciating the little things. Laurenmissed the lighthearted portions of
Evelyn’s reading. Carly’s Ashley was real,raw, and identifiable. But Evelyn brought
an edge to Mandy that kept her fromfeeling relatable. While it wasn't at all Lauren’s
job to worry about thosekinds of things, she loved the play so much that she' d taken a
silent interest.She thought about how she would have delivered those lines,
identifying momentsof comedy for Mandy that were entirely missed or glossed over
in the read.Luckily, she had a feeling Ethan would be working on eliminating some
ofEvelyn’'s bhite in the coming weeks. He'd been furiously scribbling notes as
they’ dread, stealing glances at the two of them. The six other members of the casthad
tracks in which they would play all the other roles in the show. Some wouldtake on as
many as seven different characters before the journey was done. Thiswas going to be
aride.

On their first official break, Carly stopped by Lauren’s chair.“You're Lauren, right?
From the voicemail.”

Lauren stood and offered her hand. “Yes, I'll be the PSM for theproduction. Nice to
officially meet you.” She was caught off guard by the vibrancyof blue in Carly’ swide
Disney princess-ike eyes once they were up close forthe first time.

“Likewise.” Carly quirked an eyebrow. “PSM? Sorry, you may have tohelp me out
with the theater lingo. I'm still stuck in camera speak. | havevery little experience
with stage work.” She closed her eyes. “ That’s not eventrue. | have zero experience.”



Aha She wasthatgreen when it came to live theater. “Not a problem. Stands for
production stagemanager. Think of me as head stage manager, and Trip is my number
two.” Shepointed at Trip, who poured himself a cup of coffee. “I'll be organizing
andhelping Ethan implement a rehearsal strategy. I'll also be in charge ofmaintaining
the show once he moves on after rehearsal. | also do a myriad ofother things. For
example, if you ever need help with your lines, let me know.We can set up a session.”

“You have alot going on.”

“1 do, but I’'m no stranger to the job.”

Carly pointed at her and smiled, exposing how her whole face litup when she did.
“Above al other stage managers. Got it. Anyway, sorry forthat late entrance. I’ll try
and be better.” She held up afinger. “ Scratchthat. Iwillbe.”

Lauren liked those words a lot, because they were not off to agreat start. At the same
time, she wasn't sure Carly understood the importance.“Well, that’s good to hear. |
know Ethan isthrilled to have you on board.”

Carly nodded. “I'm grateful to be here. Trust me. | needed this.”Lauren took a
moment because Carly’s beauty hadnotbeen exaggerated. She could see
whyHollywood put up with her wilder ways for so long. Not to mention the fact
thatshe was aso crazy talented. A onetwo punch that couldn’'t be argued.
“Youokay?’ Carly asked.

“Me?’ Lauren shook herself out of it, embarrassed and attemptingto recover. “Very
much so. Yeah. Why?’

“Y ou seemed to lose your focus.”

“Oh no. Just always thinking two steps ahead. Another part ofbeing a stage manager.”



It was the lamest answer, but she couldn’t very welltell Carly that she was stunned
silent by how pretty she was. Not readly themessage she wanted to send in the
moment to a colleague in her workplace.

“Anything | can do to help?’ Carly also had areally nice tangoing that made her skin
look incredibly smooth. Likely very soft. Okay, whatthe hell was she doing? Lauren
didn’t recognize herself or her own ridiculousbehavior. She never crushed. And she
still wasn’'t, damn it. That’s not whatthis was.

“No. We only have seven minutes |eft on that break.”

“Good call.” She touched Lauren on the wrist as she passed, whichcaught Lauren off
guard. She stared at Carly’s hand, briefly on her arm. “1I’lllet you enjoy it then. Really
nice to meet you.” Then Carly Daniel and what wadsleft of her irresponsible iced
coffee glided through the room, speaking withthe other members of the cast, laughing
with them, and remaining a pal pabl epresence.
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She was aforce, that was for sure. Lauren just hadn’t yetcategorized what kind: good,
evil, or somewhere in between. Regardless, thetemperature in the space had changed
noticeably when Carly arrived, and Laurenhad a feeling that working
onStarryNightswas going to be a handful. Nothing she was wasn’t up for,however.
She' d better buckle up.

Good God. That stage manager, Lauren, didn't mess around. That’ swhat Carly had
come to understand in just the few days she'd known her. Whenshe' d arrived for their
third rehearsal six minutes late, only six minutes,Lauren had pulled her aside and felt
the need to pointthatout, too. Howimportant were six minutes in the scheme of life?
That was actually a greatstep in the right direction. Why had Lauren not noticed that?
The progress. Theday before she' d been twelve.

“We need to talk about your tardiness,” Lauren had said calmly toCarly during a
quiet moment the day after that. “This is the third time inthree days. It’'s eating into
our rehearsal time, and | need you to make more ofan effort to be here before we
begin. Shoot for fifteen minutes early, maybe?And if there’s anything | can do to help
the process, please tell me. That’ swhat I’ m here for.”

“Are you offering to wake me up in the morning, Lauren?’ She'dsaid it playfully,
because let’'s be honest, Lauren was really cute, a littletoo serious, and Carly was a
harmless flirt. The comment fell flat. Ouch. Notthat kind of environment, apparently.
A shame, too. Lauren was probably verystraight, and likely taken. She was a looker
with all that thick brown hairpaired with a really pretty pair of green eyes, or were
they hazel? No,definitely green.



Lauren blinked patiently. “If that’s what you need, | will happilybe your wake-up
call. I’'m serious about making sure we' re able to begin on timeeach day.”

For the love of a good martini! She’d been only six minutes late.Since when did that
constitute a crisis? Their play would still come together.In fact, she' d been impressed
with herself lately when it came to focus andresponsibility. She’'d beenhourslate for
film shoots and heard less about it. People tended to give youwhatever you wanted
when your name was on the poster. The theater world, shewas finding, was way less
forgiving and uptight as hell. She swallowed herreaction, however, remembering
Alika s advice to be good.

“Got it, coach. I'll work on punching the clock more to yourliking, so you don’t have
to worry about me so much. | mean, unless youwantto.”

Lauren smiled. If the coach nickname had rubbed her wrong, Carlynever would have
known. Lauren-the-organized-beauty was a puzzle, never givingaway too much of
what she was feeling. It made Carly want to find out andunwrap that mystery one
piece a atime. There was a real girl underneath allof the business, and maybe one
day, she'd get to meet her.

An hour later and here Carly sat, waiting for notes from EthanMoore on what was
turning out to be a more complicated character than she’ dever anticipated.

Ethan met her gaze with a thoughtful one of his own. “Carly, llove the frustrated sink
to the floor, but can we try it again, the momentwhere Ashley notices Mandy nearby

just after?’

Carly nodded at Ethan and reset herself in the scene. “Y eah, ofcourse. Asin afleeting
glance, or something more meaningful ?’

“Let Ashley’s stare linger a moment before she recesses into her thoughtsagain.



Notice something about Mandy. Y ou choose what that is. Oh, and | lovethe action of
you blowing your hair off your forehead. You did it earlier.”

“Great. I'll keep it.” She studied Evelyn, who sat waiting on thefloor of the faux
airport for them to pick up again. Evelyn, Carly had decided,was a decent enough
actress, but certainly not very giving within their scenework. Carly didn’t have a lot
to play off emotionally. They were supposed to beconstructing this deep, destined-to-
be relationship a little at a time, butwith Evelyn as her counterpart, they were falling
flat. Surely Ethan felt that.Hopefully, they still had time.

This whole process was a trip. Carly had never been allotted thismuch rehearsal on
any one project or character. With screen work, there wasrehearsal, sure, but it was
short, and then you shot the scene, moved forwardto the next, and never looked back.
The rehearsal process for the play,however, came with a never before experienced
intensity for her. It blew Carly’ smind how deep they were going with each nuanced
moment, how much time theyinvested in just two minutes of the play. The technique
allowed her to sink herteeth into this role like she’d never done before. The jury was
still out onwhether this had been a good move, career-wise, but on the plus side, she
waslearning a lot from working with Ethan Moore. He damn well knew his
stuff.They’d gone over objectives, tactics, line-by-line intentions, all of it, andthey
still had over three quarters of the play ahead of them. Mind-boggling.

“You good, Evelyn?’ Carly asked before beginning. Evelyn noddedpolitely and
looked away as if choosing not to engage further. “Before westart, do you need
anything more from me in the scene? Or less, for thatmatter? I’ m open.”

“I’m good,” Evelyn said coolly.
Inside, Carly sighed. The two of them definitely had differentprocesses. Carly liked

finding the moments in the rehearsal room, taking a moreorganic approach. Evelyn
showed up with every choice already made in advance.What you saw on the first run-



through of the day with Evelyn was often the sameset of choices she ended with.
Didn’t allow for aton of collaboration.

As Carly reset herself for another run of the scene, she stole aglance at Lauren
Prescott, who sat at the table next to Ethan, complete withher clipboard and series of
file folders, al neatly laid out. She wasstudiously scribbling something in her
production book. From the moment they’ dfirst met, she'd noticed Lauren. She came
with a quality that was hard to lookaway from. She carried herself with confidence,
and while she seemed friendly,there was also a removed quality that drove Carly
nuts. She'd tried severaltimes to break through that shell, to only fleeting success.

“Lauren?’ she'd asked on their last break of the day, because shewas apparently five
years old and ssmply couldn’t seem to leave it aone.

“Yep. What can | do for you?’

She rested her chin in her hand, hoping Lauren would make eyecontact. “How many
tickles do you think it takes to make an octopus laugh? I'mjust curious. I've been
dying to figure it out. Up all night. It's a problem.” She flashed what she hoped was a
killer smile.

Lauren looked up from her laptop with confusion in her green eyesthat quickly
dissolved into what could best be described as slight amusement.Not a full-on smile,
no, but the start of one. “I don't know, Carly. Why don’tyou tell me how many? |
have afeeling you know.”

“Ten, Lauren.Tenticklesto make an octopus laugh. Can you imagine?’
Lauren shook her head and laughed silently, returning to thesolace of her production

book. “I can't believe you just said that,” shemurmured. Her dark hair, when Carly
studied its length, fell just above herbreasts, not that she knew much about them. The



clothes Lauren wore to work,while professional enough, didn't offer too many
glimpses of the body beneath,which she had a feeling was being undersold.

“Oh, but | did. | did say it. And there’'s more where that camefrom. I'll hit you up
tomorrow.”

“If you're on time, I'll consider it,” Lauren said casually, thistime not glancing up
from her work.

“Now you're just tempting me.”

“I’'m entirely fine with that.”

Carly noticed that Lauren didn’t socialize with the cast muchduring their downtime.
She maintained a professiona distance, which made sensegiven how she was not

only the person who kept them moving forward but, in away, the disciplinarian as
well. Kind of like their very put together campcounselor.
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Carly stole another glance. The really, really hot kind you madeout with before
summer ended.

Chapter Three

Over the course of the next week, several things became clear toLauren. Number one:
Carly Daniel was single-handedly breathing life into eachscene without much help
from Evelyn Tate, who was still holding back, andturning in a stiff interpretation of
Mandy. Number two: Carly Daniel wasproving herself to be atotal thorn in Lauren’s
side. She was chronically lateand had twice now organized the cast into a late-night
gathering at the bardown the street, leaving them all slower and hungover the next
day. She hadn’tmemorized any of her lines and didn't seem to care about simple
requests likereturning a prop to the prop table when not in use. Number three: she
was,conversely, always upbeat, positive, and actually kind of fun to have
around.Sigh. Carly Daniel was an interesting problem to have.

“Hey, Lauren?’

“Yep?' Lauren said, looking up from her production binder to seeCarly standing next
to her with an anticipatory grin. She had some slightblocking corrections to add to her
notes, based on the changes Ethan had madeat that day’s rehearsal, and hadn’t even
heard her approach.

Carly did a strand of hair behind her ear and flashed the dimplethat resided in her
right cheek. “I was wondering if you wanted to come outwith us tonight? Everyone's
going to meet at Put Upon Pete’ s for mangomartinis. My treat.”



Oh, man, she hated having to shoot people down, but that outingwasn’'t in her best
interest. She would celebrate with everyone at the closingparty. “Very nice of you,
but | have to decline” The reply was automatic.There was probably a
goodDatelinewaiting for her and a warm bowl! of popcorn. She looked back down at
her binder,prepared to jump back into work.

“Why?’

She glanced back up at Carly. Lauren hadn’t been prepared for thequestion. Did she
have to explain herself, include theDatelinebit? Shestared at Carly, who blinked back
at her with big, sad blue eyes. Those eyeswere incredibly hard to argue with. It
became apparent that this woman wasn’tmoving from her spot until Lauren gave her
more.

“It’ s been along week. | need to decompress.”

Carly nodded. “But it's Saturday. No rehearsal tomorrow. Do it.Come be bad with

us.

She sighed. “I’'m not sure it's aways the best idea to fraternizewith the cast. It's
better for a stage manager to keep a professional distancewhen possible.”

“But it’s not possible, because your lead wants to see you minglein areally bad way.”
Carly knelt next to Lauren, which showcased the dip of cleavage down the front of her
aqua-blue ribbed tunic. Well, that wascertainly...attention getting. She quickly
glanced away out of respect, but hereyes apparently did what they wanted and slowly
drifted back. She was going tohell for this. She’d never objectified an actor before.
She had more controlthan that! What was happening? “So, what do you say?’ Carly
asked.

Lauren blinked and opened her mouth to try to answer. Didn’t go sowell.



“What’ s happening right now?’ Carly furrowed her brow and followedLauren’s gaze,
glanced down at her shirt, then slowly back to Lauren witheyebrows raised and an
intrigued look on her face. Nope, now it was amusement.“Okay. Okay,” she said
quietly, like the cat who' d gleefully found the stash ofcatnip. “1 see.”

“What?' Lauren asked, doing her best to play it off. “I don’tthink there’s anything to

“No?’ Carly asked.

Lauren shook her head. Her face felt hot, and she reached for herwater bottle,
pretending to study the group in conversation across the roomfrom her table. Yep,
something important was clearly going on over there thatneeded her attention. She
needed to make sure all was well. There could be afist-fight at any moment. Inside,
she berated herself for being highlyunprofessional, and weak to boot. No wine
gulping for her later. She wasgrounded from the gulp.

“Martinis, then?’ Carly asked, standing again.

Lauren glanced back at Carly as if she was an afterthought. “Yeah,l guess | could
stop by Pete’s.” What in the world had she just said? Damn it.Y et there had been no
other choice but to give Carly what she wanted, or she'dnever go away. In that
moment, Lauren was so mortified by her own behavior thatshe desperately needed
Carly to walk away and give her a moment to breathe andexperience the unrelenting
self-recrimination in peace. Luckily, she did justthat.

Tops of tan breasts were hard to scrub from one’'s brain,apparently. Lauren knew
firsthand. The fact that Carly had likely come by themby sunbathing topless was an
image she probably shouldn’t imagine. Y et she damnwell did, to traitorous response
from her body. She spent the rest of rehearsaltrying to stop that image from
infiltrating her brain. Failure struck. Hermouth was chronically dry, and her



temperature remained warm. Lauren focused onher job as best she could, but one
thing was clear. Carly affected her and notalways for the good. She also hadn’t had
Sex in over seventeen months, so maybethat played in to things a bit. Not like she was
counting or anything.

Once everyone had left for the day, Lauren and Trip put the roomback together,
moving bits of stand-in rehearsal scenery back to their assignedspots in the room.
Though the rehearsal studio belonged entirely to TheMcAllister, so no production
except forStarryNightswould use it, it was important to keep the room in topcondition
for when they arrived back to work on Monday. “Hey, I've got therehearsal report
pretty much ready to send. Can you update our end times andprojected daily for
Monday?’

“On it,” Trip said. “You going to Pete’'s? Carly’s throwing anotherbash. Say yes.
She’'salot of fun.”

“That'swhat TMZ says.”

“Don’t be uptight, Lala. Y ou can have fun, too. There sno law. Ichecked.”

She sighed. “Fine. Nine tonight, right?’ She was trying to come upwith some way to
get out of this thing. Court TV was back, and they likely hada killer to put on the
witness stand. She wouldn’t want to miss crucialtestimony from akiller. She mentally
winced at her own line of thinking. God,she’ d become boring. A lonely little shut-in.
“She says nine, but no one will be there until ten.”

“Ten?Isshetrying to kill me?’ she squeaked. “I’m agrandmotherly thing.”

“You're thirty-one, Lala, and no one's nanny. Carly Daniel is agirl who knows how
to turn it up, and you could use alittle of that in yourlife.” He sat on top of the table



and did the gesture he did with his handsthat said she had to hear this. “Y ou should
have been there Friday night. Sheliterally danced on the bar. It was all over
Instagram, and then Perez Hiltonjumped on the bandwagon and ran a story with the
photos. Not your typicalMcAllister kind of coverage.”

“Wait. She danced on the bar at Put Upon Pete' s?’ Lauren wasn'’tsure she’' d ever seen
anyone dance on the bar at Pete’s. “It’ s not really thattype of place.”
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“It isnow. Lala, you should have seen it. She had half our peopleup there with her in
thirty seconds flat. Everyone was in sync and working it.l felt like I’d stumbled upon
the middle of a performance of Rent. It was epic.”

“Sounds epic,” Lauren said blandly. Inside, she scoffed. She knewhow to have fun,
but it had been a while since she'd kept show-people hours.She turned in when the
theater folk headed out because she was Lauren. Maybeshe missed it a little bit,
though. The old days. She could admit that.

When Lauren arrived at Pete’'s at precisely ten, she found Carlyand Kirby, who
played Ashley’s assistant in the show, among other roles, doinga pink colored shot at
the bar. The rest of the group populated the smalltables that dotted the main floor, an
oasis in which drinks and pub foodflowed. The lighting gave the place an overall red
tint, and a variety of ballcaps—each sporting the wordPetesomehow worked into a
slogan—dotted the walls. The other room was furnishedwith dartboards and pool
tables under fluorescents. Five restored jukeboxeslined the back wall. Pete's was
known for two things: drinks and billiards.Lauren happened to be better at one than
the other.

Deep breath as she approached her colleagues. She relaxed, smiled,and left her
metaphorical clipboard at the door. Hell, if she thought about it,she was supposed to
be on a beach right now. Tonight, she planned to embracethat relaxation, unwind, and
maybe even get the tiniest bit tipsy. Who knew?The night was young.

* % *

“Did | mention that | love martini night?’ Kirby enthused. KirbyBonner was an up-



and-comer who couldn’t have been more than twenty-two,twenty-three at most and
had the cutest little pixie cut. From the momentthey’ d met, she seemed to really look
up to Carly, even after all the badpress. Maybe not the wisest role model choice,
Carly thought, but she alsounderstood that her celebrity did tend to attract people.
“Let’s do them everySaturday. God, | live for agood martini. Don’t you?1’d loveit if
we made ita thing. Do you want to make it athing?’ She also liked to talk. A lot.

“We can totally make that happen,” Carly said, accepting the mangomartini from the
bartender. Orange and beautiful and well earned. Carly touchedher glass to Kirby’s.
With her brown hair and doe-like brown eyes, she wouldsurely be cast as everyone's
cheerful younger sister. At least for the nextfive years. Carly turned back to the
group, and would you look at that? Herstomach muscles went tight, and she
shimmied against the tingle that crept upher spine. Lauren Prescott had just walked
in. “Well, well,” she murmured toherself.Dreams do cometrue.

Kirby followed her gaze. “| feel like she gets on you alot,”Kirby said, surely trying
to make it clear that Carly’s enemies were hers. “Whocares if you missed the off-
book deadline for the first three scenes. Y ou’ re aprofessional. Y ou're going to be fine
on lines.”

“Lauren? Nah, she’sjust doing her job.”

“She should get who you are, though, you know?”’

It was possible the same thought had occurred to Carly. Y et shecould forgive Lauren
for being so uptight and stuffy and hell-bent on followinga clock. It was apparently
what she was hired to do.

“I’m not always easy to wrangle,” she told Kirby.

“My boyfriend says that about me. He' s six three.”



“Is he now? Amazing.” Carly sipped her martini and let the nearlytoo loud music
wash over her. Saturdays were for letting off steam, and thatwas exactly what she
planned to do, especially with a day off tomorrow. She wasalready a drink in and her
muscles felt a little looser. She inched her wayslowly to that point of tipsy with each
new sip. God, she loved the gradualfeeling of that unravel. She wasn't afan of drunk,
but tipsy she could do. “Beback soon,” she told Kirby and headed across the bar,
following the magneticpull that wouldn’'t seem to let up.

“You came,” she said to Lauren when she arrived at her table nearthe front of the bar.
“1 honestly wasn’'t sure you would.”

Lauren gasped and smiled. “Why? Because you think I’m uptight?’

“No. Because | know you are.” Shetossed in awink for goodmeasure.

“Don’t be so sure you know everything.”

“I"ll work hard,” Carly said. “Let me buy you a martini. Please.l’ ve never seen you
outside that rehearsal room, so this warrants acelebration. Deal ?’

“I'min.” Carly stole an extra few seconds to absorb this newversion of Lauren. Her
dark hair was down and she'd added a subtle curl to itwhich came off as fucking
glamorous. Carly loved it. Lauren wore jeans and awhite cold shoulder blouse. Y eah,
those bare shoulders were really doing Carlyin. Lauren was hot with her shoulders
covered, but thisjust seemed cruel. Thestraitlaced thing only fueled that fire.

“One martini for my stage manager,” Carly said five minutes later,depositing the
drink next to Lauren. She picked up her own martini and offereda toast. “To a kick-

ass show.”

Lauren touched her martini glass to Carly’s. “1 will sincerelysecond that. As soon as



you meet your off-book deadlines.” She added a wink.

“Isit really that big adea ?’

Lauren stared her straight in the eye. “It really, really is.”

“For you? | will put in the effort.”

“1t should really be for you, but I'll take it.” Lauren passed heran amazing smile, and
that made everything better.

The music in the bar portion of Pete's was loud, but by nowCarly’s ears had
acclimated. Yes, they had to talk louder than usual to heareach other, but that was
part of the fun of being out and about. God, she feltlike dancing, but one-on-one time
with Lauren won out.

“Do you live near here?” Carly asked. It wasn't small talk. Shewanted to know more
about Lauren, and geography seemed like a good place tostart.

She nodded. “Only a couple of miles north. Easy commute to thetheater, which is
nice, given | have to be there at odd hours.”

“1 feel like your job is never ending. Y ou're there before al ofus, and you leave after
we do.”
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Lauren sipped her drink, which, okay, was off-the-charts sexy towatch, and
considered the statement. “There are definitely a lot ofresponsibilities that fall into
my lap, and they take time.”

“Then you have Hollywood assholes like me, who show up and ruinyour life.”

That one apparently hit home and pulled a laugh. Carly liked Lauren’sunabashed
smile and wanted to do more to inspireit. “God, it’s rough.”

There was a pause as they grinned at each other. The momentfelt...tentative. Carly
wasn't afan of those and decided to shatter the hell outof it.

“If you think I’ m attractive, blink twice.”
“l don't have to. Everyone thinks you're attractive. It's ordainedand universally
agreed upon.” Lauren set down her martini like it was a periodat the end of her

sentence.

“Everyoneis not you. | happen to think you're beautiful, and thealcohol gave me the
courage to say so outright. Look at me go.”

Lauren laughed, and then laughed some more.

Carly watched, mystified. “What? | don’t see why that’s funny.” But because Lauren
was laughing, she was now, too. “Tell me. | want to be in onthe joke.”

“It's bullshit.” The laughter ebbed slowly, as Lauren sat back inher chair. “Since



when do you need alcohol to say what's on your mind? I’venever met anyone as
confident as you are. Y ou own every room you walk into andknow it. Sometimes on
purpose, other times, | think it just happens.”

Carly paused and took a moment to sip her drink. Lauren watchedher do it, making
Carly hyperaware of the things she was feeling. Correction.Craving. “That’s fair.Is it
aturnoff? Y ou can be honest.”

“Not entirely.” She suspected the three-quarters of her martiniLauren had consumed
made that admission possible. Daytime Lauren wouldn’'t havesaid that in a million

years. “ Another drink?’

“You're having a second?’ Carly raised an eyebrow. “This is adownright scandal.
That’swhat thisis.”

Lauren met her gaze evenly, amost in challenge. It inspired anenjoyable shiver.
“Uber isreal, and I'd like more. Isthat a bad thing? | cango.”

Carly stood. “It’'s the best fucking thing I've ever heard. Infact, allow me. Don’t
move.”

When she returned to the table, she found one of the scenerypeople sitting next to
Lauren. One of the ones she' d seen painting in thetheater. She forgot what they were

called. The woman, who sported a dark blondponytail, turned when Carly sat down.

Lauren gestured to the woman. “Tinsley Worth, meet Carly Daniel.Tindey is our
assistant set designer.”

“Very cool to meet you,” Carly said, taking her hand.

“Likewise. I'm a fan. Loved you inRace the Night,” Tindey said, but Carlywas



unable to tell if that was true because Tinsey turned her attentionimmediately back to
Lauren, and began chattering away as if they were alone inthe world. It took only two
minutes for Carly to understand that this Tindeygirl had a crush, which she totally
identified with, but Carly made three andwasn’t the type to nip at heels.

“You're just always so great with people,” Tinsley gushed toLauren. “I've aways
thought so. And this shirt looks great on you. Really.”

Lauren glanced down. “Just trying to blend.”

“1t' sworking. Wait. No. | mean, you never blend, but—"

Lauren touched Tindey’s arm to steady her. “| trandate you.”

Yep. There was a definite adoration vibe happening. Bummed to havelost the
moment, Carly slid the mango martini across the table to Lauren andheaded off in
search of fun because the night was too short to waste. She foundTrip and TJ, who
played the gate agent who informed the main characters thatthey missed their flight.
She'd already decided TJ was good people. The twowere in the billiards section of
the bar, contemplating a game of pool.

“Youwant in?’ TJasked her.

“1’m not from around these parts, you know,” she told them,batting her eyelashes like
anaive little lady. She wasn't half bad at pool,though, and was prepared to flaunt the
hell out of that. She was competitive toa fault.

“All right,” TJsaid. “You and me versus Trip and—"

11 M e."



She turned to see Kirby sidle up next to Trip. The two high-fivedand exploded their
hands.

Carly put her hands on her hips. “Well, this should be interesting.”
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It wasn't, though. She and TJ cleared the table on the other duoin under six minutes.
Losers bought drinks, and to slow her roll so the nightwould last, Carly opted for a
dressed Dos Equis she could sip slowly.

“Who's taking us on next?’ TJ asked. “Where are the brave souls?Step right up.
That’sright.”

“I"'mout,” Kirby said. “Gotta call Joe. He waits up to say goodnight. He'sadoll.”

“I"ll partner with Trip,” avoice from behind said. Carly turned,and her beer went still
on the way to her lips. Lauren.

Trip walked to her and offered a high five. “All right, Lala. Youand me. Let’s do
this.”

“Lauren, do you know the rules?” Carly asked with a small smilel can explain
them.”

“1 was hoping to figure them out as | went,” she said with ahopeful wince. “Think
that might work?’

Carly laughed. “Let’sgiveit atry and see.”

But she was a damn liar, because after just sixty seconds she’ dmade quick work of
three-fourths of the table.

Carly blinked as Lauren sank another, like the secret pro she apparentlywas. “What in



hell?’

Lauren straightened and admired the results of her own shot beforeraising her gaze to
Carly. “Wow. It turns out I'm a quick study.”

Trip laughed. He, of course, would know all about Lauren’s prowesswith a cue. “I
think the shark just got out-sharked.” Lauren shrugged at Carlyand touched her glass
to Trip'sin reverence. Carly spent the next few momentswith her jaw on the floor as
Lauren took them to school.

The end result? Carly had to buy Lauren another drink. Not thatawful a prospect.
When she delivered it, she caught the soft scent of herperfume. Hints of vanilla and
maybe lavender. Subtle, but very effective.

“I"d love arematch,” Carly said. “Now that | know who I’'m dealingwith, I’ll be sure
to focus fully.”

“Oh, you weren't before?’ Lauren asked in a teasing voice.”Because it looked like
you were trying extra hard. It was sweet.”

The drinks were working. Lauren had relaxed, stepped away from heralways-put-
together demeanor, and was just...a person. A really witty one, too.It had Carly on a
high, and she wanted to soak up every minute until the guardwent back up again.
What was it about Lauren that had her al hot, bothered,intrigued, and willing to take
her clothes off? Part of the fun was notknowing.

“1f you don’t want to go again, we don’t have to,” Carly said witha grin. She turned
to TJ. “We'll just chalk it up to afluke.” He nodded andtouched his longneck to hers.

“Everyone gets lucky once in a blue moon.”

Lauren also turned to TJ. “Rack 'em.”



And it was on.

As “Cherry Pie” pulsed over the speakers, Lauren studied the tablefrom one angle,
then another, before sinking three balls in a row. Carly and TJrallied, Trip barely
made a difference, but it was Lauren who once again ownedthe table. While Carly
had paid more attention to her own shots this go-round,thought them through, and
taken her time, that hadn’t been the reason she’ dasked for a second round. No, she’'d
wanted to watch Lauren, who was clearly inher element. She was something to
behold, too. Her eyes shone bright when shespotted her shot and then darkened as she
concentrated. Her lips, shiny withgloss, parted slightly just before she delivered her
shot, andsigh, the cleavage sheglimpsed each and every time Lauren leaned over the
table...Do not get me started.As competitive as she was, she'd agree to lose a
thousand times over to havethat multifaceted sense-inspiring experience again and

again.

“S0, what’ s your secret?’ she asked Lauren after the secondtrouncing. “Do you have
a secret pool hall below the theater that you sneakaway to and practice through the
night?’

Lauren met her gaze with a smug smile. “If | told you my secret,then you wouldn’t sit
up and think all night about what it could be.” She tooka delicate sip from her martini
that did something wonderfully uncomfortable toCarly’s midsection. The skin of
Lauren’s shoulder called out to her, and shenoticed how ridiculously smooth it was.
She wanted to run her forefinger acrossthe curve and follow up with her tongue.
Y eah, it was that kind of night.

“Then the least you can do is teach me how to break like you do.”

Lauren straightened. “I can help if you want.”

Carly reached behind Lauren and grabbed a cue, inhaling thevanilla lavender scent



once again. That perfume flirted with her al on itsown. Who'd invented this stuff?
She met Lauren’ s gaze. “Oh, | want.”

Lauren followed her to an empty table and racked the balls.” Secret number one.
Make sure the rack is tight.” Carly blinked and held hertongue, but the insinuation
was not lost on Lauren, who blushed. She made arewind gesture. “Taking that back.
Just heard how that sounds.”

“You don’t have to on my account,” Carly said with a playful winkand joined Lauren
on her side of the table. She made it a point to lose theshenanigans for the rest of her
lesson. “What' s step one?”’

“Y ou want to make sure the cue ball remains in the center of thetable.” She placed it
on the felt and pointed to the corner pocket. “If itbreaks off and bounces back over
here? Y ou’ re in bad shape.”

“And | won't be able to clean the table like you just did, whichis now al | want to do
inlife. Well, amost.”

Lauren inhaled and blinked. She seemed to decide to plow forward.” Exactly. It's all
about that initial positioning after the break.”
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Carly studied Lauren in the midst of their lesson. “And how do Imake sure it remains
centrally located?’

“Easy. You have to connect with the ball in front by tapping thecue ball
righthere.” Lauren pointed at a spot on the cue ball just above the center point. “If
youraim is off, you're going to have a rogue cue ball and probably miss an easyside
pocket sink. Why don’'t you giveit atry?’ Lauren cleared the area.

“All right.” With cue in hand, Carly lowered her body and surveyedthe table,
focusing on what Lauren told her was key: the sweet spot on the cueball. “Like this?
Am | doing it right, Ms. Shark?’

“1 prefer Madame. But, oh...” Lauren laughed quietly. “Y our stanceis off.”
Carly straightened. “What do you mean? |’ ve always been told |have a great stance.”
“Because they’re probably looking at your ass.”

“Were you?' Carly asked playfully. Okay, she was also half seriousbecause the
combination of alcohol, the perfume, and the way Lauren had cutloose tonight had
her in the friendly land of lust. She loved it in Lust Land,where she could frolic with
anticipation, hope, and longing. God, if onlyLauren would join her there, they could
have alittle fun while she was intown. Ride afew of the rides.

“Checking out your ass?’ Lauren paused before answering, meetingCarly’s gaze. A
ball of tension coiled tight and wonderful in Carly’ s stomach,and she felt the slightest
tingle between her legs. “Unfortunately, no. My mindwas on the break shot.” She



fluttered her eyelashes, which told Carly she leftroom for fibbing. “Now, about that
stance.” Carly, always one to help, took upthe position once again. “See your back
arm?’ Lauren asked. “It’'s angled wrong,and it’ s screwing up your shot line. Here.”

And before Carly could screamHotdamn! Lauren’s body was at her back and Lauren’s
arms came aroundhers. “WEell, hello,” she said to Lauren quietly.

“Hi,” Lauren said back. “Pay attention.”

“Trust me. I'm riveted.”

Lauren let that one go, too. “Level this back arm out so you candraw a perfect line
between the cue ball and the front ball. That red onethere, see?’

Carly nodded but was in no rush to take the shot, not with Laurenthis close, turning
Carly the hell on with the warmth from her body. She hadn’tbeen wrong about
Lauren having a killer body. She could see it in her mind’ seye, the way it pressed
against hers. Thetingle from earlier was now afull-onthrob, and she relished it.

“Ready?’ Lauren asked quietly in her ear. Her breath tickledwonderfully.

“Ready,” Carly said. Lauren stepped back and allowed Carly to takethe shot, which in
the end came off perfectly. She nailed the front ball, sankanother in the side pocket,
and watched as the cue ball hung in the center ofthe table, just like Lauren had
promised it would.

“Well, now who's a shark?’ Lauren asked, as Carly tossed her handsin the air and
held them there. The room broke into applause, and that’s whenCarly realized that the
crowd had nearly tripled in size, and all eyes were onher...in addition to five or six
cell phones. That meant someone had likelytweeted or Instagrammed her location. It
happened often, actually. She smiledand nodded to their onlookers as she passed by



to retrieve her drink. Sheremained hyperaware of Lauren’s location in the room,
however. She sipped slowly,posed for a few photos, signed the back of a guy’s jean
jacket, and watched asL auren seemed to grow more and more unsteady. Carly got the
feeling that shedidn’t go out much, and maybe the night had gotten away from her.
She was usingthe backs of chairs to maneuver the space, and that was Carly’s signal
to checkin and make sure she was okay.

She touched Lauren’s shoulder. “Hey, you. Are you a little drunkright now? Because
you're looking alittle unsteady.”

“No,” Lauren shouted over the music and grinned. Totally was.

“Okay,” Carly said with what was probably a disbelieving smile.

“I"'m alotdrunk right now.” She followed that up with the most adorable laugh. “I
need toget an Uber so | can...” She trailed off the way drunk people sometimes do
andinstead stared glassy-eyed at the grooves on the tall wooden table next tothem.
“Tell you what. Why don't | take you home?’

Lauren blinked and raised a drunk eyebrow. “I’m not going homewith you. You're
not going home with me, I mean. Not that kind of thing. You'rean actress, ma am,

and | haven’t forgotten.”

“And you're a stage manager. Ma' am,” she added for good measure.“We have our
jobs all sorted out, so let’s get you home safe. I’ m in goodshape.”

“Okay,” Lauren said, her eyes now looking heavy. “Listen, I'm inno condition to
argue, even though we probably would argue real, real good.”

“Real, real?” Carly couldn’t help but wonder ifarguewas a euphemism.She decided it



was. “| have afeeling you'reright.”

Six minutes later, they were in an Uber on the way to Lauren’s,where Carly would
get her situated, then do the gentlewomanly thing and headback to the apartment the
theater had rented for her.

“We have arrived,” Lauren said. She stumbled out of the car. “Iwonder if Rocky can
make me another martini.”

“Oh.” A long pause. “Rocky is your...boyfriend?” Carly closed oneeye as she
awaited that little piece of unfortunate news. She imagined amuscle-bound ex-
football player appearing on the front porch any moment,looking for his girlfriend. If
sexy Lauren was taken, who was she going to havefun with while she was here?

“Rocky is not my boyfriend. He's tiny.” She held her hand justslightly above the
pavement. “He's complicated, means well, and is verysnuggly. | miss him.” Lauren
sighed wistfully.

Aha. An undefined love interest who was apparently very small.This was
complicated, indeed. Lauren was right.
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“He'saso aredly good dog. Mostly.”
Carly froze on her way up the walk. “He' s a dog? Rocky is adog?’

Lauren laughed. “Yeah. What did you think he was? A hamster?Hamsters are no
Dolph Lundgren.”

“You're going to have to explain that one later,” Carly said,watching Lauren try three
timesto pull her keys from her bag. “Here. Let me dothat.”

“You arereally nicetonight.” Lauren leaned against the brick andstared at Carly, who
felt Lauren’s gaze boldly roam her body. It sent a flashof heat all over. “God, you're
pretty, Carly Daniel. Just like the movies. No.More.” A pause. “Maybe you should
come in after all.”

Damn it. Lauren might actually be into her, and because she wastoo drunk to decide,
Carly couldn’t do a damn thing about it. “I think I’lljust get you in there safely and
take off.”

“Okay, if that's what you want. |Is that what you want? Y ou’ re freeto say, you know.”
Carly chuckled, just as the key turned in the door. She opened itfor Lauren and
stepped back. “If | went after what | wanted, this night wouldend very differently
than it's about to. Not that you'll necessarily rememberall of this conversation

tomorrow.”

“Right? The world is a little...spinny, which is the most fun word.Spinny.” A pause



as she marveled at the sound. “Spinny, spinny, spinny.” Carlylaughed. Lauren was
cute and made her smile. “Thank you for seeing me homesafely, Supergirl. I’m going
to drink water and sleep, okay?’

“Sounds like a great idea to me. Maybe the spinning will stop.”

Lauren walked past Carly into her home, paused, walked back out,and stared at her
with those luminous green eyes. She didn’'t say aword.

“Lauren? Y ou okay?’

She nodded, grabbed the material of Carly’s shirt with one hand,and kissed her. Well,
hello. Carly didn’t have time to think, to stop Lauren,because her body had taken the
lead and had elbowed wisdom in its boring face.lt was a ssmple kiss, but Lauren’s
mouth was warm and wonderful, and she tasteda little like mango. Her tongue
touched Carly’s lower lip and made her shiver.When Lauren stepped back and
steadied herself with an arm to the doorjamb, allCarly could do was blink and smile.
Well, that was settled. Not straight.Lauren Prescott was one hundred
percentnotstraight. This was big. This was a victory, but it also had to beover for
tonight. Lauren was drunk. Not that she could articulate that at thispoint. Carly, on
the other hand, reveled. She bit her lower lip and let hertongue run over the same spot
Lauren’s had, still tasting the sweetness fromLauren’ s lips.

Finally, when her language skills drifted back to her, she passedLauren a soft smile.
“You certainly know how to say good night to agirl.”

Lauren grinned. “l just...wanted to. Oh, man. I’'m going to regretthat tomorrow,
aren't 1?7

Carly backed up down the walk a few steps, her lips still pleasantlybuzzing. “I think
this is when we wait and find out.” She pointed at Lauren.” Drink some water. Pop a



couple Advil, and I'll seeyou at rehearsal.”

Chapter Four

What the hell had she done? That was the question of the day, andit played over and
over in Lauren’'s brain from the second she opened her eyesthe next morning. Her
head throbbed like someone was beating a bass drum insideher skull, but she couldn’t

pay that any attention, because somehow she’ dkissed Carly Daniel on the steps of her
home, and if her memory servedcorrectly, it had been really, really good.

“Lauren, are we going from act one, scene three, or are westarting at the top?”

She blinked, not at al thinking about a pair of full, kissablelips beneath hers that
never should have been there. Trip was speaking to her.Had it been important? She
had no clue because she was too busy reliving akissing scene from a movie starring

Carly Danidl, only it wasn’t amovie. Itwas her own life. “I’m sorry. What?’

“Rehearsal setup? We go in half an hour, and | was double-checkingwhere Ethan
wanted to begin. Did you chat with him?’

“Oh. Yes, top of the show. Sorry.”

“It's okay. You in there? You need a Red Bull or twelve?’ Hetouched her shoulder
lightly as he passed.

She laughed ruefully. “1’ll take the twelve. Just a crazyweekend.”

“Oh, right. The Carly thing. Wow.”

She froze. How in the hell did Trip know about Carly? There wasonly one
explanation, which of course she should have anticipated. Carly hadtold someone in



the company, maybe multiple someones, forever tainting Lauren’ sstellar reputation as
aprofessional in the field. Stage managers didn’t engagewith actors currently in their
shows. That was just basic.

Trembling slightly, she turned around and faced Trip as hearranged the rehearsal
furniture for the top of act 1 to simulate gate nineteenat the airport. “It was a passing
moment. That's all. | don’t even know how itgot to...that. It never should have.”

“Oh, | know. But talk about attention, right? Otherworldly the waythese things take
off.”

Lauren chuckled along with Trip, because she had no idea what thatmeant but didn’t
want to appear totally daft. But then, forget it, because sheneeded to know, and right
the hell now, what he was referencing if she had anyhope of squelching this thing
early and fast. “What attention? I’'m sorry. Slowtoday.” Her heart thudded as she
awaited what would surely be a catastrophicreply.

“On Instagram. The post that rando put up got alot of play.”
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Lauren made a gesture as if to erase the board because she had anurgent need to
understand what was happening, and it felt acutely like Trip hadadopted another
language entirely. “Can we start over? | think we're talkingabout different things. At
least, | hope we are, for the good of all thingssacred.”

He squinted at her. “1I’'m talking about the Instagram post thatwent up Saturday night
of you and Carly getting cozy over the pool table. Theone where you were al up in

her space, teaching her your break shot, lookinglike a total badass.”

Her mind stuttered to catch up. She remembered putting her armsaround Carly to
teach her to break properly. It had been alittle intoxicating.” How is that online?’

He stared at her like she should know this. “Cell phones wereeverywhere that night.
One of her adoring fans snapped it, and it got sharedabout a million times.”

“Right,” Lauren said, squeezing the spot between her eyes.

Trip continued to talk as he prepped the set. “She’'s crazy famous,and people are
clamoring to know who she' s dating. She stays tight-lipped inthe press about it.”

“How do you know so much?’

“l collect gossip for a living, Lauren. You know me. Flip on anepisode
of AccessHollywoodonce in awhile TMZcan be fun.”

“Gotcha,” Lauren said, numbly. While learning that the ill-advisedkiss wasn't public
information provided Lauren a small measure of relief, thephoto wasn't exactly



fantastic news. That kind of cozy relationship with herlead actress wasn't the image
she wanted out there. Her cast would see that,not to mention the wider world. “Can |
see it?’ She had an Instagram accountbut rarely opened it these days.

It took Trip only a few seconds to produce the image. “It'snot...awful,” he said,
clearly doing his best to minimize the perceived falout.” Actualy, it's a really hot
photo of the two of you. People will talk about itfor a few days and then move on to
something else.”

She looked down at the photo on Trip's screen. She was crouchedover Carly, their
faces very close together, their bodies touching back to front.It looked like she was
speaking quietly into Carly’s ear. Carly was smiling.Wonderful, Lauren.

“They should fire me now,” she said with a sigh and tossed thephone onto the table in
front of her.

Trip abandoned his task and headed over. His hair seemedsympathetic, having lost its
festive bounce, and that helped.

In favor of the larger issue, she shoved aside theother thingsthatviewing the photo did
to her, the tightening of her stomach muscles, the warmththat started at her hairline
and moved rapidly down her body, making herfingers tingle and dance nervously.

She'd never really had to deal with dancingfingers before.

She remembered the moment itself clearly, how Carly’s blond hairhad tickled
Lauren’s collarbone as she' d spoken quietly. She swallowed.

“Lauren, my noble leader, you' re blushing profusely.”

She glanced up. “Am not.”



“And now you're telling outright lies, and it's me.” He turned achair backward and
sat next to her as if in down-to-business mode. “Lala, youhave a thing for Carly
Daniel? You wouldn’t be the first in this life, so it'snot at all a surprising thing. Let
me tell ya. She's aleshian. You're alesbian. Sometimes |leshians get together and do
lesbian things.”

“Please, Trip. | was drinking and trying to be...l don’t know, fun?’ She sighed. “L ook
where it got me. Definitely not a mistake I'll make again. Ineed to keep my distance.
Decided.”

“Stop it right now, or I'll hurl this chair through a window likePatti Lupone in a
rage.”

“Dramatic.”

“When it comes to this? Yes. | loved that you came out with us.It’s been a while
since you' ve attended any kind of gathering outside of theones that come with formal
invitations, and you're not anun. Y et.”

Trip's pep tak fell flat, ineffective in the face of her ownminor freak-out. Lauren
blinked several times, waiting for her emotions tosettle. Any moment now. When
they did, she would take full grip of the reins,and conquer this situation the way she
did all others. She wastype A for areason, damnit.

Because she didn’t respond, Trip punched her in the arm. Hard.

“Ow,” she said, rubbing the spot. “Why are you beating on me, youlunatic?’

“Because you need to snap out of it. We have arehearsal to getto, and we can’'t do it
without you.” A pause. “Our resident Casanova poolshark.”



She gasped in outrage as Trip bounded away. His upbeat,lighthearted demeanor
helped alleviate some of her stress. Asdid his hair.

It didn’t last long.

Ten am. came, and with it, the entire cast gathered. Well, exceptfor one. Carly was
MIA again, and this time Ethan seemed to truly take notice.“Why are we waiting on
her again?’ Ethan asked Lauren with an unusual bite inhis tone. Even he was growing
weary, which said something.

“I'll cal,” she said, offering him an apologetic glance. Not thatthis was her fault, but
stage management often took the brunt of the disdainfor rehearsal not going
according to plan. That came with the gig. Carly didn’tpick up her first call, or her
second, nor her third ether. It was now fortyminutes into rehearsal, and her
understudy, Nia, had taken over to keep themfrom losing any more valuable time.
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“Shall 1 go bang on her door?” Trip whispered in Lauren’s ear.Normally, that would
be the protocol. She'd keep things moving in the room, andher ASM would search
out their problem child. Today felt different. Alreadyangry and resenting the hell out
of Carly’s presence after what happened thisweekend, this behavior only multiplied
her frustration.

“No. Thisis her fourth late arrival, and this oneis flagrant.I’m going personally.”

Trip's eyebrows touched his hairline. He hadn't expected thatresponse, and she
hadn’t expected to giveit. “Gotcha. I'll take over here.”

“l appreciate it,” she said, quietly, scooping up her bag.

Ethan moved to her, having overheard their discussion. “AndLauren? Make sure this
doesn’'t happen again.”

“1 hear you,” she said, swallowing her hatred for this day, and itwasn’t even noon.

She was familiar with the apartments the theater retained forhousing out-of-town
talent. She hopped in her Mini, blasted the radio, andheaded there. She rode the
elevator to the fourth floor of the building, stareddown the number 406 that matched
the paperwork she had on Carly, and knockedthree times with maybe a little extra
force. No one answered. Wonderful. Sheknocked again, this time vigorously, and
when that didn't work, she knockedwith her key to the theater, generating a much
louder, grating sound.

“What the hell?’ Carly said, swinging the door open, bleary-eyed.She stared at



Lauren, then craned her head around the corner and stared downthe hallway. Then
back to Lauren.

“Carly, you're an hour late to rehearsal, and that’'s if we wereteleported to The
McAllister right this moment.”

More blinking. Carly ran her hand through her hair, which wastousled, but in that
shampoo commercial way that only certain people—people whowere not
Lauren—could pull off. When she opened the door more fully, Laurentook in her
whole outfit. A tank top and what appeared to be a baby-blue thong.She looked away
from the expanse of skin available to her gaze.

“Fuck. | didn't mean to oversleep.” She glanced behind her foranswers, flashing a
bare cheek at Lauren. “1 was up late and probably didn’tset an alarm.”

“Probably?’ Lauren asked and turned back to Carly, because thongor not, this
irresponsibility at work was unacceptable.

“Yeah. Sorry about that. Let me get myself together.” Laurennodded and folded her
arms. “What? Y ou're just going to stand there? Is yourplan to escort me?’

“1 thought we'd ride over together, yeah.” Damn right she wasgoing to escort her.
She was not walking back into that rehearsal hall withword that Carly would be there

soon, while they all watched the door andcrossed their fingers.

“Lauren,” she said with a dramatic sigh. “I’m a successful adult.Y ou don’'t have to
babysit me.”

“Apparently, | do.”

“Fine,” she said coolly. Carly let the door fall open as sheheaded back inside. “Then



do so inside. Less weird that way. Plus, it might helpyou relax.”

Lauren followed quickly behind Carly, hostility flaring. “Pleasedon’t insinuate that |
need to relax. That's rude. | arrived on time for myjob. You're the one who kept
twenty people waiting and made both of us lookbad.”

“l said it was amistake.” Carly raised a shoulder as if totelegraph this was no big deal
and they should move on. “Why can’t youunderstand that things happen.”

“To just you? Because everyone else made a point to arrive ontime, prepared. | think
we all deal with alarm clocks. We all have the sametraffic to battle. Hell, this
apartment is ten minutes from the theater.”

“I'll be early tomorrow. How’'s that? I'll add a little investmentto your time
management bank account, because you're clearly keeping track.Doesn't clock-
watching get boring?’

“That’ s not enough.”

“Fine. What is it that you want from me? Why don’t you just spellit out and save us
time? Because I’ m starting to feel like it's my head on aplatter.”

“That’s not at al what | want.” Lauren clasped her fingers infront of her to keep her
tone calm, reined in. That had never been difficultbefore. Why was she struggling?
“Y ou have to make changes to not just yourpunctuality, but your approach to life. At
the very least, to your work.”

Carly stared at her with firein her eyes. The anger turned them adeeper shade of blue.
Yep, she'd finally upset Carly. “Oh, | need to change theway | approach my work?
Because | haven't achieved any kind of status in acutthroat town like LA. Got it.
Thank you so much for your unsolicited wisdomfrom...where are we again?’ She



looked around. “God, it’s good you' re here now tosteer me back onto the right path.”

“Well, if | wasn't, you’'d still be asleep. So there' sthat.”

Silence hit. “It was an accident,” Carly said, biting off eachword before disappearing
into the bedroom in a beautiful flutter of anger.

Lauren stifled an eye roll and stepped inside Carly’s apartment,as she'd left the door
gar for her. Wow, okay. Once inside, she took note ofthe fact that the space was
definitely a lot neater than Lauren would havepredicted, given hurricane Carly. The
entirely gray and white kitchen andmodern living room both gleamed. The granite
countertops sparkled. No clothingbombs or pizza boxes to be seen. Everything
appeared neat, tidy, and organized.Carly Daniel, who wasn't capable of organizing
her life if it killed her, wasneat? No. Who was this person? That’s when it hit her.
Carlywascapable. She justhad to care enough. “All right. | see how itis.”

“Did you say something?’ Carly called from in the bedroom.

“Nothing important,” Lauren called back.
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Now alone, she had a moment to get herself under control again.She was at Carly’s
apartment on business, and her job was to keep the polishedstage manager veneer in
place. She tried to cut herself a small break, however,because her feelings were
edging to the surface, making it al feel like amessy, jumbled ball of competing
emotions she had trouble separating. Plus, shewas in a strange state both mentally and
physically, and it all began Saturdaynight. Carly got her all worked up and bothered
in too many ways to keep trackof. Instead of trying, she forced herself to focus on the
important issue athand. Carly missing her call time wasn’'t charming or endearing.
This was badbehavior and nothing new for Carly Daniel, according to the headlines,
whichmade it worse. But then there was the Carly with the confident swagger at
thebar, the sweet smile she afforded anyone in the rehearsal room. She never saidan
unkind word to anyone, well, until today, and—

“ Are you having a conversation with yourself?’

Lauren looked up from Carly’s couch, where she’ d apparently satdown at some point,
to see Carly studying her like an interesting scienceexperiment. “1 was just sorting out
all | need to get done today. It's alot,so we should get going.”

“Well, the warring expressions that just took turns on your facetell me that your day
must be pretty dramatic. Conflict ridden, in fact.” Carlypaused and placed one hand
on her hip. She now wore slim-fitting jeans, areally soft looking long-sleeved pink T-
shirt with a dip at the neckline, andshort lace-up boots. Sigh. The universe was
taunting her with a gorgeous moviestar who kissed like a goddess and had little
regard for professionalism. Whata combo, indeed. That’s when she remembered that
Carly was still regarding herexpectantly.



“1 don’t know what my face was doing. | can't always worry aboutmy face's agenda.
| was busy.” Lauren did her best to make sure her face nowappeared perfectly blank.
She couldn’t decide if she'd succeeded and glanced aroundsurreptitiously for a
mirror.

Carly eyed her knowingly. “It’s just that we haven't seen eachother since the other
night. Is that where your mind went?’

Chita Rivera, were they realy doing this? Right now? On the heelsof a disagreement
when they should be racing back to work? “Carly, we're due atThe McAllister
yesterday.”

“Good point.”

Lauren stood and walked to the door.

“We can talk about the porch kissin the car,” Carly finished.

Everything came to a screeching halt, including Lauren. “No. No,we definitely
shouldn’t do that. In fact, | don’t think we should talk about itat all. Ever.”

“Oh,” Carly said. Her tone was soft, and the knowing smile dimmed.” Got it.”

Lauren sighed at the pang of guilt that Slammed her and tried toexplain. “It’s just that
the whole thing, everything that night, was alcoholfueled, and skewed, and not a good
representation of who | am as a person. As astage manager, | mean. This’—she
gestured between herself and Carly—" nevershould have happened.”

Carly blinked once, and a distance settled between them, her eyesglacial.
“Understood. A total mistake to erase from the history books.” Carlybreezed past her
out of the apartment, seemingly unaffected.



While that should have been a good thing, an appropriateconclusion to their
interaction, instead, it left Lauren feeling...listless,unsatisfied, and full of a tugging
she couldn’'t quite name. Just erased fromthe history books, huh? Wasn't that what
she wanted, though? Suddenly, shewondered.

Didn’'t matter. They had a job to do. When her gaze drifted toCarly’s ass as they
walked the length of the hallway, she reminded herself ofjust that.

It didn’t work.

Carly was over the judgmental attitude. Since when did being astage manager come
with such a healthy dose of superiority? She was quiet inLauren’s care on the way to
the theater. To cover the awkward silence, she sangquietly along with the radio,
stealing an occasional glance at Lauren, who hadher hair pulled partially back today,
with the ends in a lazy curl. Nope. Shewould not crush on Lauren any longer. She
shook herself out of it and watchedthe road instead.

What a complete cluster the morning had been. Though she was notthrilled with
herself for staying out with Kirby and her boyfriend so late andmissing her call time,
she was equally annoyed with Lauren and the way she’ dapproached the situation. Not
only that, but now her head wasn't in the game.She’'d had trouble connecting to
anything meaningful in the scene work withEvelyn as of late and felt like a fish
flopping in the sand when it came to herwork onStarry Nights.

“You want to take our ten a little early?’ Ethan asked herwearily, three hours later.
He'd had a chip on his shoulder ever since she' darrived to work, part of which she
attributed to her absence, and part to thelack of cohesion between her and Evelyn.
They simply weren't in sync. He rubbedhis forehead in away that said his frustration
with the scene was at a peak.They’d worked on the motivations leading up to the



couple sfirst kissin actl, but everything they tried seemed to fal flat.

Carly turned to Evelyn for her opinion on whether to take thebreak but was met with
only a half-hearted shrug.

“Yeah, let’sdo that,” Carly said to Ethan. She watched as Evelynimmediately fled the
space they shared like she couldn’t get out of there fastenough. Evelyn had mentioned
several times that she was straight, and maybe thefemal e romance was harder for her.
But based on the speech she’d made about theimportance of such a play, it couldn’t
have been the whole reason. Evelyndidn’t likeherand had made it abundantly clear,
which would be fine, if she would set itaside for the work. She hadn’t. Her contempt
for Carly read in every momentthey shared onstage together. The no-good morning
had Carly in amindset tolook into it.

“You have a second?’ she said quietly to Evelyn, who was engrossedin something on
her phone.

Evelyn raised her gazeto Carly’s. “ Sure. What do you need?’

“To talk.” She leaned against the wall next to Evelyn and gearedup. Suddenly, she
had a shot of nervous energy move through her, but this wastoo important a
conversation to sidestep. If they could get past whateverconflict was between them as
actresses, then maybe they could still turn thisthing around. “I feel like we're not
connecting in the scenes.”

“You don't, huh?’ She glanced back down at her phone, making Carlyfeel about two
inches tall. “Trust me. We're doing fine. We still have twoweeks left, and you're just

out of your element.”

Interesting response. “What’'s my element, exactly?’



Evelyn gestured wildly with her phone in the open space beforesettling on a phrase.
“Hollywood. La-la land. None of thisis your speed, butit’s what | do for aliving. |
happen to have great respect for the process.”

“And you think | don’t?’
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“No, | know for afact you don’t. | think you've shown all of usthat you're a spoiled,
pampered celebrity who cares more about herself than thelarger good of the
production.” She let her phone arm fall to her side as shestraightened. “Go back to
Hollywood, little girl. Let us handle the hardstuff.”

With that, Evelyn strolled back to the rehearsal set, leavingCarly clutching the wall
and reeling. No, she wasn't just clutching andreeling. She was also crying. Tears had
pooled in Carly’s eyes, which mortifiedher no end. Only six-year-olds cried, and she
would not let Evelyn see theeffect of her words.

“And we're back, everyone,” Lauren announced to the company. Carlystayed right
where she was, still in the room, but removed from the action.“Carly, you al set?’
Lauren asked in a quieter tone.

Carly didn’t move. She couldn’t, out of sheer humiliation. Shewiped the tears that
now stained her cheeks, but she wasn't making muchprogress in shutting down the
waterworks. Thiswas awful.

She heard footsteps behind her and Lauren appeared. “I think we'reready to
get—What’ swrong?’

“Nothing. | just need a minute. Is that possible?’ she whispered,doing windshield
wiper hands. “Maybe | could go wash my face?’

Lauren nodded, squeezed her arm, and moved back to the largergroup. “Can we
maybe skip to the Mandy at work scene, act one, scene four?’



“Not aproblem,” she heard Ethan reply quietly. “Isshe...?’

“She'll be fine” Lauren said. “Just needs a minute. Allergies.” For the first time,
Carly was overwhelmingly grateful for Lauren’ sprofessionalism and owed her big-
time for running cover. “Carly, why don’t youtake fifteen, and then we'll regroup.”

“I'll be back in under ten,” she said, trying to keep her voicefrom cracking. This
wasn't like her, but the pressures, the insecurities, thefear that she was continually
letting everyone down weighed on her like atwo-ton brick upon her chest. Thiswhole
process was so much harder than she' danticipated. She was a good actress, but this
required alevel of depth andcommitment that had her on her heels.

She stared at her red-rimmed eyes in the bathroom mirror momentslater, as she
splashed some water onto her face. The cold helped zap her out ofher paraysis and
self-pity. She had to be honest with herself. She'd beenhorrible since she’'d arrived,
and it was no wonder veterans of the stage likeEvelyn had taken offense. This was
her crossroads moment, however, and it wasLauren's voice she heard in her
head.Y ouhave to make changes to your approach to life, to your work.Thesentence
repeated over and over, and each time she heard it, it resonated morepowerfully.

She somehow made it through the remaining hours of rehearsal, evencradling
Evelyn’'s face in her hands and looking into her eyes as if she was themost precious
person in the world. She’d survived. Ethan had given her ashoulder pat on his way
out at the end of the day, which hopefully meant she’dbeen forgiven. Evelyn had
breezed the hell out of the room, apparently standingby her earlier assertion. As for
Carly, shelingered, taking her time changingher shoes, packing up her belongings.

After afew minutes, it was down to just her, Trip, and Lauren inthe room.

“You got this?’ Trip asked Lauren. “I promised Wilks I'd back upthe house manager
for tonight's performance. He's a fill-in tonight and notentirely sure of our



procedures.”

“l got it,” Lauren said. “Go play house manager.” They thenengaged in some kind of
secret handshake that made her smile to herself.

Once they were aone, she dropped her bag and approached Lauren.”l can help.” She
didn’t wait for an answer but instead went about assistingLauren as she reset the
rehearsal furniture for the scene they were scheduledto start with the next day.

“This is unexpected,” Lauren said, tossing her a glance. “I don’tgenerally have my
lead actors schlepping the furniture. Y ou okay? Feeling anybetter?’ She said it with
kindness, and it meant the world to Carly.

She felt the uncomfortable lump rise in her throat again.Something about Lauren
checking in on her made her crumple, like when her momused to pick her up from
school after she'd had a bad day. She'd just blurt itall out in one giant release. Her
safe place. “I’ve had better days.”

Lauren straightened, abandoning a chair midtransit. “ Did Evelynsay something to you
earlier? Y ou can tell me, you know.” The soft green eyes madeher believe it.

Carly exhaled slowly, and it all came gushing out. “Only that Iwas out of my league,
spoiled. She called me alittle girl and told me to goback to Hollywood.”

Lauren’s head dropped. When she raised it again, her featurescarried compassion.
“1’m sorry she said those things to you.”

“But you agree with her. You said so earlier. Sometimes | wonderwhat the hell I'm
doing here. I'm ajoke.”

“Don’'t say that. You're keeping this production afloat. That’swhat you're doing



here.” She picked up the chair again and went on her way.

Carly laughed beneath the dark cloud still looming. “Y eah, you andl both know that’s
not true. I’m trying to pass as someone who knows what she’' sdoing.”

“You're a good actress,” Lauren said plainly. “You bring a lot ofbullshit with you,
and people put up with it, for that one reason. Y ou’ reamazing at what you do.”

A tiny breeze could have blown Carly right over. “Wow. Thank you.”

“And after our trouble today, it means alot that I'mcomplimenting you. It means that
what I’m saying is true. So you have to ignoreEvelyn, because the play is blossoming
with the work you and Ethan are doing.She's been the problem, the one not
committing to character.”

Carly was mystified. It was so rare to get to hear Lauren’s actualtake on things. Carly
wanted to know more, needed to. She longed to know whatmusic she liked best, who
her early influences were, what she did at night whenshe left The McAllister. There
was so much ground to cover, but first sheneeded to internalize the words Lauren had
just gifted her. “Thank you forsaying that. | feel like | keep trying to connect with
her, but it goesnowhere, and it's hard to develop an onstage relationship if you're
gettingnothing back.”

“Let me know if you ever need someone to run lines with you.That’s actually part of
my job, believeit or not.”

“Really? You do that? | thought when you said so that first day ofrehearsal you were
just being polite.”
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“l wasn't. | do it all the time. Most stage managers do.”

That pulled Carly up short. Running lines would actually beincredibly helpful. She'd
worked on her own in her apartment, but she hadn’thad that extra person to read with
her. The only time she’d been afforded thechance to work on a give-and-take was
opposite Evelyn, and that had been onlystressful.

“It's not uncommon, actualy. Especialy with wordier shows, likethis one. The
playwright had alot to say.”

Carly sighed. “Y ou have no idea. When are you free?’

Lauren glanced around. “As soon as |’ m done putting the room inorder.”

Carly couldn’t believe her luck. “Well, then | will help you inrepayment.” She spent
the next few minutes following orders and enjoying seeingLauren in her element, in
charge, and with a plan. Just when she thought Laurencouldn’t get any more
attractive, she had to go and own avery simple task.

Once they dlid the rehearsal couch up against the wall, Laurengrabbed her script,
grabbed a spot on that couch, and tucked her feet beneathher. The overhead
fluorescents in the room were off and a floor lamp providedsoft illumination. “What
scene would you like to run?’ Lauren asked.

“The last scene we ran today, with the teakettle, and the talkingalot line?’

“Act one, scene four.”



“Yes, that one. | felt like | was all over the place and not zeroingin on my objective or
the connection to Mandy. At that point? It should beundeniable that these two are
meant to be, and it just...isn’t.” It was the lastscene before intermission, when the
first version of the couple was at theirpeak of happiness, the moment a romance novel
would have come to a close. The goal,as Ethan had described it, was to build the
couple up as so in love, destinedto be together, that the audience is dumbstruck to see
them miss out on therelationship entirely in act 2 and instead witness how their lives
play out ifthey’d never met. “If there's no lost relationship, the narrative fails.
Nobodywill care.”

“Got it,” Lauren said, as she located the scene. Carly, newlyoff-book for act 1, didn’t
need her script.

She looked over at Lauren, who would be reading the first line inthe scene.
“Whenever you're ready.”

“So, we're doing this?’ Lauren said, reading the line as Mandy.

Carly, as Ashley, took a deep breath. “Do you know what you' d begetting into? | let
teakettles whistle too long on the stove. | scream whenspiders show up. | know I'm
not the easiest person to love. I'm pretty sure ljust lost my job, and my cat moved out.
I’ [l probably be homeless myself in amatter of —"

“Ashley?’

“Yeah?’

“You'retalking alot.”

Carly grinned. She liked the way Lauren said that line, with akind of playful
affection. She’d never heard it delivered that way. It gave hera shiver. She kept going.



“Should | stop now?’

“You should definitely stop,” Lauren read. “| have alot of thingsto figure out, but one
of them is definitely not you. You're staying.” She' dlifted her gaze to Carly’s for that
last line and inspired another shiver.Carly was struck—this was what it was supposed
to feel like between them.

Asthey got farther into the scene, Lauren brought warmth, comedy,and a very human
vibe to the character of Mandy. Carly felt like she’'d stumbledupon a gold mine with
this rehearsal session, as it informed so many newchoices she hadn’t yet considered.
When they finished their fourth run-throughof the scene, she stared at Lauren, who
still sat on that rehearsal couchagainst the wall.

“Why are you looking at melike that?’ Lauren asked, with acurious grin.

Carly shook her head. “1 just didn’t see that coming. Have youever acted before?’

Lauren sighed. “It’'s al | ever wanted to do when | was younger.Be onstage, tell
amazing stories, hear the audience applaud.” She shrugged.“Wasn't meant to be.”

Carly didn't understand. She moved to the couch and took a seathext to Lauren.
“Why do you say that? Y ou’ re fantastic at it.”

“1 don’t know that | would go that far. Didn’'t get many jobs. Makethat one. A voice
job for a nightclub commercia that aired only on the radio.l played the part of a
happy college girl, thrilled with the drink options.”

“I"d buy those drinks based on what | just heard.” This whole conceptwas blowing
Carly’s mind and her entire perception of Lauren. “You were outthere auditioning?
What happened? Why would you give up if it's what youwanted?’



Lauren nodded, and embarrassment flashed. “I tried to make a go ofit. Didn’t work
out.” She shrugged, as if stuffing down the regret of what hadnever been. “After a
while it became clear that | was on my way to being aprofessional waitress and part-
time out of work actress. What | really wantedwas a way to pay my bills in the midst
of something | love.” She gestured tothe space around them. “And here | am. The
learning curve was steep, and Istarted at the bottom, but | like to think I’m damn good
at my job.”

“You are. Don't get me wrong.” Carly tucked a knee beneath her.This new
information had her keyed up and intrigued on top of the high she' djust received from
the nuanced scene work. “ Tell me about afavorite role ofyours.”

Lauren laughed. She was so pretty when she did that. “I can tellyou about the time |
received my first lead role. We didPeter Pan Jr.in middleschool. | was cast as Wendy,
and it was the best thing that ever happened tome. I'll never forget the afternoon |
saw my name posted on the cast list.”

Carly was rapt. “ Get out. What happened?’
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Lauren beamed. “I rehearsed night and day and counted the momentsuntil the curtain
rose. Not to mention, the entire town would be there,including my extended family
who'd drivenin.”

“And you were a hit,” Carly supplied, imagining Lauren wouldn'’tsettle for anything
less than perfection.

“No. Actually, my performance was fine, but my nightgown snaggedon the set during
the flying sequence and brought the whole thing tumblingdown. Children and
nightgowns and L ost Boys scattered for safety as | swungback and forth, dragging the
wall.” She grimaced as Carly laughed. “| probablyshould have taken that as a sign it
wasn't meant to be for me. Unfortunately,it took a little longer for me to get the

message.”

Carly tried to stop laughing, but the image of young Laurensitting in a pile of rubble
while an audience looked on in horror was too much.”Was anyone hurt?’

“1 wishlhad been! Would have pulled attention away from the disaster.” She exhaled
andrelaxed against the couch with atired smile. “The boy playing little Michaelwas
traumatized, though. We'd brought him in from the elementary school. Brokeinto
tears and cried in the arms of Tiger Lily. I’'m hopeful the therapy herequired helped,

”

some.

Carly was dying. Wheezing. Gasping for air. Y es, she was punchyalready after such a
roller coaster of a day, but the images Lauren paintedcertainly contributed. “Please
tell me there are photos.”



“Oh, there arevideos,” Lauren deadpanned.

“My kingdom for this video. What is it you want? A car? A house? |can make your
dreams come true. Except that’s alie. My movie money isdwindling.”

“I wonder why,” Lauren mused with a grin. She extended her armacross the back of
the couch between them, which made things feel extra cozy.”If we survive this
production without you single-handedly causing me to pullmy hair out, | will make
that video happen for you.”

Carly tapped the top of Lauren’s hand with her finger. “Promises,promises.”

A pause. “But | remember what it was like to take on a rolerehearse, and lose
yourself for alittle while. There snothing like it.”

Carly touched Lauren’s knee. “Y ou should give it another gosometime.”

“I'd be a liar if | said | didn't miss it a little, but | thinkl’ll stick with my steady
paycheck, and organizing all of you people. How’ sthat?’ She stood. “It’s getting late.
We should clock out before we have to beback in the morning.”

Carly nodded, feeling so much lighter than earlier in the day.This was the first time
she and Lauren had just...relaxed together. Chatted aboutlife. She found it refreshing

and couldn’t help but crave more.

“And this is okay? To run lines with you again in the future”Because I'd really like
to.”

“Completely. Just let me know.”

“Before rehearsal tomorrow? | can comein early and we can—"



Lauren held up afinger. “You're aliar and you know it. Y ou’ reincapable of the word
early.” She'd said it in a bossy but playful tone, andhand to her hip. Carly wanted to
kiss her right then and there, then loseherself with Lauren on that couch, slowly. Very
slowly.

“I’ll be here at nine tomorrow,” Carly informed her, as she headedto the door. “I can
help you and Trip set up aswerun lines.”

“Sure you will.”

“Y ou'’ re gonna be shocked. Wannawalk out with me?’

Lauren gestured to her laptop. “I better get that rehearsal reportout before heading
home.”

Carly shook her head. “Y ou work too hard.”

“Do you think that’s it, or do you think maybe you don’t—"

“You don't even have to finish that sentence,” Carly said,pointing at her. She
softened. “ Good night, Lauren. Y ou saved me today.”

Lauren studied her. “Y ou’'re welcome.”

“You can bet I’'m not going to forget it, and you know something?”

“What' s that?’

“You're an awesome person. | may not make that clear in how Ibehave, but I'm
spoiled and working on arecovery strategy.”



“|1 appreciate that,” Lauren said, with atwinklein her eye. “lhave al the faith in you.”
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As Carly walked to her rental in The McAllister’s parking lot, itwas already dark
outside. That extra hour she’'d stolen with Lauren had been themost productive of the
rehearsal day, and entirely unexpected. She'd gone fromfurious with Lauren that
morning, to eternally grateful to her this evening. Whata difference a few hours and
some alone time made.

Carly had aready known Lauren was many things, but a decentactress hadn’t been
one of them. She closed the car door behind her and sat inthe cold car. She'd enjoyed
tonight. She’d made friends since she’'d arrived inMinneapolis. She and Kirby and a
couple of other actors from out of town hadgone out for dinner a few times, and of
course, the meetups at Put Upon Pete'shad been fun. Yet they’d al paed in
comparison to the time she'd just spentwith Lauren Prescott, when it felt like
everything was right with the world.She was leaving for the night fulfilled,
invigorated and inspired by the storyof the younger Lauren’slove for the art. Perhaps,
if she paid enoughattention, she'd walk away from this experience with that same
kind of passion.She already felt it blossoming. Maybe there was something specia to
this wholetheater thing. Maybe there was something special about Lauren Prescott.

She looked back at the large white building. Maybe it was both.

Chapter Five

“1 brought doughnuts.”

Lauren nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of the cheerfulvoice behind her.

Her hand flew to her heart and grasped the fabric of hershirt as she turned around to
see none other than Carly, standing in thedoorway of the rehearsal room, holding a



greasy looking white bag. Laurenchecked her watch, and checked again to be sure it
actually was Carly and notan apparition. Yep, still her. “What are you doing here at
nine am.?’ Sheplaced a hand over her heart. “Oh God. Did hell actually freeze over?
| nevereven got to seeit.”

“You're funny.”

“Rarely. But | do keep trying.” Lauren eyed her. “What gives?’

Carly inclined her head to the side and dropped off the bag on thetable next to
Lauren. “Y ou said we could run lines.”

“And we can.”

As Carly breezed past, she smelled fantastic, like lemon andmaybe...cupcakes? The
same scent Lauren remembered from the billiards lesson. IfCarly smelled amazing,
she looked even better, wearing perfectly fitting jeansand a lime-green flowy blouse,
paired with boots with a modest heel. She toppedoff her outfit with a long, intricate
silver necklace that might have been expensive.” Great,” she said, flipping around to
Lauren. “I was hoping we could back up tothe beginning of the play and run those
scenes.” She glanced around the roomwith her hands out, like she was figuring out
what to touch. “I can also helpwith your stage manager-y stuff.”

Lauren laughed. “My stage manager-y stuff?’
Carly grinned, and when the sunlight touched her skin, her faceglowed. Lauren
wasn't sure she'd ever seen anyone glow quite like that. Itstole her next breath. To

cover, she reached for the bag of doughnuts.

“Yeah, you know, al the furniture moving, and laptop typing, andcross-referencing,
and highlighting. We can do that while we run lines.”



“Where in the world did you get these doughnuts?’ Lauren asked,amazed at the flaky
goodness she was tasting. They were still warm. Thesedoughnuts weren't just any
doughnuts—they were perfection, and from her owncity? How? She'd ordered a
million doughnuts for her companies over the years.None had been these.

“Oh. | read about them on Yelp. Danny D’s Donut Diner on DonatoStreet. Heard of
them?’

“No,” Lauren said, around a heavenly mouthful of dough.

“Tiny place. No tables. Couple of guys behind the counter, workinghard.” Carly
pointed at the stand-in airport chairs. “Shall | place these foract one?’

“Yes. That would be fantastic.” Lauren’s brain hadn’t quite caughtup. “Wait. So,
you're telling me that you woke up early, got dressed, drove toDanny D’s Donut
Dynasty.”

“Diner. But you're right. They missed a great naming opportunity.”

“Droveto Danny D’s Diner and made it here an hour beforerehearsal is set to begin?”’

Carly dlid the chairs onto the blue spike tape on the floor thatmarked their intended
home. “That’ s exactly what I'm telling you.”

“How?’ Lauren asked in amazement. “Why?’
“Because | wanted to run lines. Why aren’t you listening to me?’ Suddenly, it became
crystal clear. Carly needed proper motivation, and when shehad it? She responded in

spades.

Lauren nodded her head sagely. “So with alittle carrot waving,you're up and at em.”



“1 do lots of things for the right carrots.” Carly made thestatement as if it was the
most basic of understood facts. Well, it was now.“Lines?’

“Let’'sdoit.”

They went back and forth on the first scene between Ashley andMandy at the airport
when they first met.

“Wait. So we're stuck here. Asin overnight?’ Carly balked.

“That’swhat I'm telling you,” Lauren said gently.
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“No, no, no. | have a presentation in Boston in the morning. Ineed to be on that
plane.”

“We al have somewhere to be, but sometimes you have to acceptdefeat. Cinnamon
pretzel bite?’

“What are you doing? Why are you getting comfortable with thepretzel things? We
should argue. Or call someone. Someone important.”

Just like Lauren had noticed the night before when they’d read,Carly’s version of
Ashley came alive. Not that it wasn't good before. It was.But the readings they did
together were other-level for Carly.It's because she has somethingmore to respond
to.So Lauren continued to give, and Carly continuedto come up with new and
exciting line deliveries. By the time they’ d workedtheir way to the end of the scene,
Lauren noticed that she’ d abandoned herstage management duties and had lost herself
in the world of Starry NightsandAshley and Mandy. The result was her standing face-
to-face with Carly when thescene ended.

“You have no concept of how helpful that was,” Carly said quietly.Lauren’s focus
fell to Carly’s bottom lip and the subtle pink lip gloss thatgave it a small shine.

“Well, that’swhat I’'m here for. To help.”
“Then you need araise,” Carly said sincerely. “I redlly feel likelast night and this

morning have amounted to a major breakthrough for me. | cansee the path to this
character now, and it’s because of you.”



“Good. That makes me happy.”

They stared at each other.

Lauren closed her script and remembered herself, heated cheeks ornot. She had only a
short amount of time to finish her rehearsal prep, yet shefound herself completely out
of sorts. She wasn't complaining. The buzz she gotfrom reading lines with Carly
reminded her of the days she used to act herself,and with such a capable scene
partner, her enjoyment level only doubled.

Reading Mandy’s and Ashley’s lines as they discovered each otherin the play
reminded Lauren so much of her personal journey with Carly, who shehad yet to fully
figure out. Just when she thought Carly was a spoiled,entitled starlet, Carly would do
something to showcase her humanity andkindness. She was beginning to care about
this production, and seeing her cryyesterday had been eye opening for Lauren. No,
she hadn’t pinned Carly Danieldown just yet, but Lauren also understood that was
part of her appeal. Carlywas alot of things, some of them unexpected.

“All right. I'm back with some scheduling details from Chuck.” Lauren blinked. Ah,
yes, she'd sent Trip to speak to The McAllister’'s residenttechnical director about
their transition to the theater. Chuck was known forhis grumpy side, and she’d come
to learn that Trip's cheerful dispositionoffset it nicely.

“What did he say?’ she asked, trying to ease back into her PSMrole, despite the fact
that the back of her neck felt warm and she could stillfeel Carly’s gaze all over. She
stole afinal glance at Carly but felt thatconnection from minutes ago still very much
intact.

“He said that if the scenic folks would speed the hell up, we'reon time to movein this
week. Y et he’' s grumbling about Tinsley demanding moremoney for paint.”



This wasn't the first time those two had butted heads. “Tins isalways very particular
about her mixing, and sometimes that requires additional coats we didn’t budget for.”

“Sounds like she’s our holdup. Other than that, we' re good to go.”

Lauren set out the sign-in sheet and nodded. “I’ [l talk to her.” It wasn’t technically her
job to wrangle an assistant designer, but if Tinsdeywas going to be a monkey wrench
in the works, she could always mention it toWilks so he could get ahead of the
problem.

“S0, this is yet another thing you do,” Carly said, grinning. “Y oulook ahead to any
problems.”

“Part of my job. Yes.” The answer seemed to intrigue Carly, whostole a doughnut
and wandered afew feet away to study her lines.

Trip pointed at Carly silently with a shocked looked on his faceand his jaw fully
dropped. Lauren nodded back at him wordlessly with wideoh-my-God eyes, as if to
say, yes, an early Carly Daniel was something tobehold. The morning had been a
unique one. Y et Lauren couldn’t wipe thenever-ending smile off her face. Their one-
on-one work sessions invigorated herjust as much as they did Carly.

In fact, she wondered when they’ d find some alone time next. Shetold herself that the
thought was a harmless one and alowed it. Underneath,concern crept in, because
with Carly, Lauren felt out of control, and there wasnothing Lauren craved more in
life than structure and control.

“You okay in there, Lala?’ Trip asked quietly, as the cast membersbegan to trickle in.

Lauren grinned at him. “I think so.” She didn't have time to dwellon her status,
however, as her phone danced in vibration where she'd left it onthe table. They were



two minutes from the official start of rehearsal and theactors who had been called
were aready engaged in vocal warm-ups. “ThisisLauren.”

“Lauren. Evelyn.”

She glanced down at the sign-in sheet and saw that she’'d yet to sign-in.“Hey, there.
Everything okay?’

“Definitely not.”

“Okay. What's going on?’ Lauren walked a few feet away, out ofearshot of the
group, sensing this might need to be a private conversation.

“1”’m not coming in today. Food poisoning. Really bad.”

“Oh no. Do you need anything? What can we do?’

“I'll befine,” Evelyn said in a curt voice. Even sick, sheapparently wasn't the warm
and friendly type. “Just can’t quite keep anythingdown, so | better...Oh no. | have to
go.” Lauren winced as Evelyn clicked off thecall out of clear necessity. She made a
note to check in on her later in the day,and moved to plan B. “Evelyn’s out today.
Food poisoning,” she told Ethan.



Page 23

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 12:41 pm

“Fan-fucking-tastic. | get Carly here on time, and Evelyn can’tmakeit.”

“lI know,” Lauren said sympatheticaly. “But we have Nia ready tostep in.” Nia
Blankenship had been cast as the standby for both lead roles. Shewas a sturdy
understudy, which was why The McAllister recommended her readilyin the casting
sessions. You could always count on Nia, and with a wild cardlike Carly Danidl in
the mix, having a solid backup was key. No, she wasn’t themost charismatic actress,
but she was serviceable.

Ethan sighed. “All right. Put her in.”

After briefing an eager Nia, rehearsal was finally off and rolling. Their agenda was a
run of act 1, and with only afew hiccups, they stumbled theirway to the end, blandly.
Carly looked defeated by then and waked away to aquiet corner alone. Ethan
appeared weary, amost as if he hadn’'t dlept in aweek. Nia looked nervous as hell.
Apparently, working with a celebrity rattledher more than Lauren would have
guessed. Today was feeling like awash.

“And that’s lunch, everyone,” Trip announced to the company. “ Seeyou back here in
an hour.”

Lauren could feel the low energy in the room as the cast quietlyfiled out. The run-
through had run flat without Evelyn, but honestly, it hadn’tbeen much stronger with
her. The production, while still afloat, wasn't exactlythriving, and she could feel
Ethan losing his patience as the days went on.They opened in just over two weeks,
and while the set, costumes, and publicitywere al on track, the narrative needed a
jumpstart. Even Lauren could see thatmuch.



“Hey, guys?’ Kirby said, returning to the rehearsal hall. “Nia’sin the women’'s
restroom in really poor shape.”

“What do you mean, poor shape?’ Lauren asked.

“l think it's her stomach.” Lauren deflated and exchanged a lookwith Trip. It was
starting to look like they had a stomach bug on their hands,not the food poisoning
Evelyn suspected. Thiswas not good news at all.

“Aren’t you two friends?’ Lauren asked Kirby, who nodded. “Wouldyou be able to
help her into an Uber? | don't think it's a great idea for herto be around the other
actors.” The idea that she'd already been in such closeproximity to Carly was a bad
thing, and Lauren was now in save-the-cast mode.

“Yeah, | can do that. No problem at all.”
“If you're late back from lunch, it's okay. We'll make it work,” Ethan said. Once
Kirby headed out, Ethan turned to Lauren and Trip. “I’ mthinking we work everything

that doesn’t involve Mandy’ s character, and thencall it aday.”

“Can | make a suggestion?’ Carly asked from across the room. Sheleaned against the
wall with her arms crossed over her chest.

“Of course,” Ethan said.

Carly pushed off the wall and straightened. “Have Lauren fill in.We've run lines
together, and it’s always gone smoothly.”

Lauren felt her cheeks heat. “No. | don't think that’s a goodplan. | need to be on book
for lines, and—"



“1 can be on book,” Trip said.

Ethan waved them off, still not over his catastrophe of arehearsal. “If that works for
Carly, I'm fine with it.” He stalked away withhis hands shoved into his pockets,
probably already conceding defeat.

“Isthat okay?’ Carly asked her quietly.

Lauren nodded. “It’'s fine. Whatever you need to salvage theafternoon. We're down
two Mandys and have to get creative, right?’

Carly sgueezed Lauren’s wrist and smiled at her with gratitude.That smile filled
Lauren’s half empty cup to full. She was happy to help andwould do her best for
Carly and Ethan.

When the company returned from lunch, they moved backward to act lat Carly’s
request. Lauren played the role just as she had in her two rehearsalsessions with
Carly, only this time, instead of just the lines, she followedthe set blocking. As stage
manager, she was intimately familiar with Mandy’ spath in the show, as it had been
her job to track and record it. Rehearsing thescenes face-to-face with Carly was at
first a little jarring. She found herselfstaring into those light blue eyes and losing
herself in them as Mandy,something she’d never allowed herself, as Lauren, to do.
The liberties shecould take as Mandy were startling, freeing. She could reach out and
touchCarly briefly, study her when she spoke, smile like Carly affected her, andeven
lay her head down in Carly’s lap when Mandy was called to do so. She lovedevery
second of it so much that she lost herself in the afternoon. Before sheknew it, they
were done with rehearsal for the day.

She sat up from Carly’s lap, where they’d concluded, and turned toface her. “Was
that okay?’



Carly chuckled. They were the only two left at rehearsal apartfrom Ethan and Trip.
The others had been released one by one. “1’d say so.Wouldn't you?” She stood and
moved toward her belongings with a triumphantsmile on her face. Lauren wasn't sure
what that meant, until she turned toEthan, who still sat behind his director’s table,
beating a pencil against thetop of hislips.

She joined him and Trip at the table and opened her laptop,prepared to record Trip's
times for the day and get Ethan’ s input about who tocall first thing tomorrow.

“We have aproblem,” Ethan said, finally turning to her.

Her heart sank. She couldn’t take any more setbacks. If one moreperson was struck ill
by thisvirus, they’d be hobbling along at best. “What’ s wrong?’

He pointed at the makeshift set with his pencil. “That was fuckingamazing.”

Lauren blinked. “ Today?’

He swiveled in his metal chair to face her. “Yes, today. The wholething lit up like a
Christmas tree. The story came alive. The relationship mattered.l know the whole

fucking story word for word, and even | was rooting for them,and this was only the
first portion of act one.”
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Where was she supposed to go with this? On one hand, Ethan’s wordswere incredibly
flattering. On the other, they didn’t really matter. She wasthe fill-in for the fill-in.
“Well, maybe we can talk about why it worked sowell today with Evelyn and
recreate—"

“Do you redlly see that going well?’ Ethan asked, now up andmoving with purpose,
except he didn’t seem to be going anywhere. Just extraenergy he needed to burn off,

Lauren grimaced. “Not exactly, no. But if she's a professional,she’ll try to take the
notes.”

“I’ve given her eighteen thousand notes since we've started,” hesaid, with a hand
extended outward. “She’s cold and unfeeling when playing acharacter who should be
warm and lovable, which I’ve seen her pull off nicelyin a dozen different roles. She
hates Carly and it reads all over the scenelike spilled blood on awhite carpet.”

She watched Trip wince at the reference.

Ethan noticed, too, and pointed at Trip. “What did you think? Y ouwere here.”

Trip hesitated and passed Lauren alook, as if to ask forpermission to speak honestly.
She nodded at him, granting it. “I lovedeverything about the run today. They had fun
together, but there was still thisball of sexual tension that kept me engaged. It's the

first time I’ ve beensucked in by the story since we started.”

Ethan snapped his fingers and pointed at Trip. “Thank you. That’swhat I'm talking
about, too.”



“Ethan, I’ d be happy to keep running lines with Carly.”

“Can we do some right now?’ He looked at his watch. “I know we'reoff the clock
and rehearsal is officially over, but if you'll show me the finalscene of act one, | can
know more.” He ran his hand over his scruff as hewaited for her answer.

Technically, according to Equity rules, rehearsal was over, andasking Carly to work
longer went against good standards and practices. Shecouldn’t do it. Lauren opened
her mouth to advocate for Carly, when Carly herselfturned from across the room.
She’'d been engrossed in her phone and had seemedto be out of earshot. Apparently,
that had not been the case.

“1"m happy to run the scene, Lauren.”

Lauren stared at her, and then back at Ethan, running out ofoptions. “The last scene?’
she asked.

“If you don’t mind, that is. | don’t want to put you on the spotif you’ re uncomfortable
in any way,” Ethan said, more gently.

It was a big scene, the happily-ever-after fake out that gotripped away from the
audience after intermission. There was a kiss in thatscene, a pretty serious one. She
closed her eyes and did her utmost to appearunaffected. She was a professional, and
she could do this. It was for the goodof the show. “I don't mind,” she said, retrieving
her script.

Shejoined Carly onstage.
“You good?” Carly asked and gave her hand a squeeze. That did it.The nervous

energy, the self-doubt, the overthinking all seemed to dide awaywith that one
moment of contact.



“I’m great. Shall we?’

Carly nodded.

“S0o, we're doing this?” Lauren asked, as Mandy. She went fortimid, excited, and
fully in love.

Carly stepped into her space, hands at her side, confidence onfull display. “Do you
know what you'd be getting into? | let teakettles whistletoo long on the stove. |
scream when spiders show up.” Her proximity alone senta series of tingles across
Lauren’s skin. She didn’t try to move herself out ofit, however. She put it into what
the character would fedl. “1 know I’'m not theeasiest person to love. I’m pretty sure |
just lost my job, and my cat movedout. I'll probably be homeless myself in a matter
of—"

“Ashley?’

“Yeah?’

“You'retalking alot.”

Carly grinned and cradled Lauren’s face with one hand. “ Should Istop now?”’

“You should definitely stop,” Lauren said. “I have alot of thingsto figure out, but one
of them is definitely not you. Y ou're staying.”

Just as the script dictated, Carly brought her lips to Lauren’sand kissed her with
determination, and tenderness, and love. Lauren’s entirebody went instantly warm,
and she had to steady herself or her knees would giveout. What was abundantly clear
was that they kissed realy well together, theperfect amount of give and take.
Lauren’s limbs felt like Jell-O when shepulled her lips from Carly’s. She opened her



eyes slowly and smiled. Justanother day at work, right? She opened her mouth to
speak, but couldn’t for thelife of her remember her next line. That’s because she was
supposed to bereading from the script. “Oh, um, one moment,” she said, flipping the
page, hercheeks on fire with embarrassment.

Before the scene could continue, Ethan’s voice cut them off. “Ithink we can stop
there. I’'m going to chat with Wilks about the future of theproduction. | want to thank
you both for such a committed rehearsal.” Ethandidn’t dwell or stick around for
chitchat. He left notes for Trip about thebreakdown for the following day and was out
of there.

“You did great,” Carly said quietly in Lauren’s ear. She kissedher cheek quickly and
gave her some space. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Lauren nodded, still in ahaze of what the hell was happening. Sheturned to Trip, who
sat behind the table, arms folded with a big old grin onhis face.
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“Little Lala,” he said. “Who knew?”
She stalked back to the table, disconcerted, excited, and turned thehell on.
Chapter Six

Lauren sat in one of her favorite spots in al of The McAllister,the long hallway off
the grand lobby. At the end stood Wilks's office, butalong the way were framed
photographs of some of the most noteworthy shows puton by the theater. The faces of
Broadway legends dotted the walls, just asampling of the many great actors who'd
performed at The McAllister, thetheater Lauren now inhabited on a daily basis. She
carried such reverence forthe place and sometimes had to pinch herself to remember
that she acCtuallyworked here. Oh, and down the halway a little way, they’d even
added a framedshot of one of their most recent shows. Y ep, that was Gyllenhaal she
saw in aserious moment from anew play that had been very well received.

“Ready for you, Lauren,” Wilks said, opening the door. He did alittle ballerina twirl
as she passed in attempt to lighten the mood.

She chucked. “Nice one.”
“I"ll spare you my twerk.”
“And now I'm sad.”

It wasn't very often that they met in his office. Their workingrelationship had always
been more informal, with him crashing her space as theyquickly hashed out daily



details like scheduling, budget, or interpersonamatters. The more official meeting in
his rarely visited office intimidatedL auren, which was downright ridiculous. This was
Wilks! Her Wilks. Thatreminder didn’t calm her churning stomach, though the twirl
had helped.

Once inside, Lauren took a seat. As he walked around to his sideof the desk, she
nervously grabbed the Rubik’s Cube in front of her. “Masteredthis one yet?’ she
asked. He grabbed the cube, worked the whole thing in undera minute, and tossed it
back to her. She whistled. “1’ll take that as ayes.”

“What do you think | do al day in here?’

Just another testament to Wilks's ability to deliver. She sat upstraighter, because this
felt like she'd been called to the principal’ s office.

“WEell, here's the crazy thing.” He sat back in his fancy leatherchair. “Ethan wants to
make a changein his cast.”

“Okay. What kind of change?’ It wasn’'t areal question. Shealready knew where this
was headed. Hell, it had kept her up all night. WhatEthan was angling for was
unprecedented. Fear struck first and it landed hard.She was an imposter. For some
reason, they seemed to think she was this amazingactress, when in all honesty, she
wasn’'t. She hadn’t booked a decent job in allthe years she tried. Then, the fear danced
away and swapped places with atwinge of excitement that twisted, turned, and
vibrated pleasantly. She orderedthe dueling emotions to stand the hell down, and take
twenty. Given it was herjob to remain calm at all times, she luckily had the ability to
mask thecascade of emotions in front of Wilks. Yep, that was her, completely not
incontrol.

“1 don’t know if thisis going to shock you or not. It shockedme.”



She nodded but said nothing, probably because she was holding herbreath.

“He wants you to step into the role of Mandy effective today.There' s an official offer
on the table.” He held up a hand before she couldspeak. “I know it’s alittle out of left
field, and | told him so myself. Wewent over it from every angle last night. Took
hours, but we came up with adeal for everyone that makes sense.”

Lauren exhaled slowly. “Wilks, | haven't acted in years. | wagjust filling in for our
sick cast members.”

“But you have acted before.” He held his hand out as if presentinga very obvious
point.

She shook her head. “Not at this level. Plus, I'm rusty.” Shegestured behind her.
“These people are...pros. | couldn’t even land a toiletpaper commercial on my own,
and trust me, | tried. Too many times.”

He waved her off. “We both know the industry is tricky. It's notabout how good you
are in the beginning. It’s about who you know, and being inthe right place at the right
time. Then suddenly your talent matters.”

He had a point. She nodded. “1 guess that’s what yesterday was.”

“I’d%yg)_”

Wilks leaned forward with a kind smile. He seemed more personablelike the
everyday Wilks she was used to. “Here's the thing. | know you, Lauren,and you're
nothing if not a professional yourself. Are you willing to step in?This is quite the
opportunity.” He held out both hands. “These kinds of thingsdon’t happen that often
in the business.”



Again, he was right. You heard about Cinderella stories likethese, but never in a
million years did Lauren think it could happen to her,especialy after she'd carefully
tucked those hopes away. She never daredimagine. After years of schlepping from
one audition to the next, she'd justbeen offered a mgjor role, the kind she used to lie
in bed dreaming about. Andshe'd done so via her stage management career? It redlly
was about being in theright room. How strangely the world worked.

She clenched her fists several times, to discreetly burn off someof the nervous energy
coursing through her limbs, and stared Wilks right in theeye. “I’ll do it,” she said
quietly, feeling something long forgotten in herclick into place. “I’ve never been
more scared of anything in my life, but howcan | not?’

“1 thought you'd eventually get there,” he said with a wink. Hepicked up a folder
from his desk. “I have a contract all drawn up, and sinceyou're aready an Equity
member, there’ s less red tape to fuss with.”

“What about Evelyn?’ Lauren tried not to wince at that particularside effect. She
imagined her being sat down and let go officialy, followed bythe to-be-expected ire
Evelyn was known for.

“She'll be fine. She works fairly steadily and will move on to thenext project in no
time. Part of the business.”

Lauren nodded. This would be a setback for Nia, as well. Thoughshe was never
guaranteed replacement status, she would likely wonder why shewas passed over. But
she still had her original standby gig. Nothing hadchanged on that front, and she'd
still have ajob.
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“We'll need a new stage manager. How do you feel about giving Tripa shot as
PSM?" Trip had been a faithful assistant stage manager for over twoyears now and,
in Lauren’s opinion, was the perfect one for the job. Not onlyhad he earned it, but he
was already familiar with the show and its specificneeds.

“I’'m glad we agree. | have an appointment with him next to make itofficial.” Lauren
closed her eyes, knowing how thrilled he was going to be.“I’ll seeif we can get Janie
to ASM.”

Lauren nodded. “Great. | know she's off this dot and was worriedabout
employment.”

He picked up his phone. “We're about to make her day.” He glancedat his watch.
“Rehearsal in an hour. Y ou better grab a coffee and learn yourlines.”

“Oh. | need to get over there and set up.”

“Not anymore you don’'t,” Wilks said sternly. “You're an actressonly now. Make
your call time, and be ready to work. That’s all you have toworry about. Trip will do
the rest.”

The concept left her dumbfounded, almost like she'd left homewithout money, keys,
or her phone. Just show up and be prepared to delve intoMandy? The concept seemed
so foreign to her when she was used to managing somany details.

The smile was small when she left Wilks's office, but as shewalked the long hallway,
passing one historic McAllister moment after another,it steadily blossomed. Her body



hummed with a slow-growing excitement thatstarted somewhere in her midsection
and radiated out.

An adventure was about to begin, and this time, she wasn’t LaurenPrescott, standing
with her clipboard on the sidelines. She was part of it. Asshe reached the end of the
hallway, she had to steady herself. The smilereached its full bloom as she allowed the
understanding to settle.

A dream was about to come true. She was an actress again.

When Carly’s alarm went off at seven thirty, she wanted more thananything to hurl it
across the room and put out a hit on the clock and all itsdistant relatives. Instead, she
remembered the new leaf she' d decided upon.“One foot on the floor,” she mumbled,
and slowly made the request a reality.Now, as she lay there, half off the bed with the
bottom of one foot touchingthe floor, she had to figure out how to get the other one
there, too. “Not justyet,” she said to her ceiling and let her eyes slowly close again.
“Just threeminutes. | just need three.”

Once they passed, she blinked. “Two feet on the floor.” She dlidthe second leg out,
banishing it from the warmth of the covers and placed itflat on the floor next to the
other one. Now only her body remained in bed,perpendicular and clinging to slumber
like a life raft in a storm at sea.” Gotta sit up,” she whispered in defeat, but damn it,
she made it happen. Thiswhole routine was a production, yes, but for two straight
mornings in arow,it’d worked. She' d not been late, and the day had been better for it.
She’'dalso been afforded some extra time with just Lauren, and that made it
allworthwhile. Lauren was so much more pleasant when the two lines between
hereyes weren’'t creased and angry. Carly sighed, naked and wrapped in her
snugglycomforter, because those little lines were actually really cute, too.



She could admit it. She was more than smitten with LaurenPrescott, and she'd
thought about that sexy stage kiss nonstop since yesterday.Yes, it had been Mandy
and Ashley, and she knew the difference, but thephysical chemistry had been al
theirs. Carly didn’'t know if what they’d shownEthan would give him the motivation
to actually talk to Evelyn, or maybe evenlet her see Lauren perform the scenes in
person. God, if only uptight Evelyncould see how likable Lauren was as Mandy, how
funny and kind. She didn't knowthe protocol for those kinds of practices in the
theatrical world, but shehoped for her own career’s sake that yesterday hadn’'t been
for nothing.

Two hours later, she stood in the rehearsal hall, iced coffeesecured—without being
late, mind you—waiting on Ethan. Lauren and Trip werebehind the stage manager’s
table passing a lot of pages back and forth andnodding. Evelyn was still out,
apparently, which was great for at least onemore rehearsal with someone else.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Ethan said, breezing into the room with anoticeable extra
spring in his step. “Lots to do today, but first a briefannouncement.” All eyes were on
him. Heads quirked. Glances were exchanged.“ There’'s been a change to our cast.
Effective today, the role of Mandy inStarry Nightswill beplayed by Lauren Prescott.
Trip will be our new production stage manager, andJanie will join him tomorrow as
assistant. You’'ll meet her then.” The room wassilent for amoment. Carly’ s gaze flew
immediately to Lauren, who smileddemurely at the table, continuing to work and
avoiding all eye contact.Finaly, when she did look up, it was straight back at Carly,
who sent her thebiggest smile of encouragement. This was better than anything she’'d
hoped for.Carly couldn’'t believe it. Her toes were numb and she wanted to jump up
anddown. They’d given Lauren the role? Unable to take it, she raced across theroom
to Lauren, asthe rest of the company chatted quietly in shock.

“l don't believe it. This is fucking awesome,” Carly whispered,her arms around
Lauren.



“Isit?’ Lauren asked.

“Yes! You'rein the show now. You're starring in the show, Lauren.Do you get that?
Why didn’t you call me?’

“lI just found out.” Lauren smiled. Her usua confidence didn’tshine through,
however. “And | didn’t really see this coming. Y et here | am.” She lifted her arms and
let them drop to the side in demonstration. “I think Ihave you to either thank or kill.”
A pause. “So...thank you.”

Lauren was afraid, Carly realized. She was a quieter individual,who had dealt with a
lot of regjection as an actress. Carly needed to rememberthat. “Well, all | did was put
you in front of Ethan—you did the rest. Besides,when do people around here pay any
attention to me, anyway?’

“More than you redlize.”

Carly shook her head, still on a high from the news. “This was alyou and your
talent.”

Lauren exhaled sowly, as if she was about to board a reallyintimidating roller
coaster.

“Places for act two,” Trip announced to the room with gusto. Carlypassed him the
thumbs-up and slapped his shoulder.

“You're gonnakill it as the production stage manager-y thing.”
“Thanks, Carly D. Working on it.” He winked and ran a hand throughhis bouncy

curls, which, strangely, seemed even bouncier than usual. It wasalmost like they
knew he'd been promoted.



Kirby raced over. “Oh my God. Thisis the best thing ever. Lauren,you’re perfect for
this. Do you need anything? How about | help you with lines?0Oh, wow. Thisis huge.
| gotta call my boyfriend later. Oh, do you want to getdrinks after rehearsal tonight?
Maybe we can al get drinks,” she said,indicating herself, Lauren, and Carly with a
circular gesture.

“Kirby?" Carly asked.

13 Y ear]?i
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“Let’ s give Lauren some space.”

Kirby beamed and pointed at Carly as a light bulb appeared. “Gotit. Say no more.
You're doing great, Lauren. Gonna smash some faces, which is agood thing. It’s like
the new break aleg.”

“Isit?’" Carly asked. Because that seemed aggressive.
“Yes, and that’ s exactly what Lauren is going to do,” Kirby said,with confidence.

Except, once they got started, Lauren wasn't herself onstage.There was a stilted
quality to her delivery that hadn’'t been there in dayspast. She didn’t hold eye contact
with Carly for very long during any of theirscenes and seemed unexpectedly clumsy
all of asudden.

“l am so sorry,” Lauren blurted to TJ, as she turned and ran rightinto him on her
downstage cross.

He steadied her by the shoulders, in character, and continued on.Company members
seemed tense yet supportive as they watched, only exchanging afew looks when the
same moment had to be restarted six different times. Carlyfelt responsible for Lauren
and reassured her every time she apologized.

“And that’s lunch. See you back in one hour,” Trip announced.

Lauren’s face was red and flushed as she moved to the door. Shekept her head down
in what looked to be mortification.



“Hey, Lauren, wait up.” Lauren paused her exit and glanced back atCarly. “We're
grabbing lunch.”

“No, no. Thank you, though,” Lauren said. “I’'m just gonna dashback to my house
and freshen up.”

Carly allowed her face to fal. “No, you' re coming with me. Sayyes.” She batted her
eyelashes at Lauren and hoped she hadn’t lost her touch.

Lauren opened and closed her mouth before finally settling on,“Well, when you look
at melike that.”

“Then | will always look at you just like that.” She grabbedLauren’s hand and
dragged her out of the building to the parking lot.

“Where are we going?’

“To Pete's.”

“To Pete’'s?’ Lauren squeaked, mid-drag, in the cutest voice.“ That’'s kind of a bar,
more than anything.”

“Yes, I've been there and I’ m dying to go back. Killer fries.”

Carly secretly had another motive, however, and knew exactly whatL auren needed to
get through this day and loosen the hell up. When they arrivedat the dimly lit pool
hall, Carly headed straight for the bar. “Friesfor all?’

Lauren shrugged as she slid onto a stool at the bar, not asengaged in this field trip as
Carly was. It was clear she was carrying a lot ofdisappointment in how the morning
had gone. “Sure.”



Carly took the stool next to her and signaled the bartender, whomoseyed over, towel
on his shoulder.

“Carly Daniel is back. We need to get you to sign the wall beforeyou head out of
town.”

“I’d be happy to.” She beamed. “We'll take a large order of fries,a side of nacho
cheese, two Diet Cokes, a shot of whiskey, and a pickle. No,two.”

Lauren raised an eyebrow. “Normally, | would question that whiskeydecision, but
I’m not your stage manager anymore.”

Carly laughed. “Except the whiskey isn’t for me.”

“Who'sit for?" She balked, knowing the likely answer.

“That liquid courageisfor you, my friend.”

Lauren backed away from the bar, hands out. “No, no, no. | don’'t drinkduring the
workday. Ever. Strict rule.”

“1 applaud your resolve, and you're right. Not advisable. Butyou’'re nervous, and
you're in your head, and just for today, let’'s help you outof it. Your rule can go
firmly back in place tomorrow. What do you say?’

Lauren let her head fall back asif she was ateenager who hadjust been asked to clean
her room. “Fine. | surrender to your wisdom.” Shepopped back up. “Not on
everything. Y ou struggle with decorum, responsibility,and arriving on time.”
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“l also suck at singing, doing my taxes myself, and figuring outhow to get the
thermostat in my apartment to do what | want it to.” Laurenstared at her. “Well, it
seemed like you're keeping alist, so | thought I'd contribute.” Lauren seemed to relax
alittle bit. A little self-deprecation went a long way,apparently. Carly met her gaze.
“1 a'so get nervous, you know.”

“Pshh,” Lauren said. “You absolutely do not. I’ve been watching you for a couple
ofweeks now.”

“Do so. Why do you think | get caught up with parties and stayingout |ate and—"
“Outrageous riders? | heard you had it written into your last filmcontract that there
had to be a fluffy white bearskin rug on the floor of yourtrailer in addition to a fresh

tray of European cheeses, but that Brie wouldnot be tolerated.”

Carly grinned. “You googled me. Does that mean you like me? Can’tstop thinking
about me?”’

“Common problem,” the bartender said, interjecting with awink.She smiled at him as
he deposited their Diet Cokes, but didn’t encourage himfurther.

Lauren seemed focused on her drink. She looked so beautiful today.Dark blue jeans
and green crocheted blouse that looked perfect for September.”| googled you to know

what kind of human | was about to have on my hands.”

“You mean, in addition to liking me.” Carly bounced her eyebrowsplayfully.



“Yes, | happen to like you. There.”

“Also? That rider is completely exaggerated. That's not at allwhat my rider looks
like.”

“Huh. Well, who would have guessed the gossip magazines weren' ttruthful 7 Carly
nearly spat her Diet Coke across the bar. Lauren laughed.

This was progress. She had fun bantering with Lauren. They were sodifferent in their
takes on the world. She never got bored with her. “By way ofcorrection, | asked for
cheese cubes, chocolate covered pretzels, and a fluffyblanket because | get cold. No
bears were harmed in the making. What do youtake me for? | love all adorable
creatures. Don't believe everything you readabout me, Lauren.”

“1 no longer will.”

Their fries arrived hot out of the fryer, and Carly popped one,closing her eyes as it
practically melted in her mouth. She moaned quietly andfelt Lauren’s gaze on her.
When Carly turned, purposefully catching Lauren inthe act of checking her out,
Lauren quickly feigned interest in the fry basket.“So, the partying you were talking
about?’

“The recreation. Ah, yes.” Carly chewed her food and tried tofigure out how to
explain. “It was a way to take my focus off the work. If Ithought about the film all
day, whatever part | was trying to tackle, it consumedme and wound up undoing any
and all progress. When | started goofing off, Ithought about work less and just did my
job when | got there. It seemed to workuntil...”

“Until?’

Carly shrugged. “I got spoiled and greedy. Y ou were right when youpointed that out.



| didn’'t take other people, or their goals, intoconsideration and just did what worked
for me.” She shook her head. “And now,I’m trying to climb my way back out, and do
better.”

“I’ve seen adifference.”

“Yeah?' Carly bumped Lauren’s shoulder with hers and took a pullfrom her soda.

“Yes,” Lauren said, meeting Carly’s gaze. “Y our head is definitelyin the game a lot
more than when you first showed up for that table read.”

Carly winced. “That was a pretty awful entrance. | get that nowthat | have a feel for
the culture here. God.”

“You've rebounded.” Lauren shook her head and stared at the arrayof bottles that
lined the shelf behind the bar. “I hope | do.”

“What has you out of sorts? Y ou were fine yesterday.”

Lauren shook her head. “I’m Wendy and I’ m going to bring the settumbling down all
over again.”

Nope. Carly wasn't letting that kind of defeatist talk fly. “Thatmentality will leave
yOou on your ass.”

Lauren sat back in ahuff. “It'snot like | can help it. Y ou sawme thismorning. | was a
mess.”

“First day nerves. You just gotta get past 'em, and tell yourselfhow awesome you are.
Say it. Right now.”



“I’m awesome,” Lauren said, in the most underwhelming voicepossible.

“No, you're not. You're lame. Say it again.”

“I’'m incredibly awesome.”
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“Better. But | want to fedl it here.” Carly placed a hand over herheart. “I can help.
Y ou're awesome at interacting with people. Organizingthings.”

“That oneistrue. I'm like the Marie Kondo of theater.”

Carly continued her list. It honestly wasn't hard thinking ofthings Lauren excelled at.
“Pool. Multitasking. Creating likable charactersonstage.”

“Thank you for that. | needed to hear that.”
“Making people feel important. Kissing.”

Lauren blinked at her, opened her mouth and closed it. Her cheekspinked up until she
was arosy shade of adorable. “ Should we let that one go?’

“If you want,” Carly said, casually. She loved affecting Lauren inany way she could.
It was her favorite new pastime. That blush was worth itsweight in gold, and now
Carly was al hot and bothered. “Doesn’t change thefact that | believe it. I’ve had
multiple opportunities now to find out.” Shetook a sip of her Diet Coke. “Stop me if
I’m out of line, but you have reallynicelips.”

Lauren didn’t say anything for a moment or two, and Carly gave herthat space. “So
do you,” she said finaly, with ashy grin.

“And you really know how to use them.” Carly dlid the rest of thefriesto Lauren. The
rosy cheeks remained.



“You make my head get alittle crazy when you say things likethat.”

“You’'re not my stage manager anymore, you know.”

“1 know.”

“Does that...change the rules at all? Can | file some kind ofofficial request with a
union to flirt with you on occasion?’ She made a showof glancing around the bar for
a spot to do just that.

Lauren smiled. “I can admit that there’s...something indescribablethere.”

“Lust,” Carly said matter-of-factly.

Lauren choked on a fry. Carly laughed and handed her a pile ofnapkins. “I was just
kidding. Well, only kind of.”

Lauren finally swallowed and rebounded. “Sorry. Wasn't expectingthat. Man, you
just get right to it, don’t you?”

“Lifeisshort, Lauren. | happen to like living it.”

“l don’t live life that much,” Lauren said to her drink. “1 wasgoing to take a vacation.
My first one in years. In fact, I'm supposed to be ona beach in the Caribbean right
now. Instead I'm starring in a magjor productionand having lunch at a bar with a very

famous movie star.” She shook her headand smiled. “I’m not complaining.”

“Neither am I. I'm at Put Upon Pete’ s in Minneapolis with the mostintriguing woman
I’ve ever met. Also, the most beautiful.”

“Oh, look at you, working it hard.” Lauren laughed.



“You haven't seen anything yet.” Carly glanced at her watch.“ Shall we? We need to
allow five minutes for the drive and another five to payour bill. Listen, | wouldn’t
want you to be late. Good thing you have me tolook out for you.”

Lauren gasped. “Is this the Upside Down? What is happeningVhere's the starlet |
came here with?’

“She could be the one you go home with,” Carly said, with anotherplayful wink.

“Carly!” Lauren covered her eyes.

Carly chuckled to herself as she paid the bill. “Drink that.” Shedlid the untouched
shot toward Lauren. “It will get you out of your head andthrough your first day. Our
little secret.”

With a dramatic sigh, Lauren downed the shot with one gesture atthe same time that
old eighties song “You Give Love a Bad Name” blared throughthe speakers. Sexy as
fucking hell and entirely apropos.

“Thiswas agood lunch,” Carly said, marveling.

“Agreed.” Lauren smiled. “C’mon. Let’s get back to work.”

The rest of rehearsal had to be the most satisfying four hoursCarly had spent in her
entire acting career. Lauren opened up, bringing alkinds of levels to Mandy, which
only inspired Carly’s own emotional creativity.Under Ethan’s guidance, they tried
one approach, then another. As the day wenton, Ethan released each cast member
individually, until only Lauren and Carlyremained. That’'s when they really dug in
and made one fruitful discovery afteranother. Carly laughed, cried, and lost herself in
Ashley, leaving her asatisfied bundle of excitement by the end of rehearsal.
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“That’'s the day,” Trip said to the three of them. “Check youremail for tomorrow’s
rehearsal call.”

Carly felt everything in her go slack as Janie moved about,tidying the rehearsal space.
Productive or not, the day had taken a lot out ofher. There had to be a glass of
champagne and a cool mask for her eyes waitingback at her apartment, which luckily
had a concierge for hire downstairs.

“1 feel realy good about what we did this afternoon,” she toldLauren as they packed
up. “We redly got into it.” She shook her head, stillamazed at the attention to detail
that went into each scene. So different fromthe rehearsal process for screen, which
was fast and furious.

“No kissing scenes today,” Lauren said, as she changed from herrehearsal shoes into
her street shoes. She said it asif it was the most casualthing in the world.

Carly swallowed, as a shot of longing she hadn’t been expecting rippledthrough her.
“Nope.”

Lauren straightened and slung her bag over her shoulder. “A shame.See you
tomorrow, Carly.” She squeezed Carly’s shoulder as she passed, leavingCarly’s
mouth dry and her focus squarely on the spot on her arm Lauren had justtouched.
Y es, they’d had physical contact al day, but as Ashley and Mandy.Thiswas Lauren’s
touch and it felt...purposeful.

She turned to see Trip looking on with an amused smirk. With Ethanacross the room
out of earshot, she stole this opportunity. Hooking a thumbbehind her to the door, she



asked Trip a question that she was pretty sure shealready knew the answer to. “Does
Lauren...flirt very often?’

Trip didn’'t hesitate. “I’ve never seen it once.” A pause, as hisgrin widened. “Until

now.

Carly, by most people's standards, wanted for very little. She waslucky in that sense.
She had money, the adoration of millions of fans, and gjob that she enjoyed. But that
little bit of attention from Lauren made herfeel like the sun was shining on her face
for the first time. She stared at thedoor and placed a hand over her heart, wondering
how it had been so boldlystolen.

Chapter Seven

Lauren was on fire, and the throbbing between her legs had herbreathing labored. She
stared into Carly’s eyes, aching to be touched. Alone inthe rehearsal room, they only
had a few minutes before the rest of the companywould return from lunch, but it
wouldn’t take half that long to send hertumbling over the edge. She could already tell.
She rocked against Carly, lostin the sea of the blue of her eyes.

“Please,” Lauren whispered. She'd never been so turned on. KissingCarly throughout
the morning rehearsal session had done that. She loved thefeel of their lips coming
together, again and again. Sinking into the warmth of Carly’s mouth and exploring
every inch of it with her tongue left Lauren in adizzy haze. With her jeans lying on
the floor next to where she stood, Carlymoved the square of fabric between her legs
to the side as Lauren hitched in abreath.

She blinked, and looked around. But it wasn't the rehearsal studioat all. She found
herself in the center of her own dim bedroom, just touched bymorning light. She
blinked again, realizing she lay in her own bed. Thethrobbing remained, but her
surroundings had shifted drastically. “Wait. It wasa dream,” she murmured.



Disappointment settled. Her libido didn't.

She took a shower, and as the hot water caressed her sensitiveskin, she closed her
eyes and relived that very vivid exchange. Thecircumstances might have been left to
her imagination, but the way it felt whenCarly touched her skin, kissed her lips was
something she could rely on hermemory to supply. That part was entirely accurate.

Lauren’s love life hadn’'t been entirely barren. She’d hadgirlfriends here and there.
She thought she'd been in love once with the ownerof a small coffee shop in Ithaca,
where she'd gone to school. Brenda had beenfive years older and highly influential in
the awakening of Lauren’s sexuality.She once imagined they’d get a cute little place
and start a life together.Lauren would become a working actress, and Brenda would
run her café. They’ dmeet back home for wine and dinner and curl up in bed. None of
that happened,because she’' d been naive. The relationship eventually fizzled when it
becameapparent they didn’'t truly like each other outside of the bedroom. Since
thenthere'd been a couple of casual relationships, but nothing that redly
heldLauren’ s attention in the midst of her busy schedule.

Nobody had quite the effect on Lauren that Carly did. She had theability to get under
Lauren’s skin in eighteen different ways. Even when shewas annoyed with Carly, she
was focused on her fully, engaged, and connected toher. It was the most unnerving
thing. Yet she was beginning to crave that connectionmore and more, and that
felt...dangerous. They lived very different lives and hadvery different goals for
themselves. Plus, Carly had amillion different peoplein love with her. She could have
her pick. There was no way that a woman likeL auren would hold her attention for too
terribly long. Not when there were somany other exciting options out there.

Wanna rideto work?Lauren stared down at the text that had just arrived as
sheprepared her bag for rehearsal. Water, snacks, her rehearsal shoes, andheadphones
for when she wasn’t needed and wanted to zone out and focus on hertrgectory in the
show. What she hadn’t prepared for was seeing Carly thisearly or the way her skin



tingled at the thought.

What in the world was she supposed to do now? Giving in to herguilty pleasure, she
typed back,Ifyou can be here within ten minutes.

I’m in yourdriveway with two vanilla lattes. Send me away or get the hell out here so
wecan drive to work together.

Lauren laughed, still not quite believing Carly’s new commitmentto responsibility.
She headed down her sidewalk with her bag and dlid intoCarly’ s upscale rental, ared
BMW convertible with the top down. The morningsun shone brightly on Carly,
making her blond hair pop with color.

“Thisis arealy nice car,” Lauren said, looking around. “ Thetheater actually rented
this for you? How is that possible?” While they didtheir best to accommodate

celebrities in residence, the budget only went sofar.

Carly handed over alatte. “Let’sjust say | upgraded.” She poppedher oversized black
sunglasses onto her face, then hit the road with the windin their hair.

“Of courseyou did.”

“Hey, | can’t have people taking photographs of mein aBuick.”

“The world would end.”

“Or my career would.” Carly glanced over at her. “You look sopretty today. I've
thought that eight times since you got in the car, but Ifeel like | should say it.”

“Thank you. Y ou're okay, too, | guess.”



Carly gasped as she studied the road. “You're hard to impress.I’ll have to do more
with myself in the future.”

“l know. | mean, look at you.” She laughed and shook her headbecause Carly was
beyond beautiful, and the entire world knew it. In fact,today she seemed like a new
kind of attractive, the California girl kind.Something about the sun and the open air.
The only thing missing was warmth asevidenced by her already frozen ears. Didn’t
matter. Lauren got an uptick in energyjust being near her.

“Did you sleep well?” Carly asked.
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Just the mention had Lauren remembering the desperate state shewoke in, and the
very detailed dream of Carly doing decadent things to her inthe rehearsal hall. “I did
okay,” she said conservatively. “Wild dreams.”

“About me?’ Carly joked.
Lauren’s mouth went dry. “Oh. Um, rehearsal.”

“Gotcha. One of those dreams where something goes wrong, or youdon’'t know your
lines. The worst. | had them when we first started rehearsal ,nearly every night.”

“No, it was...” She didn't know why she’d even started the sentence,and now she
didn’t know how to end it. “Different than that. | love this song.” She tried to move
them off the topic by feigning intense interest in the radio.In fact, she turned up the
volume and jammed out to it like an idiot.

Carly looked over at her curiously as she applied her turn signal.“Why are you being
weird? Are you Mick Jagger all of a sudden? What kind ofmoves are those?’

“Thisis how | dance in the car.” Well, hell, she had to commitnow. She tossed her
arms around, threw them over her head, and pushed her lipsout, trying to stay on beat,
which, hello, was not easy for her.

“You've got duckface down. Wow. That's impressive. Do it somemore. Yes! Just
like that, you sexy party animal.” Carly brought the car to astop at a traffic light and
relaxed. She turned to Lauren calmly. “ So do youwant to talk about this sex dream, or
pretend you aways flail around in themiddle of the morning to music you don't



actually love?

Lauren blinked and slowed her dance break. “Wasn't a big deal.Have you tried that
chicken place right there? It's amazing. Get the extra greensauce. | want to say it's
tomatillo. Watch out for the slight kick, though.”

“Oh my God. You did have a sex dream, you little minx.”

Lauren’s jaw dropped. “Y ou acted like you already knew. Y ou didn’ tknow?’

“Of course | didn’t know. How could | know?”

“| don't know.”

“Neither did I! | wondered, but then you fell completely for mytrap, and it's one of
the most gratifying things that's ever happened to me.”They pulled into The
McAllister. “I'm crazy impressed with myself right now. Ifee like | might be
beaming.” She pulled off her sunglasses and checkedherself out in the rearview
mirror, dimples on full display. “I totally am.”

Lauren scoffed, doing her best to downplay. “Like | said, itwasn't even that big a
deal. We should just focus on our day. | finally have myact one lines down.”

“Not a big deal? Really?’ Carly turned off the ignition andregarded her. “1 thought
we' d be, you know, good at it.”

God, cue the unasked-for blush once again. She felt the heatspread over her face.
Lauren hated how suggestible she was in Carly’s presence.”l didn't say we weren't
good at it.” She looked Carly square in the eye whenshe said it, having bundled her
courage. It felt good.



Carly’s lips parted, and she blinked. Her tongue touched her toplip and Lauren felt it.
“1t was agood dream then,” she said quietly.

Lauren nodded.

The upbeat music still played from the car’s stereo, and forseveral long moments that
remained the only sound. Finally, much to her ownsurprise, Lauren was the first one
to speak. The spark between them wasundeniable. She knew it. Carly seemed to
know it. While they still workedtogether, it was in a different, less regimented
capacity. What was Laurenwaiting for? “Maybe we could have dinner sometime.
Only if that's somethingyou'd be interested in. You can say no.” She felt like a
vulnerable and awkwardteenager, asking the cool girl out.

“You're asking me on a date.” Carly said it more like a victoriousstatement than
anything else. Lauren held off exhaling for a moment until theywere through this
part. “What about right now?’

“Right now? What? No, we have rehearsal.” She gestured to the theater.

“They can't get too far without us. Let’'s play hooky and go tobreakfast. We can find
a place with champagne and eggs Benedict.”

“You're crazy.” Lauren laughed. “Absolutely not.” She pursed herlips. “What about
tomorrow night?’ She was on some sort of adrenaline high now,and it apparently
supplied courage.

Carly tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and Lauren took inthe smooth column of
her neck. She had flawless skin, perfect for a cinematicclose-up. Lauren wanted to
run one finger down that neck, to her collarbone,down the center of her chest to the
round—



“I’m free tomorrow night. You pick a place. I'll drive.” Laurengave her head a tiny
shake to wake herself from the fantasy. Carly quirked aneyebrow and glanced down
at her chest. She wore an open collared Henley, andyes, there was a hint of cleavage.
“Please tell me you were checking me out.”

Lauren sipped her latte in a very obvious, playful manner. “Fine,” she confessed. “I
was, alittle.”

“Am | going to be objectified at work today?’ Lauren exited thecar with a smile, as
Carly called after her. “Do | need to report you to mystage manager? |Is there a union
reptocal?

“Maybe.” She shut the door to punctuate her point just as Carly’slaugh escaped.
Lauren couldn’t remember the last time she'd had such aninvigorating morning. She
felt alive and ready for all that lay ahead.

As they walked from the parking lot to the theater, the sizzlebetween them was
amost palpable. Lauren felt like she could reach out andtouch it. Carly looked back
at her with asly smile. Yep. They were on theexact same page. She didn’t know what
thiswas—aflirtation, afling, orsomething legitimate. What she did know was her life
sparked into color everytime Carly Daniel was around, and she was really looking
forward to the rest oftheir day together. Honestly? That’ s all she needed to know.
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“Lauren?’ Carly said, pausing in front of the door to the rehearsalhall.
“Yes?

“Just so you know, | plan to objectify you right back.”

Carly couldn’t remember the last time she' d gone out of her way topursue a woman.
She'd have to study a calendar, but it had definitely beenbefore she’'d become a
recognizable name in entertainment. Generally, womenwooedher.They chased her.
They sent her gifts and made huge overtures to win herattention. Sometimes, she let
them. Other times, she said thank you, butpassed. Just part of the hookup game in
Hollywood.

Lauren Prescott was different.

She didn’t care who Carly was. She paid no attention to Carly’ sstatus in Hollywood,
and she certainly wasn't easily impressed. Not only that,but Carly couldn’t quite put
her finger on what it was she wanted from Lauren.Y es, she was attracted to her and
daydreamed about kissing her languidly in avariety of settings. But she also wanted to
talk to her nonstop, make herlaugh, figure out what made her tick, make her a plate of
fluffy pancakes, andthen kiss her face off some more. What didthatmean, exactly?
She didn’t recognize herself lately. This was new territory forCarly, but she was up to
the task of wooing.

“l can woo,” she said out loud, inside the apartment that, afterweeks, was beginning



to fed like hers. Over the next half hour, she tried onseven different outfits, none of
which felt worthy of her date that night withLauren. Failures, all of them. Unsure
what to do and close to downshiftingentirely, she lay on her back in the middle of her
bedroom and called the oneperson who could help.

“Hey, Car, what's up?’

She closed her eyes and smiled at Fallon's voice. They talked everyother day or so,
but she'd yet to confide in Fallon about Lauren and herswirling, confusing feelings.
“1 have a date and need help because I'm atrainwreck and look stupid in everything |
try on. Do you have time? It's okay ifyou don't. | can just cry in a corner and hope

someone finds me later.”

She heard Fallon chuckle. “Your timing is perfect. Just left theoffice at Sony. There
was a birthday, so cake and spiked punch abounded.”

Carly laughed. “Y our favorite combo.”

“S0, you're a stupid train wreck. Who is this date with?”’

“My stage manager, who is now my costar.”

“Wait, the super strict one who lectures you?’

“That’ s the one. She's in the show now, which is a whole separatestory. Her name is
Lauren and she has semi-long dark hair and amazing greeneyes with these tiny flecks
of gold, and she sometimes keeps me up at nightthinking about her. That's alie. Lots

of times. Isthis normal? It doesn’ tfeel normal.”

“Wow, Carly-bear. Do you have acrush? A rea one?’



“Yes,” she said, drawing out the word, and throwing her arm aboveher head. She
knew she was bringing the drama, but just hearing Fallon’s voiceallowed her to let all
her feelings come tumbling out. Fallon was her safeplace to fall. “She makes me
smile, and she gets me hot.”

“Those are two important things.”

“She’'s also smart, and kind, and flirts in these subtle littleways. There’s more, but |
should leave in twenty. She doesn’'t like it when I’ mlate.”

A long pause on the other end of the phone. “I’'m sorry. Y ou’ reshowing up places on
time? | thought you said this was Carly earlier, butclearly | misheard.”

Carly sat up and spoke animatedly to her wall, pointing at it.“Very funny. But yes,
she’ s had that kind of effect on me. It'swild, and llikeit.”

“Whoa.”

“Whoa is exactly it. Double whoa. Hold the pickle whoa. Thank youfor getting that.
So | need advice.” She scanned the room, wondering if sheshould maybe jot a Lauren
to-do list. Thiswas all so beyond her experiencelevel.

“Hit me,” Fallon said. “I’'m ready.”

“First of al, what do | wear?’

“Well, do you dtill have atan?’

She checked out her arms. “It’ s fading, but yes.”

“ Anything to accentuate it. Light colors. Whites, beiges,pastels.”



A burst of energy hit. She had an idea. “A yellow chiffon blousewith a dlight ruffle in
the cuff, light wash jeans, and my beige block heels?’
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“Now we're talking. Where are you two going?’
“Todinner. | plan to pay, and open doors, and be genuine andcharming.”

Fallon chuckled. “You're aways charming. You don’'t even have totry at that part.
People love you, Car. That’s never been your problem.”

“What is my problem? | should probably know.”

“Redly? Right now?’ Carly heard a car door open and close. Soundsof Taylor Swift
drifted on to the call. “I’m not sure thisis the best time togo into—"

“Yes, redly. Put me on speaker and let me drive home with youwhile you tell me all
the things | need to work on. What’s my biggest problem? can takeit.”

She heard Fallon sigh. “Fine. It's consideration. You tend tothink about the effect
your actions will have on other people only after thefact.”

“Go on.” Carly tapped one nail against her top lip nervously asshe listened.

“You take what you want first and let the chips fall where theymay. Oftentimes, it's
other people picking up those chips after you.”

Carly sobered. Lately, she'd been trying hard to listen in themidst of harder
conversations and truly internalize what she heard coming herway. This wasn’t the
first time she'd heard the sentiment Fallon described. Itwasn't even the first time
from Fallon. Yet she was a a point in her life whenshe truly wanted to do better,



behave better, and think of others first. Notbecause her career was in trouble, but
because something in her was changing.She wanted to be a better person.

She nodded. “Y ou'reright. I’'m going to work on that. And Fallon?’

11 leﬂ

“If I’ve ever taken advantage of our friendship, your kindness,and | have a feeling |
have...Well, I'mreally sorry.”

The line went quiet for a moment. “I appreciate you saying so.You're a good egg,
Carly. I’ve always known that part.”

Carly smiled at the wall. “Not as good as you, but I'm going towork harder. Thanks
for the chat.”

“Anytime. Call me tomorrow with all the noteworthy details, anddon’t you dare leave
out the sexy parts.”

“Try and stop me.”

Carly clicked off the call and felt her heart rate slow. Fallonhad pointed her in the
right direction, helped her come up with the perfectoutfit, and had been afriend to her
when she needed it. She smiled and took adeep breath. Tonight felt important, but

that didn't mean it wouldn't also befun. She'd been looking forward to their date
since the very moment Lauren hadasked her out.

Now all she had to do was put on her chosen outfit and go and pickup her date.

Chapter Eight



Rocky looked up at Lauren and snuffled as she took a final glimpseat herself in the
mirror, happy with her look. She’'d left her hair down, likingthe way it fell across her
forehead today. Rocky snuffled some more and liftedhis feet. She grinned. He was a
big time snuffler, always using the sound toexpress his emotions, which were varied
and complex. “You got something tosay?’ she asked. “I put your dinner down
already.” She returned her focus tothe mirror and ran a finger along her bottom lip to
apply alittle more gloss.Snuffling. “Y ou don’t want your dinner?” She glanced down
at him.

He picked up his feet, set them down, and snuffled some more inresponse. Aha. The
shuffle-snuffle combo. He likely knew she was goingsomewhere and demanded to
know who with. Rocky 1V had always been herprotector, defender, and right-hand
man. She scooped up the pudgy little guy,carried him with her to the kitchen, and
plopped him in front of his full dishto see if he'd get back to regularly scheduled
programming. He glanced up ather, snuffled, but obliged, shaking hislittle curlicue of
atal asheate.

When the doorbell rang, he trotted dutifully behind her to scopeout the new guest.
Lauren opened the door, prepared to apologize for Rocky’ slikely bark, only to have
the words stolen from her lips. Carly stood there ina yellow top that had her glowing
and a sexy pair of heels. Her hair was halfup and haf down, and came with lazy
waves, the kind they had on TV but Laurencould never seem to master when she
tried. “Sorry.”

Carly grinned. “Why are you sorry? And hi.”
“Hi.” She swallowed and found herself again. “You look sobeautiful. Sorry, again.”
She shook her head to emphasize how silly she felt.”| wasn’'t expecting to lose my

ability to communicate.”

“That's okay,” Carly said and chewed on the inside of her lip.“Thank you. | was



about to say the same to you. Oh, and | got you these.” Frombehind her back, Carly
produced a bouquet of flowers in a variety of oranges,yellows, and purples. They
were gorgeous, and the perfect fall arrangement.

“Wow.” She accepted the flowers and marveled at their beauty. Shedidn’'t receive
flowers too often. They made Lauren feel special, knowing thatCarly had gone out of
her way for her. “ Thank you so much.”

“You're welcome.” Lauren took Carly’s hand and tugged her inside.*And I’'m on
time,” Carly said triumphantly as she passed.

Lauren smiled to herself. “1 noticed that.” She followed behindCarly, taking in how
she wore those jeans as if they were tailored to herperfect body. “Among other
things,” she murmured quietly.

“What other things?’ Carly asked, turning around.
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Caught! Lauren hadn’t meant to be overheard. “Oh. | just meantthat I’d noticed how
thoughtful you were to bring flowers.”

Carly stood a little taller, as if she'd won the spelling bee. Itwas adorable.Shewas.
“It'swhat you do on afirst date.”

Rocky, seeing their new guest, lifted his feet and wagged hiswhole stubby body in
Carly’s direction. Lauren gaped because he usually took amoment to warm up to
people, but then it was Carly, after al, and she'd neverhad trouble making friends.
“This is my dog, Rocky 1V. He wants to sniff youall over and then make snuffling
demands of your time.”

Carly plopped right on the floor and held out a gentle hand tohim. “Hey there, buddy.
You are alittle man with a plan, aren’t you? | likeyour little scrunched face.” Rocky
sniffed the outstretched hand severa timesfor good measure and then crawled into
Carly’slap. Lauren shook her head. Thisdog was no fool.

“Are we friends now?’ Carly asked Rocky. His back leg started tokick like a
drumstick when Carly found his favorite spot, the one rightunderneath his collar.

“Should | give you guys some privacy?’ Lauren asked.
“No way.” Carly kissed the side of Rocky’s face, which warmedLauren’s heart, and
stood right up. “While Rocky IV is cute, my date is cuter.” She paused. “Was that a

dumb thing to say? Y ou make me nervous. Well, datingyou does.”

Lauren played that sentence back because she had a hard timebelieving it. Carly came



off as the most self-assured human, comfortable in herown skin and proud of it. “No,
you're not.”

Carly nodded, and her smile dimmed, showcasing a glimpse ofvulnerability. “It’'s
true. You're...different than the women | generaly go outwith.” Carly held out a
hand. “In agood way. That's why | have the nervousthing. Am | talking too much?’
Carly took a deep breath.

Wow. She was serious about the nerves and seemed actuallyoff-kilter. “Not at all,”
Lauren said, finding her own confidence now that sheunderstood she wasn’t alone.
“It's just dinner. We can get away from thetheater and just hang out. Shoot the
breeze. Count white guys with blue ties.”

“Arethere alot of those?’

“Too many.”

Carly nodded. “I'd like that.”

“Me, too.” A pause. “Shall we?’

“After you.”

Lauren gave Rocky a good-bye series of scratches and led the wayout. Carly, to her
surprise, hurried past and opened the door in grandiosefashion. Okay, Carly was
bringing the full charm, which resonated with Lauren.She felt significant and cared

for and was so into Carly in this outfit thatevery inch of her screamed for
contact.Relax,she commanded every last nerve ending. She had a date to enjoy.

* % %



“Where does your mom live?’ Lauren asked. “You mentioned the onlychild thing,
and that the two of you are close.”

Carly sipped her after dinner coffee and Baileys, the housespecialty at the little bistro
Lauren had picked out for them not far fromdowntown. “She’s in Portland and works
at a boutiqgue winery owned by a reallygreat family. They take care of her. She
handles tastings and merchandise,things like that. Tangle Valley Vineyards.”

“1 love that. | had no idea you knew about wine.”

“Well, she knows a lot more about it than | do. | can tell you thebest placesto hidein
avineyard. It was agreat place to grow up. Hidden awayand beautiful .”

Lauren leaned her hand on her chin. “ But somewhere along the wayyou got the acting

bug.

She nodded. “From the beginning. | used to act out my own storieswith my friends at
that very vineyard. My good friend Joey and | would divideup parts. Whichever role |
was given, | would always make sure to infuse itwith some kind of dramatic twist not
indicated in the script. My costars wantedto throttle me.”

“But knowing you, I’m going to predict they didn’'t.”

Carly set down her glass mug. “No. People let me get away with toomuch.”

Lauren appreciated the self-awareness that came with thatstatement. The Carly of just
a month ago would not have been so quick to admitthat. “Y ou're lucky, if you think

about it.”

“Yes, but maybe I've ridden that train as far as | should. Itseems to have done
damage.” She sat back in her chair. They’d each had a glassof wine earlier in the



evening, which had helped relax them into easyconversation. There was a
flirtatiousness flitting between them every so often,too, that seemed to elevate
everything. Lauren’s senses were on high alert. Shecould feel the air against her skin,
smell the amazing aromas wafting in fromthe kitchen, and appreciate small things
like the purple ribbon tied around thecandle on their table.

“1 think you're doing an admirable job of turning it all around,though. Maybe that
will extend to your career back home as well.”

“That’s my hope.”

Lauren met Carly’s gaze. “| redly like tonight,” Lauren confessed.
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Carly leaned in and squeezed Lauren’ s hand across the table. “Me,too.”

Lauren stole a bite of the cheesecake they shared and sank intoglory. Clearly, it was
sent from an army of angels on a mission from heaven.”Oh, Carly. Here. You gotta
try this.”

“Yeah?' Carly asked. She had this way of smiling sometimes thatwas actually more
half a smile. One side of her mouth would pull, revealing thedimple on her right
cheek, and it was the sexiest thing. Lauren had seen it atrehearsal, midscene, but
seeing it now for her benefit came with a whole newlevel of appreciation. Lauren
couldn’t resist. She prepped her fork withanother bite and held it out to Carly, who
smiled and moved in. Watching hereat that decadent dessert was downright erotic.
Her lips pulled away from thefork slowly, and she sank into wonder and enjoyment
once the cheesecake hit hertaste buds. Lauren blinked, imagining her in the throes of
another brand of pleasure, which made her uncomfortable in her own chair.

“Amazing,” Carly said and dabbed her mouth with her cloth napkin.

“It really was.” They stared at each other, and Lauren swore thetemperature in the
room doubled.

“1 didn’t get to see much of your place,” Carly said, finally.Lauren was an adult and
knew the implication. She didn’t hop into bed easilyand wasn't sure she was ready,
even with the surprising feelings she alreadyhad for Carly. Okay, the lust factor
wasn't helping her keep a clear head,either. Carly must have picked up on her
hesitation. “But we can just hang out.] don’'t want you to think that I'm trying to
seduce you.”



“1 like you alot. Let me emphasize thea lotpart.”

Carly grinned. God, she had the best smile when she responded tosomething that
made her genuinely happy. This particular smile was different thanthe others, the
ones that were polite, or friendly, or fun-loving. “I like you,too. | want to keep liking

you.

“Then, yes, come see my place, and hang out,” Lauren said.

Their bill arrived and Carly snatched it up. “I'd like to pay forthis one.” She opened
the leather portfolio and deflated. “ Already taken careof.”

Lauren quirked an eyebrow. “They comped the check because you' reCarly Daniel?
Does that happen alot?’

Carly looked forlorn. “Yes. But | was hopeful it wouldn’t tonight,outside LA. | really
wanted to buy you dinner.” Anguish flashed in her eyes.” That’s part of this.”

“This?’ Lauren squinted. “You'll have to explain.”

“You know.” Carly stared hard, like it was apparent. Finally, shelifted a shoulder.
“The wooing.”

“Oh. The wooing.” A pause. Lauren frowned and had to run that byherself again.
“You' re wooing me?’

“1 was trying. How’ sit going? Be honest.”
Just when Lauren thought Carly couldn’t get any cuter, she got aneager look on her

face that made Lauren want to kiss all over it. Instead, shemaintained her composure.
“l suppose, on evauation, | would say it's goingwell. There were flowers, doors



opened, and now an attempt at paying the bill.Yes, now | can see the wooing quite
clearly.”

Carly leaned in. “ Sorry for the epic check failure. Next time,it'son me. Trust me. I'm
good for it.”

Lauren nearly spat out her Baileys. “I’ve heard that somewhere. Ohyes, | think it
wasFortunemagazine.” Underneath her amusement, Lauren was beginning to
understand thatCarly had a very specific idea of what would impress her, when really,
all sheneeded was a nice night out with Carly, talking, laughing, stealing glances.The
kind of date they were having truly fed her soul. “Y ou know what, though?Y ou don’t
have to woo me. I’'m happy to just sit with you.”

Carly exhaed. “Good. Wooing is hard. Y ou have to think severalsteps ahead, which |
must admit, has never been my strong suit.” She glanced atthe door. “ Shall we get out
of here?

Lauren nodded. Once they hit the parking lot, it was clear a coldfront had moved in.
She scrunched her shoulders to her ears and took Carly’shand in hers. Whoa. How
was it that they fit together so effortlessly, as ifthose hands had been holding each
other for along time now?

“Hey, Carly D, marry me!” a man yelled from the window of apassing SUV. Carly
ignored him, focusing entirely on Lauren, and when Carlyfocused on someone, it felt
like they were the most noteworthy person on theplanet. Lauren felt that way now.

It wasn't along drive to Lauren’s place, but now that the sun wasdown, it was getting
colder by the minute. They were expecting rain that night,and Minneapolis was ready
to introduce Carly to its infamous lowertemperatures. Carly’s jacket was light at best,
and she seemed to cling to itfor dear life. Lauren cranked the heat and placed a hand
on Carly’s knee. “Y ouokay?’



“Just getting used to what September can fedl like here. I'm notin California
anymore, Toto.”

“That’sfor sure. Do you missit?’

Carly nodded. “Would you want to visit me there sometime?”’

Lauren took in the question. She hadn’t imagined that whateverthis was would extend
beyond the here and now of the show. Like it or not, sheknew the game. She saw the
showmances crop up, and she saw them recess as soonas the show closed. Everyone
moved on to their next project. Sometimes, theinevitable breakup left one of the two
heartbroken. That was the hard part.“ Could be fun,” Lauren said, keeping it vague,
guarding her heart, butunderneath thinking how much fun it would be for Carly to
show her around L A.She decided to amend her answer. “1’d like that.”

The temperature seemed to have dropped even more as they madetheir way up
Lauren’swalk.

“Holy hell full of icicles and frozen witches.” The first coldfront of the season was
not messing around, but Carly was also a bit hyperbolicin her reaction.

“1 wouldn’t go that far,” Lauren said. “You're kind of a baby.”
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Carly did afreezing little dance up the walk. “1 don’t even care.It’s Santa’ s workshop
weather. Are the elvesin the bushes? Send them outhere.”

Lauren laughed. “While this is cold for a Minneapolis September,there’s no ice or
snow to be seen.” Lauren estimated the temperatures to be inthe forties. Not a big
deal.

“I think Minnesota is hazing me” Carly shouted, as the wind whistledpast.
“Minnesota is laughing with its northern friends about my frozen ears.They're
probably tossing back hot toddies and high-fiving.” The wind picked upand the
branches of the trees in front of Lauren’s house swayed noticeably.” Ahhh! Get me
inside. I’'ll die!”

“Working on it.” Lauren landed on the front porch just behindCarly and put her key
in thelock. “Do you think it’'s possible that you mightbe overreacting just alittle bit?”

“No,” Carly said, her expression dialed to panic, and her nose red.She shifted from
one foot to the other in aridiculous looking march, waitingfor Lauren to get the door
open.

Lauren laughed. Actresses were dramatic. She'd always known thatpart. She liked it
on Carly, though. It felt playful, and fun. “Well, then comeinside. | hear there’s no
wind.” With the door unlocked, she held it open forCarly, who raced through as the
wind howled behind her. Lauren closed the doorand joined Carly in the dimly lit
entryway, bringing them to silence, havingleft the escalating weather outside. Well,
silence except for the very quietsound of Rocky snoring on the couch on top of his
favorite plaid blanket.



“You lived,” Lauren said quietly. Her smile receded and her heartthudded.

“You saved me.” Their voices seemed so quiet, the air thick andheavy. She could
almost hear the snap, crackle, and pop of the tension coiledbetween them. “1 owe you
for that. Come here.” Carly held out her hand, andLauren took it, allowing herself to
be pulled in. Every part of her hummed withwonderful anticipation. She wanted to be
close to Carly, to take in her scent,and touch her skin, and feel Carly’s lips beneath
hers. They’d kissed inrehearsal, and one drunken night out. Nothing came with the
same level ofintent as right this moment.

Carly was shorter, but with her wearing heels, and Lauren inflats, they were square.
Carly made the move. She turned her head to the sideand hovered just shy of
Lauren’s mouth. “Y ou do thingsto me,” she whispered.

Lauren closed her eyes, waiting for the kiss, desperately wanting.”Y ou do them to
me, t0o,” she whispered back. At those words, Carly’s lips wereon hers, softly at first,
and even that made Lauren’'s knees shake and hermuscles melt. When Carly
deepened the kiss and ran her tongue along Lauren’sbottom lip, requesting entry,
Lauren thought her brain might explode in thebest way. She parted her lips and
accepted Carly’ s tongue, which lightlyexplored her mouth with soft, fleeting touches.
It was like everything Carlydid was designed to make her crave more, and oh, she
very much did. Carly,clearly on a mission, walked Lauren backward as they kissed
until her back metthe wall of the entryway with a soft thud. Her hands moved up
Lauren’s body toher shoulders, her neck, until they cradled her face. With her thigh
pressedbetween Lauren’s, they made out like fourteen-year-olds against that wall.
Itwas so different, kissing Carly this time. Yes, she knew what she tasted like,how
their mouths fit, but this kiss? Had no destination. Outside, the windsang. Inside, the
heat tripled. Somehow, without fully planning on it, she waspulling Carly’s yellow
blouse out of her jeans. This hadn’t been the plan, yethere they were. Carly pulled
away from the kiss and watched her do it. God, shehad such a sexy look on her face.
Her eyes were dark and her lips were swollenfrom all the kissing.



A crack of thunder hit, loud. Carly stepped into her space andslid her arms around
Lauren’s neck. She kissed just below her ear and down,sending a shiver all through
Lauren. “l want you so badly,” she murmuredbetween kisses. “I can’'t stop thinking
about you, touching you. God, you smellso good.”

Lauren’s eyes fluttered closed again as she attempted to deal withthe sensations that
flooded her from every direction. She could feel Carly’ sbreasts through her shirt. She
wanted to see them, touch them, lick them.Another crack of thunder. What were they
doing? Was this maybe too soon? Thiswas technically just a first date. Carly felt
amazing in her arms, warm andsexy and ready.Should westop?She wanted to get her
out of these clothes. She cupped Carly’sass, which was firm and tight. Not at all
surprising from the way it looked inevery pair of pants she wore.Maybewe should log
some more time together first.Lauren was on fire. Herbikinis were wet and her center
throbbed. She dlid her hands up to the small of Carly’ s back and under her shirt. Carly
gasped quietly when she touched herskin.Maybe slow down.There was her brain
again, ruining all her damn fun. She pulled her mouth awayand turned to the side. She
heard the sound of her own ragged breaths, of Carly’s.

“You okay?’ Carly asked, touching her lips.

“l need just a minute,” Lauren said, walking down the hall intothe kitchen, and
holding up one finger over her head. Carly waited a momentbefore following. Lauren
could hear the soft click of her heels and turned toher, speaking across the granite
island in her kitchen. Rocky raised his head,surveyed them, and dropped it again,
returning to his midevening snooze. “Is itbad that I'm not a quick hookup kind of
girl?’

Carly blinked, and rolled her lips in as if waiting for her witsto return after all the
kissing. It was also possible she had whiplash from Lauren’ sabout-face. “No.”

“No? Okay, good, because as much as | want to...keep going, I'mworried I’'m not



her.” Lauren ran a hand through what had to be disheveled hair,from the wind, and
the making out. She attempted to fluff it back into place.

“Your hair is sexy like that. Don’t touch it?’ It was a request,not an order. Carly was
watching her with interest. No, that was appreciation.But she also gave Lauren space,
and that helped Lauren’s mind slow down.

Finally, Lauren gestured between them. “This is...good.” She blewout a steadying
breath and leaned one arm on the counter in front of her. “Theway wekiss...” Lauren
shook her head in wonder.

Carly nodded.

The rain that she’'d predicted was on the way was here and began topelt the side of
the house. They were in the midst of a storm, and Lauren couldidentify. Why
wouldn’t her brain just shut up and let her enjoy this woman whomshe very much
wanted to undress?

“Lauren? We don’t have to jump into bed.”

“1 want to.”

Carly grinned, but her eyes also held understanding. “But you asowant to get your
feet underneath you when it comes to me.”

“Isit that obvious?’

“It's how you work. Y ou like order, and processes, and all yourpencils sharpened for
the day.” Carly had been paying attention. Lauren, asstage manager, started every
rehearsal with four sharpened pencils. When she' dtaken on the role of Mandy, she'd
kept the practice. Carly came around theisland and faced her. “I’m not quite sharp



yet.” She shrugged. “I’ll get there.Hopefully. But I'm not in ahurry.”

With Carly so close to her, Lauren’'s body began to wake up all overagain. She
moved closer and touched Carly’s bottom lip lightly with her thumb."Maybe we
could wait alittle bit?’

Carly nodded. “We can wait. | can wait.” She nodded about eighttimes and Lauren
had to laugh and kiss her again. And oh, that led to alotmore kissing. God, they were
advanced placement when it came to it. She'd neverenjoyed kissing another human
so much inal of her life.

“1’m regretting that decision about now,” she confessed betweenkisses.

“It's okay. We can do thisinstead. | really like doing this.” Carly breathed, and dove
back in, this time backing Lauren against the counter.

“You like me up against things.”
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“Because you're fucking hot up against things.” A kiss. “And upagainst me, t0o.”
Another kiss. “Redlly anywhere, you're hot.” More kissing.“Have you seen yourself
play pool? God. It’'s hard to stop kissing you. Distractme.”

“Tell meajoke,” Lauren said.

Carly paused mid-kiss. “That’s your solution? Stand-up?’

Lauren ran her hands up and down Carly’ s shoulders. “1I’ll try anything.”

“Who do you call when you need your pants hemmed tomorrow?’

Lauren’s gaze drifted to Carly’s collarbone. She touched it andtraced it lower, to the
glimpse of cleavage peeking out of her top. “I don’tknow. Who should | call?’

Carly watched the progress of Lauren’'s finger, her breathingrapid. “Taylor Swift,”
she said and offered a half-hearted smile followed by adesperate swallow.

Lauren grinned and a portion of the tension eased. “ That was apretty good one.” She
dropped her finger, knowing she’d been playing with fireand should back away from
the ready-to-ignite flame.

“New idea,” Carly said. “Separate countertops, one fact each.” Carly pointed to the
counter across from her. *Y our back goes there. Mine willstay here.”

“Bossy, al of a sudden. | thought | was the stage manager.” Shedid as Carly
commanded and stood across from her, back against the oppositecountertop.



Carly mirrored her stance against her own counter. “ Tell me onefact about you.”

Lauren looked to the ceiling as she combed her brain. “ Officesupply stores turn me
on.”

“Really?’ Carly nodded and touched her temple. “Filing that oneaway.”

“Your turn. One fact.”

Carly didn’t hesitate. “1 love it when food is burned alittle.”

“Oh, you mean like cookies.”

“No, | mean anything. A little bit of char on my vegetables, myfries, my burger,
anything.”

Lauren balked. “Blasphemous. Y our burger? No, no, no.”

Carly extended her hand and shook her finger. “No judgment. Onlyfacts. Go.”

She was being bossy again, and damn it, it made Lauren even hotterfor her. “I love
matching underwear sets, but I’ ve never been able to master athong.” She watched as
Carly’s lips parted. Y eah, that one had affected her,and Lauren enjoyed the response.
“Your turn.”

“I’m wearing one right now.”

Lauren squeezed the countertop behind her. Her body had been onhigh alert since

they’d arrived at her place, but that last comment sent her toa whole new level of
arousal.



Lauren blinked. “I’ve always wanted to have sex in public but havenever had the
courage. Go.”

“When | first met you, | thought you were uptight and a buzzkill.Y our turn.”

“When | first met you, | thought you were self-involved andoverrated.” Carly’s jaw
fell. “No judgment, remember? Y our fact?’

“But now, | think you're the most intriguing, most beautiful womanl’ve ever been
involved with.”

Lauren sucked in a breath. Those words settled over her, and shefelt like she might
float away. She refocused, remembering the game. “1 waswrong about you, too, and
the sex dream | told you about? Impactful as hell. Istill haven't been able to shake it.
Go.”

“Whether it's days, weeks, months, or years, | will probably thinkabout undressing
you until the moment | get the chance.”

God, was her heater on high? Her cheeks were warm and she felt dlittle drunk on
desire. “Kissing you in rehearsal isthe best part of my day.”

“Same. Staring into your eyes at the end of act one is everything.l always end that
scene with a glight tremble because you affect me so much.That’s not acting. That's

you.
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Lauren let go of the counter and took the two steps that broughther to Carly. With one
hand under her jaw, she slowly kissed the woman who' dwalked into her life out of
nowhere and made her feel so much. Call it lustinfatuation, or even a damn
showmance. It didn’t matter. Lauren felt alive, andthat meant everything.

“Look at that,” Carly murmured. She smiled as she kissed Laurenback. “We're at it
again.”

Lauren pulled back in Carly’s arms and met her gaze. “It’s likeyou' re this magnet,
pulling mein. | can’t stay away. Plus, these lips areaddictive.”

“The best part is you don't have to stay away.” She caughtLauren’s mouth and
melted into the kiss.

That's how the night ended.

With kissing, more kissing, and a side of wandering hands. Shewaked Carly to the
door, still touching her as much as possible. The small ofher back, her hand, her
cheek. The kiss at the door was the longest yet, andwhen Carly stepped back onto her
porch, she glowed like an angel under theporch light.

“I’ll seeyou at work tomorrow.”

“Carly. Thank you for all of this. It was afantastic night.”

“For me, too. Maybe | can woo you again in the future? Maybe?’



Lauren laughed. “ God, yes. The more wooing the better, | alwayssay.”

“Good night, Lauren.”

“That it was. Good night.”

Chapter Nine

Carly was half giddy, half terrified. The key lime yogurt she’ d hadfor breakfast was a
nice temporary distraction from the very big day she hadahead at work.

They had seven rehearsals remaining. Seven. Luckily, they hadmoved to The
McAllister's main stage for the remainder of them, and that meantthey’d have an
entire set to get to know and work with. It also meant there’'dbe new spatial
relationships and technical elements, like lights and sound,that would make their way
into the show beginning today, during their ten outof twelve rehearsal.

As Lauren had explained it, the ten out of twelve was for theaddition and tweaking of
each and every technical cue in the show. Each of thedesigners would sit in the house
with stage management as they adjusted levels,intensities, and timing of each cue.
They’ d work ten hours out of atwelve-hourday, with two hours allotted for meals.

“I can't believe we're finally here” Kirby said, looking up atthe theater's
architecture. It reminded Carly of a beautiful outdoor theater,complete with the
illusion of a night sky overhead, stars and all. Cherubslined the proscenium, and
newly upholstered red seats filled the house. Nearlyfifteen hundred, she'd been told.
Kirby turned in areverent circle. “I’ vewanted to work at The McAllister since | was
twelve, and I'm finally here, inthe room.”

“Kinda makes you want to pinch yourself,” Carly said. Though she donce
underplayed the entire experience, Carly now understood how special thisall was. She



just didn’t want to do anything to screw it up, and there was lotsto learn about
working in the space.

Lauren arrived with her bag slung over her shoulder, and Carlyturned. If she’d been
aware of Lauren’s presence in the past, before theirdate, she was hyperaware of it
now.

Lauren waved at the room with two hands. “Happy ten out of twelve,everyone.” She
wore fall boots, taupe and up to her midcalf, gray jeans, and anavy hooded swester.
Carly blinked back atoo noticeable reaction to howfantastic she looked. The idea that
she now got to spend the rest of the daywith this woman and would be paid to do so
was a surreal concept. Her jobcertainly did not suck.

“Did you catch anything | said?’

She turned absently and looked up at Trip, who must have beenspeaking. “I’'m so
sorry. | didn’t.”

He looked across the room to Lauren and smothered a knowing smile.” Right. Got it.
WEell, | was just offering to walk you through the differentdanger zones on set for
when we go to black between scenes. I've marked themwith glow tape, but you'll
want to be aware for safety.”

“Good idea. Lead the way.” She glanced over her shoulder one moretime to Lauren,
who was busy signing in with Janie. For whatever reason, in thatmoment, Lauren
intuitively raised her gaze to Carly’s.

“Hi,” she mouthed.

Carly offered a wave back. The connection from the other night wasstill in full effect.



Bam.She smacked right into somebody. Tinsley. The set woman. “Oh my God, I'm
sosorry,” Carly said.

“Yeah. Probably best to keep your eyes forward.” She flicked alook in Lauren’s
direction. “Instead of over there. Make sure everybody issafe.”

Carly offered asalute. “Onit.”

Tindey tolerated her at a minimum. Carly was pretty confident itwas because of her
own interest in Lauren. Jealousy flared, and she quieted it.She had no ownership of
Lauren, even if she secretly hoped she had no interestin Tinsley, or anyone else for
that matter. One thing Tindey had overCarly—Minneapolis. She was a permanent
fixture. Carly wasn't.
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“When you make this corner, be aware of the edge right here. Usethe tape as your
guide.”

“Got it.” She followed Trip to their next destination. Carlygenerally considered
herself a casual dater, never getting too serious, neverdemanding too much of the
other woman. She was young, and out to enjoy herself. Why did this feel like the
stakes were so much higher? A Tinsley in the mixshould never have bothered her.

“Any questions?’ Trip asked. He looked at her. She looked back.

“No, | think you covered everything. Very thorough.” She pointedat herself.
“Impressed.” She realized, lamely, that she’'d probably onlyregistered about half of
Trip’sinstructions, which couldn’t have been good.

It wasn't.

Two hours later, during a run of lighting cues, she slammed smackinto an end table
on her exit, which kicked her into one of those incrediblygraceful foot shuffles, where
you thought you might just remain upright, butno. “Ow,” Carly mumbled as the pain
arrived.

“Hold, please,” she heard Trip say over the God mic. The lightscame on and seven
different people moved to Carly, who held up her hand fromthe floor that she was
fine.

“I’m good. Just a very stupid exit is al.” She chuckled and triednot to point out that
the front portion of her right thigh throbbed from thecollision with the hefty end



table, and the ankle on her same foot hurt fromwhere she twisted it trying to prevent
herself from falling.

In the sea of faces crowded around her, it was Lauren’s thatpulled her focus. “Did
you try to take that set piece out?’ she asked with agrin.

“1 don't really feel like it matches Ashley’ staste,” she saidback with some sass.

Lauren’s fingers went around her arm to steady her as she stood.” Seriously, are you
okay?’ The stagehands, seeing she was upright, steppedback.

Carly nodded. “I’'m an idiot, but I'll live.” She leaned in closerto Lauren. “But I'm
not going to refuse any TLC. I’'m no fool.”

“I'll kissit later,” she said back in Carly’s ear. Suddenly, thidlittle injury didn’t seem
like such an awful thing. Her ankle throbbed likecrazy through the remainder of
rehearsal, especially when she put too muchweight on it, but she chose instead to
focus on Lauren and their scenestogether. Today, more than ever before, their onstage
chemistry seemed to comeclawing out of the dialogue. Ethan, when she encountered
him, seemed on cloudnine about the show’s progress. It seemed like he couldn’t stop
grinning, whichmade her feel satisfied with the work she’'d done. They hadn’t even
been in frontof an audience yet, and Carly was aready so fulfilled by this process.

“How’'s your foot?” Lauren asked, as they stood in the wingswaiting for the
designers to be ready to move forward to the next cue.

“I’ll be okay.”
Lauren didn't seem convinced. “You don't have to be a badass. Forsomeone so

expressive, thisis the time you choose to be stoic?’ She tucked astrand of hair behind
Carly’sear. “Tell mewhereit hurts.”



Carly melted then and there. She also dropped some of herpretense, because Lauren
was becoming her safe placeto fall. “I don’t thinkl’m officially injured, but | do think
it's going to hurt for aday or two. Myankle especially. | turned it weird. I’ m thinking
it's probably amild sprain.”

“Carly,” Lauren said in the most sympathetic voice, “you need totake it easy, okay?
I’m going to let Trip know you'll be at half.”

She put her hand on Lauren’s forearm to stop her progress. “No, Idon't want to be
any trouble. I'm kind of known for it, remember? Let’'s justget through today and
relax with some pizza and beer after.”

“We will definitely do those things, but in the meantime, you needto take care of that
foot. | have your back, okay? Thisis alegitimateconcern.” She took Carly by the chin
and didn’t seem to care who saw. “Y ou’ regoing to be okay.”

Lauren left Carly in the wings, overwhelmed at how wonderful itfelt to be looked out
for, taken care of, by someone whose only intention wasgust that. Lauren was
legitimately worried about her.

The behavior continued for the rest of the day. Lauren arranged tohave Carly sit
whenever the designers got into a discussion that didn’'t requirethe actors to stand. In
fact, she ordered Carly to do so severa times duringtheir ten of twelve. She checked
in on her with little questioning looks andoffered her an arm for assistance whenever
they exited the stage together.

“Let melook at it,” Lauren said, during one of their officialbreaks. Sitting together in
the greenroom offstage, Carly took off the shoesthat were a part of her costume and

allowed her foot to be placed in Lauren’ dlap.

“Oh, swestie, it'sswollen.” Lauren ran her fingertips lightlyover the puffy area.



Carly relished the term of endearment. Lauren had never called heranything but Carly
before. She liked the sound of it a lot. “Not looking toocute there,” she said of her
ankle, playing it totaly cool. “I look like awoman in her third trimester—if | was
only pregnant on one side.”

Lauren’s mouth fell open and she turned to Carly in amusement asif the most
interesting fact had just occurred to her. “You would be so sexypregnant. | hope
that’ s not out of line to say.”

Carly liked that comment a lot, too. “Nothing you say to me isever out of line if it's
what you're thinking. | do want kids someday. Nottoday, mind you. But down the
road. Once I’'m alittle more settled.”

“Your kids are going to love you. They’d have the most fun mom onthe block. | have
a feeling you'd be out riding bikes with them until dark.” Lauren smiled. Her hair,
which she generaly wore straight, had a slight curlto it. The stylists were tweaking
their looks for the show.

Carly reached up and touched one of the dark lazy curls. Laurenhad such soft hair.
“Can you imagine?’

“1 can. Adorable.” Lauren ran her fingertips back and forth acrossCarly’s ankle and
calf. The tickling sensation, and the fact that it was Laurentouching her, had her
warm.
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“Thank you for being so nice to me.”

Lauren offered her a soft smile. “It’s hard not to be nice to you.Believe me. I've
tried.”

Carly chuckled. “I remember someone yelling at me in my apartment.Holding their
arm out in indignation.”

“1 wouldn’t say yelling,” Lauren said, closing one eye. Shesmelled so amazing.
“Mm-hmm. | would. You're very effective at yelling without raisingyour voice. Y ou
could teach a class: How to Shame People into Doing What Y ouWant Without Doing

Much at All.”

“Oh my God,” Lauren squeezed her knee. “1 could be a millionaireand buy the fancy
house next to yours.”

Carly laughed. “Then I’d have to buy binoculars. Do you sleep inthe nude?’

“Yes.”

She froze. “You do not. You're just saying that to get me allbothered.” But Carly still
hadn’t moved. The sexy image was too much to let goof, so she awaited confirmation

that it had, in fact, just been ajoke, beforereal life could resume.

“I’m not kidding,” Lauren said. She tickled the top of Carly’ sfoot.



“Good God.” Carly fell back against the couch. “How am | supposedto deal with
that?’

Lauren laughed. “ There you go, being dramatic again.”

“What if | told you that | sleep nude?’

Lauren threw herself against the back of the couch silently,mirroring Carly’s exact
movements. Her face was perfectly red.

Carly laughed this time and turned her face to Lauren’s. “ See?’

Lauren sighed. “I do now. | redlly, really do.”

“Do you wanna have a quickie in the coat closet?’

“What? Lauren’s jaw dropped. “No way. That's a scandal, rightthere. You
Hollywood types, such a bad influence on the innocent theaterfolks.” But Lauren was

looking at Carly’s lips with intent and gave herself thehell away.

“Hey, you two,” Ethan said, as he strolled to the fridge. Hepointed at Carly’s ankle
that still lay across Lauren’s lap. “How’ sitfeeling?’

“I'll live.” She pulled her leg back and sat up, rememberingLauren’s advice about
working on her professional side. “Just need to take iteasy for the next day or so.”

“We can make that happen.”

Sally, the assistant to the costume designer, stuck her head intothe room. “Lauren,
can | borrow you for adjustments to your act two dress?’



“On my way.” She gave Carly’s knee a slight touch as she departed,which gave Carly
an uptick in energy. Everything about Lauren did. She watchedher leave the room
with appreciation. Lauren had amazing legs, and the slimblack pants she wore in the
show made that point over and over.

“You’ve come alive on those boards. Y ou know that, right?’ Ethansaid.

She turned to him and refocused. “It’s starting to feel reallygood. If | can just avoid
slamming into furniture, you know. Gonna practice athome.”

“1 think you should be proud of the work. Your portrayal is deepas hell.” Ethan
turned a chair from the table backward and took a seat. Shereceived feedback from
him in their notes sessions, and during scene work, butthey hadn’t touched base one-
on-onein awhile. She was interested in his take.

“l feel it,” she told him, leaning forward on the couch, herelbows on her knees. “I
don’t know how to describe it. It's as if I’ve realybonded with this character. | get
her, Ethan, in such a crazy way.” She sat backand scratched her head absently as she
sorted out her thoughts, reveling in theexhilaration of this rehearsal process. She'd
never been so fulfilledcreatively. “I understand what drives Ashley forward, and |
love everythingabout her, as different aswe are.”

He nodded. “That’s all coming through. | knew we'd get there. It’ swhy | wanted you
for the part.”

“Thank you for giving me a chance. Not writing me off because lwas an out of
control brat.”

He squinted. “Y ou had me alittle worried early on.”
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“Rightfully so. | apologize. | had a stage management team whoknew how to handle
me, though. Kudos to Lauren and Trip. I'm trying to be moreaware of ...others.”

“1t shows.” He nodded. “ Speaking of Lauren, the onstage romancesince recast?’
“Yeah?’

He shook his head as if in disbelief. “There s such a specificityto it now.” He used his
hand to make a mind-blown gesture and then opened thepop-top on his Red Bull with
a crack. “I don’t know how we've gotten there insuch a short span of time with you

two.

She smiled at the compliment and understood that he likely didn’trealize fully what
was happening offstage. She agreed with his sentiment,however. She felt it when they
were onstage together. “ She gives me so much towork off of. | feel like we have great
chemistry.”

“l gotta tell you. It's never been more apparent than today.” Heshook his head. “I
don’t know what you two did differently, but if we couldfind some way to bottle it
and save it for our audiences, I'd be elated. There’'s a large amount of sexual tension
there.”

“Y ou have no ideawhat you're asking of me,” Carly said with asardonic chuckle. She
knew exactly what they’d done to create thattension—starve themselves of the one
thing their bodies craved. Y es, they’ ddecided to wait for Lauren’s benefit and peace
of mind, but apparently the showwas reaping an unexpected reward. They were dying
to rip each other’s clothesoff, and somehow, that bled through to the characters



relationship.

“What do we think, Ethan?’ Sally asked, leading Lauren, wearing asundress, back
into the room. “I’m thinking if we cinch it right here”—Sallypulled the fabric alittle
more to revea the lines of Lauren's waist—"we'lleliminate the droop we saw
earlier.”

“Looks great,” Ethan said. “Are we set otherwise?’

Sally nodded. “ After this last alteration, we should be preparedfor full dress runs.”
Ethan tossed a fist in the air, likely relieved to have one morething squared away.
Carly shook her head. She never would have imagined howmany moving parts went
into a play. She had severely undervalued theexperience. Never again. In fact, she
could imagine herself doing more theaterin the future. How crazy was that?

As Lauren dlipped away with Sally, Carly followed her to herdressing room and
waited outside for her to change. When the door opened onceagain, she pushed off
the wall and stuck her head around the door. “Can | comein?’

“You can.” Lauren looked around. “Anyone can. I’ve spent countlesshours chatting
with actresses in this room, and | don’t know that I'll everwrap my head around the

fact that it's mine. I’'m acting, Carly. Weird.”

“All of thisis. In the best way.” She fell back onto Lauren’scouch. “Do you know
what Ethan just said?’

“What?’

“That our sexual tension is now off the charts.”



Lauren didn't hesitate. “He's not a wizard. | could not agreemore. I'm now really
regretting”—she glanced at the open door and closed it—*mydecision at my place,
because now | just have to stare at you and deal with theeffects. And there
areeffects.” She exhaled slowly.

“Door is closed. You can kiss me, you know.” Carly batted hereyelashes innocently.
She was aware that the top two buttons of her blouse wereundone. She had a feeling
the view wasn't lost on Lauren. At least, she hopedit wasn't.

Lauren’s interest seemed piqued. “At work? A mischievous smilecrept onto her
face. “You think...we could?’

“You said it yourself. It'syourdressing room, right? | feel like a person should be
allowed to do whateverthey choose behind the closed doors of their private space.”

Lauren’s eyes darkened, and right on cue, her gaze dipped fromCarly’s eyes, to her
lips, and lower. The top two buttons were working. “Comehere,” she said and
crooked her finger.

Carly closed her eyes at the tingling sensation that quiet commandinspired, but she
did as she was asked. She moved into Lauren’'s space andallowed her to slip her
hands under Carly’s blouse to her waist. Lauren didn’tsay anything before she kissed
Carly and the only sound in the room was thequiet gasp of release. Carly was fairly
confident it had come from her, aseverything in her body responded to Lauren now.
They’ d barely gotten pastsecond base, but Lauren controlled so much of what Carly’s
body experiencedthroughout their workday. With just the right look or toss of her
hair, Carlywas deep-swallowing and forcing herself to focus. She'd never had that
happenwith someone before.

“You taste good,” Lauren said between kisses. She ran her tonguealong Carly’s lower
lip, which had Carly turned the hell on. Lauren was taller thanher today, with Carly



not in heels, and that had her going up on her toes forbetter access to Lauren’s lips,
which, damn, she could not get enough of. Shedlid her hands around Lauren’s neck
and deepened that kiss, exploring with hertongue and pressing her body as closely to
Lauren’s as possible. The warmthbetween them had her breathing a little ragged, and
her panties alittle wet.

Things were moving very quickly. Hands had destinations. Herslanded on Lauren’s
chest, over her shirt. Having Lauren’'s breasts in her handstook Carly to another
planet of arousal. Entirely new territory. She wanted tolick and suck and lavish them
with attention. She imagined what they lookedlike, longed to see for herself. She
pushed against them, felt the weight of themin her hands.

“We're about to take care of that tension,” Lauren said, her headthrown back as Carly
massaged her breasts. “Carly,” she whispered, desperationlacing her tone.

“Isthat bad?’

“Not for me. God.” She bit her bottom lip.

“You're incredibly sexy. Do you know that?’ Carly asked. Her legswere shaking.
That’s how badly she wanted to touch this woman, to be touched inreturn. If Lauren
would just touch her, she’'d ride herself to release. “Can youimagine if we waited
until opening? My God.” She kissed L auren again, long andgood.

“Should we?’ Lauren asked. She cupped Carly’s ass and pulled herhips closer. “No.”
“No,” Carly said matter-of factly. Her intellect was attempting tointrude upon this

moment. “Maybe,” she said, still understanding how powerfultheir chemistry onstage
currently was. “No,” she said decidedly.
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“No. But maybe?’ Lauren countered.
She loved the sound of Lauren’s ragged, hot-and-botheredbreathing. “Because | want
to take these boots off you and then these adorablycute jeans, and then dlide your
underwear down your legs until you’' re mine totake.”

Lauren rolled her hipsin response to the potent words. “Okay, maybeno waiting.”

A loud knock sounded behind them. They froze midkiss. Carly pulledher mouth back
and they listened. Another loud knock.

“Yes?' Lauren called, though her voice didn't sound like itgenerally did. Carly
smothered a proud smile.

“Lala?’ Trip said. “l don’t know if you're naked or what, butwe're going for pizza
tonight at Crazy Crust. You in? Listen, the crust iscrazy. It's hard to say no.”

“Yeah, um, sure,” Lauren said, then winced, probably realizing shenow had to go out
for pizza.

“Carly, too. But | can’t find her. Gee, | wonder where she couldbe.”

“1 think she ran to her car,” Lauren fibbed, as she ran herfingernails up and down
Carly’sback. “I'll let her know, though.”

“Cool. See you in five for notes onstage with Ethan? Tell Carly whenshe gets back
from her car.”



“We'll—I'll be there.”

“Thanks, boss.”

“1I"m not your boss right now,” she called back.

“You're always my boss.”

Carly heard Trip’s footsteps retreating and grinned. “1 think youjust told alie. Lauren
Prescott has adark side? Thisis getting good.”

“I’'man awful liar,” Lauren said with atiny wince. “I should workon it.”

“No, you shouldn’t. | like you the way you are.” Carly held hertighter. “ Please remain
an awful liar, and always stay a little bit uptight,and don’'t you dare lose your cute
little organizational skills that make mystomach tighten.”

“Y ou think my color-coded sticky notes are cute?’

“And hot. Those sticky notes get me going. It's embarrassing toadmit that, but
entirely true.”

Lauren grinned and pointed at Carly. “Use that onstage. In fact,we could use all of
this onstage.”

Carly closed her eyes and dropped her head back like a child onthe verge of tantrum.
“You' re thinking we should wait until we're throughopening, aren’'t you. Just say it.”

Lauren lifted a shoulder. “Well, if Ethan thinks our chemistry issuddenly exponential,
it's something to consider. At least through the reviews.Then, maybe...we reward
ourselves, but hang on to that muscle memory of what itfelt like. To...want.”



“And | do. Desperately.” Carly headed back to the couch, needingsome distance
between herself and Lauren if she wanted any hope of clarity onthe topic. “1 feel like
I’m in high school al over again, trying to be good,when | just want to be really bad.
Behind the gym. With you.”

L auren mock-gasped. “ There was a time when you tried to be good?’

Carly threw a pillow at Lauren who laughed and caught it. “I’m nota total screwup,
you know.”

“WEell, you are meeting people behind the gym.” Carly lobbedanother pillow, this
time smacking Lauren on the shoulder. “But you do have agreat right arm.”

Carly stood. “Me, my arm, and my newfound teenage abstinence areheading to our
notes session. Coming?’

“ Apparently not until we open,” Lauren said with adly grin.

Carly shook her head and paused. The comment alone had her turnedthe hell on.
“Let’s get out of here before that whole plan flies quickly outthe window.”

“Right behind you. Just need to grab my sticky notes.”
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Carly blinked. “Y ou’re going to be the death of me.”
“Maybe it won’'t be the worst way to die,” Lauren said with awink.

Carly didn’'t know how she’'d ended up here. One minute she wadliving in the lap of
luxury with fans and friends fawning al over her. Thenext, she was in freezing
Minneapolis, of all places, in a historic old theaterwith a woman who now held the
strings to her mind, heart, and body.

She wasn't sure she ever wanted it to end.

“Where will we pick up our tickets? | want to make sure | leaveplenty of time in case
there's any mix-up, and you know how your dad alwaysputters when I'm trying to
get somewhere.”

“l1 know,” Lauren said.

“That man is a putterer, and it's not going to ruin my chance tosee my baby on her
big night. You'll need to remind me where the bathrooms are,so | can beat everyone
there during intermission.”

Lauren smiled. She had her mom on speakerphone in her dressingroom as she
prepped for their second-to-last rehearsal. “The tickets are at thebox office, and there
will be no mix-up. Dad is definitely a putterer, but Ihave a feeling you' re going to be
able to light a fire under him. The restroomsare clearly marked, but I'll send



directions.”

“Good. That will help. How’s the show going, Boop? | just can’tbelieve this has al
happened. | put it on Facebook. Did you see? | hadsixty-seven of thoselikethings, and
aso some hearts, and your uncle Gregory hitshareon what | said,and now other
people can see it who are friends with him.”

“Wow.”

“1 was real happy you could shareit. | really like that Facebook.”

“Social mediaisawondrousthing. It’s going well, | think.”

“You think?’

Lauren sighed. “I second-guess everything I’'m doing and sometimesfeel like a total
fraud working alongside true professionals, but | haven'tbeen fired yet, so | keep
showing up.”

Her mother made atskingnoise. “You're selling yourself short. You aways do that,
Ms. Type A. You' retalented, kind, gorgeous, and my daughter. | just can’t wait to see
you shine.Uncle Frank is going to look down on this from Heaven with a smile.”

“Thanks, Mama,” Lauren said. “Knock my little brother in the headfor me.”

“How about | just ruffle his hair a little next time he stops byfor spaghetti and garlic
bread? Did you know he’'s up for junior partner at thefirm?’

“I didn’t. | need to call him.”

“When you have a spare minute, you will. Right now, |I'm justvibrating that the tiny



being that lived in my tummy is going to perform infront of thousands. My Boop. Do
you hear me? Vibrating. You can probably tellthrough the fancy phones they have

now.

“Mom!” she said with alaugh, though it was every bit as surrealto her, too. “We can
vibrate together. 1’1l see you soon, and don’t worry for asecond about the tickets. I’ ve
taken care of everything.”

They said their good-byes, and Lauren clicked off the call andsighed. She felt a little
better after speaking with her mother, but nerveswere creeping in as opening night
approached. There was a knock on her dressingroom door, and a moment later, Carly
peeked her head around.

“May | enter?’

“You may.”

“You were so on today,” Carly said, sitting on the arm of thecouch.

“Do you really think so?’ Lauren’s stomach tightened in thatuncomfortable way it
had been all week.

“I know s0.” Carly wore jeans, a purple ribbed top with twobuttons undone, and
brown heeled boots. The beautiful color was not lost onLauren who spent just as
much time thinking about Carly these days as she didthe play. She always looked
forward to their quiet times alone. She'd grown soused to her presence. She tried to
imagine her life before Carly. It felt solong ago.

“Here' s the thing,” Carly said. “You're so precise. | can alwayscount on you to be a
reliable scene partner, but you always bring the emotionright along with it.” A small
pause. “I’'m flipping out alittle bit.”



Lauren took in the compliment but moved right past it to Carly’ sconfession. “What
do you have to flip out about? You're a professional actress.This is what you live

for.

Carly’ s eyes were wider than usual, and she chewed on the insideof her lip nervously.
Her fists were balled, and Carly wasn’t someone whoballed her fists. Ever. “No. Not
at al. No. Thisisn't what | do. | don’t havethousands of people watch me work. Film
sets are filled with production crew,yeah, but they’'re not there to see me perform.
They didn’'t pay money. This iswildly different.” She dlid off the arm of the couch
onto a cushion, in defeat.
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It made sense. Carly wasn't used to having eyeballs staring ather. “That part doesn’t
matter. You're just going to go out there and do thesame show we just finished
running today.” Lauren knelt in front of her andrested her hands on Carly’s knees.
“You're going to get angry with me, and thenconfide in me, and we're going to laugh
together, and kiss, and then get rippeddramatically apart so we can find our way back
once again in agrocery store,of all places. It'll be grand.”

“But the audience will be there,” Carly said, as if she wasinforming Lauren of
something she didn’t seem to redlize.

“That part is true. They might also be noisy. Gum wrappers, cellphones, and the
occasional vocal participant are all things I've gotten usedto, working here. The
elderly crowd have some opinions.” She shrugged and triedto send Carly a reassuring
smile. “Just part of what makes live theater unique.l think you might actually likeit.”

Something unexpected happened. Instead of smiling back, Carly’ seyes brimmed with
tears. “Sorry,” she said, trying to find her voice that seemedstrangled and not entirely
available. She paused to wait for it to return, andLauren’s heart squeezed. She dlid her
hands up to the outsides of Carly’sthighs, trying to bring them closer. Her instinct
was to shelter Carly in anyway she could, even physically.

“Hey, look at me.”
Carly did, though her bottom lip quivered.

“I'm right here. It's just us. You don’t have anything toapologize for.” Lauren had
talked actresses down a million and nine times, butnot a single one of those



conversations had affected her as potently as thisone was. She had alump in her own
damn throat.

“It's just”—Carly wiped her eyes—“there’s aways been this littlepart of me that’s
wondered if my success in film was because of how | ook, youknow? That my talent
mattered less when they could send a makeup artist ontoset to touch you up every
five minutes, and give you fifteen takes to make amoment work. Here...” She shook
her head and sighed. “It’s so raw. There's nosmoke and mirrors. It's going to be me
just standing there, acting, sweating,and crying, and I’m pretty sure that’s not going
to be enough.”

Lauren gathered Carly’s hands in hers. “1 don’t know who in theworld has gotten in
your head and made you think that you’ re not talentedoutright, but let me be the one
to set you straight. Can | be brutally honest?’

Carly laughed. “1 feel like you' re always honest. But yes, let’ stoss in brutal, for God's
sake.”

“1 wasn't thrilled when | heard they’d cast you in this show.” Carly nodded, taking it
in. “I’d read that you were unreliable, into partying,and held up production with your
antics.”

“Most of that was true,” Carly admitted. “Not all. But most.”

Lauren wasn't finished. “Never once, however, did | doubt yourtalent or ability to
completely master thisrole in every sense. Not for onesecond.”

Carly blinked. “Really?’ She touched Lauren’s cheek. “Come on.That can't be true.”

“Except it is. I’ve seen many of your movies and have alwaysadmired your work.”
She inclined her head from side to side. “I mean, if youthink about it, the reason they



put up with you in Hollywood for so long isbecause you' re good. Otherwise? You'd
have been blacklisted years back.”

Carly laughed, and that felt like progress. “I never looked at itlike that.”

Lauren straightened. “ That’s me. Voice of reason.”

“lsn’t that the damn truth?’ Carly said. “Come here, please. Let’ ssee if some of that
reason will rub off.” She leaned in, her gaze dipping toLauren’s lips. Lauren, as if
pulled by that ever-present magnet, met herhalfway. “Hi,” Carly whispered, just
before kissing her softly. Lauren drank inevery sensation that kiss brought with it.
She'd learned to revel in eachshiver, flutter, and hit of pleasure that came her way
from being near Carly.If those things worried or scared her before, she’d now
embraced the power thatCarly had over her body. Touching her only intensified the
effect times ten.Lauren joined Carly on the couch, first sitting alongside her as they
kissedlike lust-starved teenagers, then welcoming Carly into her lap as she
straddledLauren and cradled her face as their mouths battled and explored. With
herhands on Carly’s ass, she wanted nothing more than her out of those pants.
Sheimagined Carly naked in the same position and had to pause their kissing toensure
she received enough oxygen for basic survival.

Carly waited while she took severa necessary breaths. There wasthe air, slowly
returning. “You okay?’ Carly asked.

Lauren nodded. “ Sometimes it feels like we combust.”

“So I’'m not the only one, then?’

“l don't know if you experience what | do, but | can tell you it'smore than a little
intense.”



Carly nodded and traced the line of Lauren’s collarbone. “Y ou knowsomething else?’

“Tel me”

Carly shook her head but held her gaze on the progress her fingermade, not meeting
Lauren’seyes. “I realy like you. It’s not just theattraction. It’s...everything.”

Lauren took a minute to absorb Carly’s words because it wasapparent how closely
she held them. They heard voices of their castmatespassing Lauren’s dressing room
and for a moment, she thought they’ d lose thisimportant exchange.

“1 like you a lot, too. Maybe that’s part of what makes this also scary. We're in the
midst of one of the biggest things that's ever happenedto me, but I’'m confident it
wouldn’t be nearly as gratifying if | wasn’texperiencing it with you.”

Carly’s smile began small and then took over her entire face. “Doyou really mean
that?’

“Of course, | do.” A kiss. Another one. Lauren laughed. “Did Imention | like you
back?’

“You just did. Your lips are so fucking kissable,” Carly murmured.“And when you
wear autumn colors, I'm done. Everything about you makes my headspin in the best
way. When you wear fall boots? | want to invest in a catalogcompany that specializes
in them.” Lauren laughed again. Carly touched herchest and eased herself off Lauren
until they were sitting side by side on evenground. “Thank you for talking me off the
ledge. Even temporarily.”
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“Anytime, slugger.”

“Is that a new nickname? Because | could really work with that.Hell, I’'m so sexually
frustrated that if you called me Clarence I’ d be here forit.”

“Decisions, decisions.” Lauren stood and offered Carly her hand.” Since we're not
able to tear each other’'s clothes off quite yet, how aboutdinner instead? | know a
pizza place with the craziest of crusts.”

“Do they have red wine? | could use aglass.”
“They do.” Lauren inclined her head to the door. “Let’ s get outtahere, Clarence.”
Chapter Ten

Ethan smiled at the company, who stood together on the apron of TheMcAllister's
main stage. It was close to eight p.m. and this was the lastofficial moment of
rehearsal. Lauren had been through a million of thesemoments, but never quite from
where she sat now. She looked at Trip, who beamedup at her with pride from his spot
at the SM’ stable, and turned back to Ethan.

“This is where | take my leave,” Ethan told the company. “I’'ll behere for opening
night, but as your cheerleader. The show is ready for theworld, and I, for one, can’t
wait to see how it affects the ticket holders whowill file down these aisles tomorrow
night. We've come along way.” Laurenlooked down the row of her castmates, from
Carly standing next to her, to Kirbyon the other side. TJ and Nia down the line. Her
gratitude rose straight to thetop.



Y et a new chapter was going to start very soon.

Lauren had planned to alow herself to sleep in the next day, soshe'd be as fully
rested as possible. Only that hadn’t gone as smoothly as plannedsince she'd tossed
and turned all night, imagining herself forgetting herlines, getting locked in her
dressing room, or, worse, losing her lunch allover the stage in front of the world. She
would make up for it by drinkingseveral tall glasses of water, advice she always gave
her own actors.

When she arrived at the theater for opening night, she took amoment in the parking
lot to study the building that now meant so much more. Asshe made her way down
the hall, she was greeted by friends and productionstaff, just as she would have been
for any other opening night. Except insteadof heading to her office for show prep, she
walked to her dressing room. Whatwas this life?

“l got you these,” Tindey said, from where she stood in front ofLauren’s dressing
room. Lauren accepted the bouquet of red roses, too lavishfor their friendship. Yet

she knew Tinsley had a crush, and Lauren refused tobe anything but graceful about it.

“You are super sweet to have gone out of your way. Thank you.” With her free arm,
she leaned in and hugged Tinsley, who smiled.

“1 just want you to know how amazing | think it is that you' vedone all of this. You're
the full package, Lauren.” A pause. “ Could we dodinner before the show next week?’

“Oh, I'm not sure | can.”

Tinsley nodded. “Because you' re seeing Carly.”

Lauren hesitated. She and Carly had not officialy said as much toanyone, but they
hadn’t exactly hidden it either. “Yes,” she said, finally.



“1 can respect that, | suppose. But, Lauren?’

1 Y %?l

“She’'s going to drop you once all of this is over. She's CarlyDaniel. Her world is
huge. We're different.”

The implication was clear, and Tinsley was voicing a concernLauren had tucked
away in the back of her mind: Carly could get any girl or guyshe wanted, and likely
would.

“Thanks, Tins. | appreciate the advice, but | can take care ofmyself.”

“1 know.” She shifted her weight to the other foot. “ Sometimes,though, it can be hard
to see it when you're in the midst of it all, you know?Trust me on this. Don't let
yourself get hurt, okay?’

“l won't.”

She let herself in to her dressing room and tried to shrug off theuncomfortable
conversation and prediction. That’s not what today was about. Shelooked around her
dressing room instead to find an embarrassment of riches in theform of good show
gifts. Custom coffee mugs, ball caps, more flowers, and evena show hoodie. Her
company had gone all out. She'd distribute her own gifts,small survival kits with a
celestial theme, soon enough. In the corner of herdressing room, something large
caught her eye. She tilted her head and studiedthe strange arrival: a shrink-wrapped
pallet of boxes of some kind. Laurendipped into her stage manager’s kit, always at
the ready, grabbed a pocketknife,and tore through the wrap to spring open one of the
boxes. What she found madeher laugh out loud. Boxes and boxes of multicolored
Post-its in all shapes.With her hands on her hips, she marveled at the volume. She'd
not live longenough to use them all.



“Has anyone ever expressed their preshow affection via officesupplies before?’ She
turned to see Carly standing behind her, sporting atriumphant grin.

“1 can’t say they have. Y ou’ re definitely proving yourself to bememorable.”

Carly wiped her brow to dramatically convey her relief. “Thank God.l can’t compete
with red roses.” She pointed to the large arrangement. “I’ [ljust blend.”

Lauren walked to Carly and wrapped her arms around her neck, noteven bothering to
close the door. “Y ou couldn’t blend if you wanted to.”

Carly looked skyward, pulling Lauren closer. “I fedl like that’s achallenge. What did
you get me? Tell me. | can’'t take it.”
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Lauren pulled her face back. “You? Nothing at al. You're rich andneed no further
material possessions.” Carly’s bottom lip emerged in a pout forthe history books.

“Don’'t level the Daniel pout on me. That's playing dirty.” Morepouting. “1I’'m not
made of stone.”

“Then kiss me and give me a gift because | love gifts.” Carlylooked so expectant in
that moment that anyone would be an idiot not to fallfor her immediately.

Lauren touched Carly’s chin and offered her a slow kiss that shehoped
communicatedGoodshow. | find you very sexy. Break a leg. | could kiss you for
days.Surely, she’ d succeeded on all four counts. “Now, about that gift.”

Carly grinned and clapped like a kid on her birthday. She wentfrom beautiful to sweet
to sophisticated to innocent and back again with suchease. The contradictions kept
Lauren captivated. She went to her bag ofsurvival kits and pulled out a separate gift

that she' d wrapped up specia forCarly.

“1 believe this is what you're looking for,” she said andpresented the rectangular
present.

Carly carried it to the couch, already enamored. “I was actualyjust kidding,” she
said, sounding nervous. “Y ou didn’t need to do anythingspecial for me.”

Lauren shrugged and sat next to her. “1 wanted to.”

The moment felt quiet, like the hubbub of the day had gone stillfor them for a few



minutes. Carly unwrapped the gift and stared down at the inscribedframe that held a
print of Van Gogh’ sStarryNight.

“Lauren,” Carly whispered achingly, running her hand down themahogany frame.
That’s when she caught sight of the inscription.To the only other person I'd wantto
watch stars with. —L. Carly shook her head in wonder and thentouched her heart.
“Thisisan amazing gift. | don’t know what to say.”

“Say it goes with the décor in your home and that you're notsecretly scheming to
ditch it in the deepest recesses of your garage. Which, ofcourse, is very much your

right.”

Carly was still admiring the painting. “It’'s going someplacespecial where | can see it
each and every day.”

“Really?’ Lauren felt her heart reaching. She needed to becareful. Maybe because it
felt like she’'d climbed to a very precarious height?Things between her and Carly had
started rocky but had steadily built tosomething she never in a million years would
have predicted. Y et here she sat.Caring. Wanting. Reaching.

“Really.” Carly kissed her softly. “I will treasureit.”

“You smell amazing,” Lauren said. “How do you do that soconsistently?’

Carly laughed quietly as she stood. “Magical shampoo. All part ofmy plan to woo
you. Y ou better get ready for Froot Loops in the morning. | makea mean bowl.”

“Post-it notes, magical shampoo, and Froot Loops. Who knew | wasthat easy?’

“Easy?’ Carly gasped. “I"'m working overtime over here, killingmyself in the name of
the woo.”



Lauren lowered her voice. “Do you want atip? You don’t haveto.”

“What if | want to? What if | like doing things for you? Because Ido. | love the way
the sides of your mouth quirk up when | say something funny.Makes me want to be a
permanent comedian, and I'm amusing at best.”

Lauren’s chest swelled. She resisted the urge to place a hand overthe pang. “Well,
when you put it that way.” A pause. Her stomach fluttered.“So, will | see
you...tonight? You know, after the show?’ She tried to play itcool, but she still felt
vulnerable when she put herself out there with Carly,almost as if she was asking the
pretty girl to prom, if prom involved tearingeach other's clothes off, which,
technically, it often did.

“l certainly didn't want to presume anything. But | hoped we mightsee where the
night led. If it's to one of our places, then that’s purelybonus. Plus, | need my Rocky
IV fix at some point soon.”

“That chubby little dog can’t get enough of you.”

“It' s mutual. Histan curlicue tail alone isworthy of avisit.”

Lauren studied Carly. She seemed herself, yet not. “How are youfeeling about
tonight?’

Carly blinked several times, which was a total tell. Yep. She wasin her head, and just
as nervous as Lauren was. “I’m trying not to think aboutwhat’s going to happen in
just a couple of hours. | spent the day buried inloud music to keep me from dwelling.
My mind is a dangerous place.” She pointedto the dressing room around them. “I
dashed in here as soon as | arrived, todistract myself. Y ou have a remarkable way of
doing just that for me.”



“S0, it sounds like you' re anxious.”

“A basket case. You?

“Nervous in a good way.” She ducked her head and captured Carly’ sgaze. “I think
you' re going to be surprised by the energy you find coming backto you from the live
exchange. There s nothing like it.”

“What if what comes back to me causes injury?’ Carly lookedentirely serious. “What
if they throw things? | was thinking about that atthree am. What if one of them just
gets angry and pelts a cell phone at ourheads.”
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Lauren smothered a smile. “I can safely say that in my entirecareer I’ve never had an
audience member try to take down an actor.”

Carly appeared morbidly serious. “Tonight could be that night,Lauren.” She looked
around asif expecting ominous music.

Lauren’s dresser, Maddie, arrived at her doorway with her act 1costumes and a
steamer. “Hey, there. All set for me?’

“Yep,” Lauren said, swallowing her own fear. Maddi€'s arrivalsignaled the official
start of opening night. This would kick off her prep forthe show, leaving little
downtime before the curtain went up. She smiled atCarly, who offered a nervous
smile back.

“See you out there,” Carly said and gave her hand a squeeze.

Lauren grinned back. “On the other side.”

“Actors, to the stage please. Places for act one.”

Carly stared at the ceiling, glaring at Trip’s voice floating inthrough the sound system
to her dressing room. She made no move to obey hisrequest. She couldn’'t. Her fear
kept her glued to her chair, staring at her ownseemingly distorted face in the mirror.
Once she'd said good-bye to Lauren,she’d systematically come apart, realizing how
ill-equipped she truly was. EvenLauren, who had been out of the acting game for a



while now, was more prepared.

Moments later, Janie arrived at Carly’s door, wearing her headset.“Hey, Carly?
We're ready for you onstage. It'stime.”

Carly gripped the edge of the dressing table so hard she thoughtshe might snap her
fingers. Yet she couldn’t seem to let go. “I’m not ready,” she said quietly.

“I'm sorry. | couldn’t hear you,” Janie said. Carly couldn’t seemto concentrate on
anything except the dark waves of Jani€’s hair and the clearplastic framed glasses she
wore that seemed to be so trendy now. She had avanity pair of her own.

Shetried again. “| need a minute.”

“Okay.” Janie watched her for a moment, her brows low and her lipspinched. “I’ll let
Trip know.”

Carly was delaying their open of show, yet there was nothing shecould do about it.
She could hear Janie in the hall speaking in a hushed toneinto her headset. Carly’s
shoulders ached with tension, her skin felt cold andclammy, and her brain wouldn’t
slow down for even a moment.

Trip appeared a moment later, his eyes wide. His hair seemed to bespelling out some
sort of distress code with its various trgjectories. Perhaps:run. “Y oufeeling alittle on

edge, Car?’ he asked, pushing afriendly smile.

Carly nodded. Trip was a nice guy. He might know what to do here,help her find the
confidence she' d lost an hour ago. Or even more preferable,he’d just let her leave.

“1 don't actually think | can do this,” she confessed.



“1 know it feels like alot of pressure, but honestly? If you wentout on that stage and
gave half the performance you turned in on our last rehearsal ,those people are going
toloveit.”

He was flattering her for the sake of the show. She didn't faulthim. Trip was
executing his duties as PSM to perfection, dealing with thebroken actress, attempting
to wind her up and make her go. “How am | supposedto get out of my own head,
though?’

“How about we take afew deep breaths?’

“How about | head back to California, and you put Nia onstage inmy place?’

Trip's eyes went wide, which was probably high alert in stagemanagement land. It all
seemed so overwhelming now, and she thought back to thetime she’ d scoffed at Alika
for bringing her this project when she felt so farbeyond stage work.

“Guys, can | have the room?’ The even-keeled voice was instantlyfamiliar. Carly
craned her neck around Trip to see Lauren in costume and makeupfor act 1. That's

when she found the air again.

“Definitely,” Trip said. He exchanged a look with Lauren, snaggedJanie, and was out
of there. When the door clicked closed, Lauren turned toCarly.

“What you're feeling is totally normal.”

Carly nodded, her heart rate easing. “Maybe. | just keep thinkingabout all the things
that could go wrong. We can't just yellCut!and start again,you know?”’

“We should just go get crazy crust pizza.” Lauren smiled as if thethought alone sent
her to heaven. “I’d get extra mozzarella, fresh tomatoes,basil, and maybe some sliced



meatball on top. God, that sounds amazing.” It wasthe most random of statements,
but the way Lauren described the pizza, Carlycould almost smell the pies baking.
“Should we go?’

Carly took a slow inhale and smiled. “Maybe. I’d love to watch youmaneuver all that
cheese.”

“Because cheese and | have a sinful love affair |1 will notapologize for. Give me a
minute to get changed, and I’'m all yours.”
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Apparently talking casually about pizza, of all things, withLauren was just what Carly
needed. She stood. “Let’s do a show first.”

“Or that.” Lauren shrugged nonchalantly, like she could take it orleave it. “Means we
get to kissinjust alittle while. | guess we could dopizza later.”

“The extra cheesy kind.”

“Strings of cheese for days,” Lauren said. She glanced at thedoor. “We're doing
this?’

Carly nodded, finding the floor had returned beneath her feet.“Let’'s give them the
show they came for.” She took a deep, centering breath, asshe got her head on
straight.

Moments later, she stood in the wings, listening to the recordedpreshow
announcement, as every part of her shook. She turned to Lauren, met hergaze, and
recelved a squeeze from their joined hands. She smiled and let it alfall away. Lauren
made her entrance, and Carly watched her sweetly argue withTJ, the gate attendant,
about missing the flight. To her surprise, lines she'dheard spoken a million times
were greeted with laughter. Whoa. The audience wasactually enjoying their show.
She stood a little taller, eager to get out thereand participate. Her dresser handed her
Ashley’s attaché, and she made herentrance with purpose. When she appeared
onstage, the audience applauded.Entrance applause because she was famous. Lauren
told her this might happen.She paused until it died down and delivered her first line.
Ashley was on amission and so was she.



For Carly, the performance alternated between racing past, andplodding in slow
motion. Lauren had been correct. Carly felt the energy fromthe audience, and it gave
her life. The connection between all of them in thatroom, experiencing the same story
beneath the same roof, was overpowering. Sheunderstood midway through, that live
performance could easily become an addiction,like the best kind of drug. She loved
the screen, but the theater wasinstantaneously rewarding.

That Tuesday night, she went on the same journey with Lauren thatthey’d gone on
together every day in rehearsal. The audience only enrichedtheir story and gave it
texture. God, Carly could really get used to this.

When the curtain came down, the audience applauded and cheeredloudly. Lauren fell
into her arms. It was hands down the best moment of Carly’dife, thusfar.

“That was amazing,” Carly whispered.

“You were,” Lauren countered. “You're so talented, Car. Really.Y ou broke my heart
back there.” There weretearsin Lauren’s eyes when she saidit.

“It was you who stole the show,” she said, as they dashed into thewings, hand in
hand.

When the curtain rose again, the audience applauded enthusiasticallyfor their cast
members, and when it was Lauren’s turn to bow at curtain call,Carly watched in awe
as the audience stood in unison. A standing ovation.Because of her recognizable
name, Carly had been given the final bow. As shestepped downstage before the
audience, she looked into the faces of each andevery person she could see through the
bright stage lights. She took in themoment, then finally bowed, as her heart soared.
Her year had been full of upsand downs, but this made it all okay again. She joined
hands with Kirby andLauren as they all took their company bow together. She waved
to the audienceand headed to the wings. The show was complete. She'd made it.



“What the hell just happened?’ Carly asked, in the midst of themost intense rush of
her life. She placed a hand over her chest. “Do you feelthat?’ she asked Lauren.
“Because | do.”

Lauren laughed, every bit as giddy as Carly. Trip raced down thehallway whooping.
TJ put Kirby in a celebratory headlock. Lauren threw her armsaround Carly’s neck
and hugged her. “That completely just happened, and it wasamazing.”

Lauren was in Trip’s arms next as they all took turns hugging eachcompany member.
“Lala, my eyes only misted over eight times seeing you up therelike a star.” He
kissed her cheek with a smack. “Maybe twelve. You dazzled.” Carly couldn't have
agreed more. Lauren had been versatile, charismatic, andlovable tonight, and the
audience adored her.

“Cast party at The Argylein an hour,” Trip announced to thecel ebrating company.

Once alone, with the door closed behind her, Carly danced aroundher dressing room
in silence, as one did when they’d just conquered a gravefear. She leapt onto the
couch wearing her black pants and a bra and played airguitar in her private
celebration. She couldn’t wait to see her friends, eatsome food, drink some wine, and
maybe even dance alittle bit more. Yet it feltso different from the partying she would
do in LA. She couldn’t get trashed.Didn’t want to. Tomorrow, she needed to be sure
she was fresh and ready forshow number two.

“Are you coming?’ Lauren asked, bag on her shoulder. Somehow,she'd opened the
door without Carly hearing her. “Or do you have another guitarsolo on the way.” She
held up ahand. “Don’t let me stop you. It's an enjoyableview.”

Carly glanced down at her nearly bare torso and the tops of thebreasts she had on
display. Never one to feel modest, she hopped off the couchand walked slowly to her
clothing rack. “If I’d known my performance was beingenjoyed, I'd have worked it a



little more.”

“I"m not even sure that’'s possible,” Lauren said, with a lazygrin. She wore a tweed
jacket with a black belt and black boots that made herappear both smart and sexy.

“Give me ninety seconds and I'm yours.” Carly pulled a red sweaterover her head
and began to pack her bag. She joined Lauren, and they walkeddown the hall
together, with Carly’ s arm around Lauren’ s waist.

“Shall | drive or would you like to?" Lauren asked.

“Well, if you're offering, how can | say no? | never pass up gjaunt in aMini Cooper.”

“ And why would you?’

When they exited the stage door, a series of bright flashes nearlyblinded Carly. She
only stuttered for a moment. Though she' d been out of LA acouple of months now,
she was still used to paparazzi. Y et the photographersweren’t magazine guys at all.
These were members of their audience.

“Would you mind?’ awoman asked. She thrust a Playbill and pen atCarly.

“Oh, no problem.” She signed her name and handed it back, realizingthat there were
lots more patrons where that one had come from. In fact, therewas quite a crowd
waiting for them. She moved down the row, just like any otherautograph line, but this
one felt alittle more personal. They'd all justshared an experience together, and that
bonded them.

“Hope you enjoyed the show,” Carly said to a teenager. “It wascertainly a rush for
me. Did you know it was my first timein aplay? Ever.”



“I had no clue. | cried twice,” the girl said with awide grin.”Is the other actress who
played Mandy coming out?’
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“Yeah, she's right—Wait. Where did she go?’ Carly glanced behindher and saw
Lauren waiting off to the side, apart from the barricadesseparating the crowd from the
actors exiting. “One minute. I’ I grab her,” Carly told the teenager.
She approached Lauren. “Pstt.What are you doing?’ she whispered.

“l didn’t want to leave without you.”

Carly shot her a look. “You're not going to sign for them?’ Shehooked a thumb
behind her.

“Y ou’re the famous one. They want you.”
Carly scoffed. “They don't care about that. They just saw thisshow. Thatyoustarred
in. In fact, they’'re asking for you.” She gave Lauren a nudge. “Getover there and

sign, or I’'m going to make the crowd chant for you.”

“Carly, | will kill you dead if you do that. Do you hear me?’ Lauren appeared even
more nervous than when they’ d opened the show itself.

“Come on. This part | have down. Y ou talked me off the ledgeearlier, and | can help
you through this part, in return.”

“Okay,” Lauren said and took a deep breath.

Carly took her hand and walked her to the teenager who lit up. “Ohmy God. | loved
you in the show. Likeloved.Sorry, I'm Avery. Should have said that. Can you sign



my Playbill?’

“Of course,” Lauren said, as her cheeks dusted an adorable pink.“1’d love to. Do you
cometo alot of shows at The McAllister?’

Avery nodded and gestured to a woman waiting in the background,likely her mother.
“We have season tickets. | hope to audition for my schoolplay.” She shrugged. “We'll
see what happens. | probably won't get it. Y ou guyswere amazing, though.”

“Oh, don't say you won't get it,” Lauren told Avery and passed thePlaybill back.
“Y ou might be surprised.”

“And if you do get it, don’'t knock the scenery over,” Carly said,and inclined her head
to Lauren, who winced and nodded.

“Get out. You didn't do that! You couldn’'t.” Avery looked back ather mother
gleefully.

“Oh, | certainly did. My family plays that video every time | havea birthday party. So
if | candoit, so canyou.”

They moved down the line, and after a few minutes passed, Carlyfelt Lauren loosen
up and come alive. “I can't believe I’'m onthisside of things,” Lauren whispered as
they departed the crowd and headed for her car. “I’'musually on the other side of
things. That’swho | am, an other-side-of-thingsperson.”

“What?' Carly balked. “No, you're not. You're definitely a moverand a shaker, no
matter what your job is. It's silly to think otherwise.”

“You can't call mesilly.” But Lauren was laughing.



“1 can, too, but only when you’re discrediting yourself, becauseyou are kick-ass and
amazing and talented and | really, really like you. Youshould like you, too, and
believe you' re worthy of the nice things people say.”

“I"ll work on that.” Lauren shivered and shoved her hands into thepockets of that
tweed jacket and looked adorable and fashion-forward at thesame time, a killer
combo.

“You talked about pizza earlier and what you would top it with.What’'s another
favorite of yoursinlife?’ Carly opened the passenger side doorand dlid inside.

Lauren joined her. “Total non sequitur.”

“1 want to know more about you. Asmuch as | can.”

“Okay, let me think.” She started the ignition and pulled out ofthe parking lot, en
route to The Argyle. “I like it when it rains, more thanmost people. It rarely depresses
me. In fact, it makes me dive into my day andfocus because I’'m not being called
outside.”

“The rain makes me snuggly.”

“You're a pleasure monster. It’s...contagious.” Lauren laughed. “Ican’t believe we
just had one of the most amazing experiences not just one hourago, and we're taking

about liking rain.”

Carly wasn't deterred. Maybe it was because of her high that shewanted to be even
closer to Lauren. Hearing about what went on her head waspart of that. “What else?’

“1 color when I'm stressed in those fancy adult coloring books. lalso really like yoga
when | have thetimefor it, which israre.”



“Me, too,” Carly said. “Not the coloring part. I’ ve never triedthat, but yoga has been
amazing for my body and concentration. We should jumpinto a class together next
week.”
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“We'd get kicked out.”
“What? Why?’
“You in yoga pants? Not good for my reputation around town.”

Carly laughed but loved that Lauren had just confessed to lustingafter her. “Moving
yoga pants to the front of my wardrobe.”

“Don’'t you dare,” Lauren said.

The Argyle was alive and humming when they arrived. Music playedfrom a quartet in
the corner, waiters walked past with full glasses of wine ontrays, and everyone was
smiling. The club, inhabited exclusively by TheMcAllister staff and the company
fromStarryNights,broke into applause for Carly and Lauren as they made theirway
into the drawing room. Carly turned to Lauren and applauded for her,because her
journey truly was an amazing one.

Lauren, in her typical fashion, waved them off and turned a brightshade of red. She
finaly covered her face. Carly’s chest swelled withaffection.

“Will you excuse me for one moment?’ Lauren said, eyeing somethingacross the
room.

“Of course. I'll grab usdrinks.”

Carly watched as Lauren walked straight into the arms of a womanwho simply had to



be her mother. Same chestnut brown hair and light eyes, withjust a few more lines on
her face. The man next to her grinned just the wayLauren did when she was
genuinely happy. When the women embraced, there weresentimental tears on both
sides. Carly turned away to give them a moment andfocused on snagging those
drinks. She should have invited more people to theopening, she realized. Her mother
likely could have gotten off work at thevineyard and made the trip, if only Carly
hadn't downplayed the whole affairdue to a lack of experience. If only she'd
anticipated how important the showwould feel to her.

Once Carly had their glasses of champagne, she turned to seel auren beckoning her
over.

Balancing the drinks, she maneuvered the crowd, accepting theircongratulations on a
good show until she arrived next to Lauren.

“Thank you,” Lauren said, accepting the flute of bubbly. “ CarlyDaniel, I'd like you to
meet my parents, John and Karen Prescott.”

“Hi,” Carly said brightly. “It's so nice—" It was too late. Shewas already pulled into
a hug, very similar to the one she' d just seen bestowedupon Lauren.

“We know exactly who you are. Of course we do. And we' re soexcited to meet you
in person.” Lauren’s mother released her from the hug butkept both hands on Carly’s
shoulders. “You stole our hearts tonight. First youwere bristling and buttoned-
up—then you were vulnerable and hurting.” Karenpantomimed each of the actions,
“We rooted for you.”

“Thank you,” Carly said, feeling all aflutter. She’'d received tonsof compliments on
her work in the past, but this one carried a lot of weight.Karen said it with such
unbridled, warm sincerity. Plus, she was an extensionof Lauren, so her opinion was
weighted heavily in Carly’s book. “I was luckyenough to share the stage with an



amazing co-star.”

“l can’'t imagine who that could be,” Karen said, in anoverexaggerated tone that was
so hokey, it looped back around to cute. “Oh,wait. That's you!” She released Carly
and dlid an arm around her daughter, whogrinned, bashful at too much attention, as
always. Lauren was the opposite ofan attention hog, Carly realized, which wasrarein
an actress. Perhaps it wasthat selfless quality that held her back from success in her
earlier actingdays. Show business was cutthroat, and Lauren was a giver, not a taker.
InCarly’ s mind, it was a compliment.

“Listen,” Carly explained to Karen and John, “the minute Laurenstepped into the
role, everything about my performance changed. Suddenly, lunderstood Ashley and
what her journey had to be. Without Lauren, I’'m not sureit ever would have clicked
into place.”

She and Lauren exchanged a private glance.

They’ d been through a lot together. She aimost couldn’t rememberwhat life was like
without Lauren in it. In fact, everything before seemedunimportant, superficial, and
so very far away. Her feet felt more firmlyplanted on the ground now, her self-
awareness, though not always easy toswallow, was fully in effect, and she wanted
things for herself that she’ dnever wanted before. Who was she exactly?

Karen latched on to Carly’ s wrist. “Seeing little Lauren, ourBoop, up there reminded
me of when she'd stand on top of her toy box and singsongs fromAnnietoher stuffed
animals. She would even act out the group orphan scenes, playingall the parts.”

Carly raised an eyebrow and faced Lauren. “Well, who knew?’

Lauren covered her face. “No more little Lauren stories, okay? Canl get you guys a
drink?’



“No, no,” John said, taking Karen's hand. “We're getting out ofyour hair. Let the
show people celebrate without the parents. So proud of you,Laur.”

Karen beamed. “Just wanted to stop by and tell you what a star youwere tonight, my
tiny baby Boop.”

Lauren laughed. “Mother, you cannot call me that right now.” Shesoftened. “But
thank you. Means the world that you were here tonight.”

Carly’s heart squeezed, and she felt like she'd wandered onto theset of a Hallmark
movie where the parents were amazing and later, they’d lighta Christmas tree in the
town square. “ Fantastic meeting you.”

Karen squealed and cupped Carly’s cheeks. “Come visit us someday,you famous
person. We're just a couple hours by car. I'll make you chicken andwaffles and a
mimosa.”

Carly laughed at the specificity. “How can one pass that up?’

“They can’t,” Karen said, triumphantly.
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“Come on now,” John said, with a gotta-get-her-outta-here look.“Past our power-
down time.”

Lauren walked her parents to the car, and Carly worked the room,feeling happy,
warm, and connected to each person.

“Y ou were amazing tonight,” Kirby gushed.

“You were, too,” Carly said, feeling the love.

“And | loveyour hair.” Kirby touched a strand. “What did you doto it?’
“Thanks, Kirby. Just afew curls.”

“I"m going to try that.” Kirby stepped in closer. “So, are younervous?’
“About tomorrow? No, | feel good.”

“1 mean about the reviews. They’ll be out in just afew hours. limagine people will be
watching to see how you did, right? All eyes on you.”

Carly went still. She didn’t realize the feedback would be soimminent. A few hours?
But Kirby was right. She’ d come to Minneapolis to proveherself as areliable, serious
actress, but if the reviews hated her, whatthen? “Trying not to dwell on that part,” she
confessed.

Kirby looked extraserious. “Oh. | bet it will be fine.”



“Of course,” Carly said, blowing off her concern. “Plus, tonightis a celebration.”

“Everything okay?’ Lauren asked, touching the small of her back.

“Of course,” Carly said. But she wanted to be out of there beforethose reviews hit.
She didn't want anything to ruin her celebration. “Y ourparents are not real. You
know that, right?’

“I’m alucky person to have them. But the fact that she justimpersonated my rendition
of ‘Tomorrow’ from the running board of my dad’ struck just as Ethan, of all people,
walked past on his way into the club, tellsme that they are very much rea and
embarrassing as hell.”

“Stop complaining about your amazing life and drink this expensiveprivate club
wine.” She handed Lauren back her drink that she’'d taken custodyof. They locked
eyes and touched their glasses. Carly saw Kirby’s eyes growwide in her peripheral
vision. Apparently, the intimate look they’d just sharedhad spoken to Kirby, who
dashed off like she'd left the oven on. Everyone wouldknow the nature of their
relationship in just under six minutes. Carly wasfairly confident.

They stayed through the toasts, standing next to each other.Lauren touched her pinkie
to Carly’s. They stayed through a second drink. Carlyloved the little lip prints
Lauren’slipstick left on her glass. She imaginedherself kissing those lips later, tasting
the remnants of that drink. Theystayed through the quartet packing up and the party
shifting into full gearwhen the loud recorded music began. She danced subtly with
Lauren, who pressedher hipsin close, behind Carly’s.

“Wanna get out of here?’ Carly whispered as she turned in Lauren’sarms. Lots of
eyes were on them, and she craved alone time in the worst way.

“Lead the way.”



They didn't make a big deal of their departure. After all, they’ dsee everyone the very
next day. Lauren quietly said good-bye to Trip, and withthe formality of the gathering
out of the way, al they’d miss was an abundanceof dancing...and the reviews.
They’ d be there in the morning, Carly remindedherself.

“Take me home with you,” Carly said, circling her arm throughLauren’s in the
parking lot on that chilly autumn evening. She stared up at themoon, the stars, and the
dark expanse of sky in between. She felt intimatelyconnected to everything in the
cosmos, super aware of how al the events in herlife had lined up to bring her to this
very important day. It was already anight she’'d never forget, and stealing away with
Lauren was the perfect way toend it.

“Have you seen the moon tonight?’ Lauren asked.

Carly gazed up at the luminous moon broadcasting its warm glow inthe night sky.
Appropriately, the stars were plentiful. “It’s gorgeous. Theentire sky.”

“Almost like it's sanctioning our opening, looking down on us.” She shook her head.
“I’ve noticed the stars, the moon, the constellations somuch more since we started
work on the show.”

Carly kissed Lauren’s hand. “I don’t think I'll ever look at themin the same way.”
Lauren sighed happily. “Neither of uswill.”

Chapter Eleven

They were tipsy, but only a little, as they climbed out of Lauren’sMini that autumn
evening, the one that had already changed Lauren’s life. “Didyou see the look on

Trip’s face when you told him to send Nia onstage?’ Laurenasked, laughing. She
waved her hand in front of her face a few times as shetried to get control. “Man, you



made his first show as PSM a memorable one.l’ll say that.” She continued to laugh as
she thought back.

“Who knew that all he needed was a little pizza porn and I’d behis?’ Carly joined
Lauren in her laughter and held out her hand. “Come here. Iwant to kiss you in the
cold beneath this gorgeous moon.”

Lauren grinned and leaned against the car. “The moon, | get.What's so special about
the cold?’
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“It's on my list.” She caught Lauren around the waist and pulled herclose. The
streetlights in Lauren’s neighborhood illuminated her driveway, butonly slightly,
allowing her to bask in the battle between shadow and light.

“What elseison your list?’ Lauren studied Carly’ s expressivebaby blues.

Carly looked skyward, still on the high of tonight. “1 want tokiss you in the warmth of
the West Coast, autumn in Maine, and on the beachesof Hawaii, Mexico, and
Jamaica. We can negotiate European destinations next.”

“Oh, we can?’

“I’'m a big fan of Germany and the Black Forest. Once shot a filmthere and couldn’t
get enough of the food or the scenery. You'd love it. Theysell schnitzel on a stick,
Lauren. I’'m not messing around.”

“You take schnitzel very serioudly. | can tell.” Lauren laughedbut quietly filed away
that this was the first time Carly had spoken plainly ofa future. She shocked herself at
how happy it made her. Was it possible thiswasn't just a showmance? It seemed
ridiculous to think that someone with alifeas exciting as Carly’s might be happy with
regular Lauren who liked a goodSunday morning crossword puzzle and a satisfying
game of pool. Yet theirconnection seemed so authentic and effortless, she couldn’t
help but fantasize.

“Are we going inside?’ Lauren asked. God, she hoped Carly saidyes. Yes, their
celebration was tons of fun, but in the back of her mind sheust wanted to race
through it al, hoping to have alone time with Carly,dreaming about taking off her



clothes.

“If we're not, | might weep silently on the curb.” Carly smiled,and waited. She
rocked on her heels.

“We're definitely not weeping tonight. Follow me.”

Carly’s hands touched her waist as they walked, sending ananticipatory shiver across
her skin. She was ready for Carly, and growing moreso with each second that ticked
past. She let them into her home, to the soundsof Rocky’s tiny feet on the hardwood
floors. “There's my baby,” she said,scooping him up. He licked her face
appropriately and shifted his attention toCarly. Seeing her there produced full on dog
body-wagging, which requiredLauren to place him back on the floor so he could
wiggle around properly.

“1 like that dance you're doing, Rocky.” Carly knelt down andallowed him to take
turns leaping up at her face and wiggling his body more, infestivity. She flipped him
onto his back and gave his belly a ferociousrubbing, which yielded his customary
snorts of appreciation. Lauren joined themon the floor and scratched Rocky’s head,
not wanting to be left out of thelate-night lovefest.

“We opened a show tonight, Rock,” Lauren said. He snuffled andwiggled.

“1 think they liked us,” Carly added. Rocky turned in threecircles and trotted away.
Lauren faced Carly. “He’'s not really a night owl. He generallygreets me after shows,
but then heads back to his bed under the end table. Hethinks it’'s his own personal

fort, and I’ ve done nothing to correct him.”

“And why would you?’ Carly asked, sweeping a strand of hair behindLauren’s ear.
That did it. She was back to stop one on the Lust Express and watchedCarly with



heated interest.

“Hi,” she said softly.

“Take meto your room,” Carly said back.

Lauren laughed nervoudly. “I really like that sentence.” She tookCarly’s hand and
walked through the house, turning off lights as she went.

“l have others,” Carly said, as she was led down the short hallwayto the master
bedroom. “Here' s one. | want my hands on you yesterday.”

“A second truly good sentence,” Lauren said.

“Another that comes to mind...my legs are shaking just thinkingabout you touching

me.

Lauren sucked in a breath at that one. Touching Carly. God. Herown knees went
weak. One look back when they reached the door to Lauren’sbedroom told her
everything Carly just said was true. Carly’s playful side hadslowly receded, and what
Lauren saw in her eyes was inarguably desire. Hesatflared, and the anticipation of
what was about to happen engulfed Lauren. Shewas wet. She was in need. She was
ready. God, they’ d waited long enough.

She had her bedroom lights on a dimmer, which worked out nicelyfor them tonight.
Dim enough for sexy, but enough to see al she'd beendreaming about for weeks.
Lauren didn’t have to wait long. Carly dlid a handbehind Lauren’s neck and kissed
her with unmeasured passion. With Laurengasping for air, Carly stepped back and, in
full view, lifted her red sweaterover her head, leaving her in black pants and a black
bra so revealing Laurenhad to swallow. She didn't move a muscle as Carly
unbuttoned those pants andslid them down her legs. The matching lingerie



underneath rode the curve of herhip and dipped between her legs. Lauren trembled at
the sight of the gorgeous,confident woman in front of her.

“May 17?7’ Carly said quietly as she approached. Her fingertipsbrushed against the skin
of Lauren’s collarbone, and she unbuttoned the topbutton of Lauren's red blouse.
Lauren nodded, granting her silent permission togo farther. Carly stepped in closer
and eased the top of her bare thigh upagainst Lauren’s center through her jeans. She
heard her own gasp and felt herentire body tighten. Carly’s proximity did that to her,
communicating herstartling power. Lauren throbbed. She tried to concentrate. Carly
continued toslowly unbutton her top, staring with interest as she revealed more and
more.She let her hands drop after mastering the last button. Lauren’s open shirt
revealeda glimpse of her cleavage and the long sweep of her torso and stomach.
Carlytook her in asif studying the most beautiful of paintings. Finally, shereached up
and dlid the shirt off Lauren’s shoulders, down to her elbows. She dworn her yellow
bra. She liked the way she looked in it best.

“God,” Carly said and shook her head reverently. It seemed theyellow had been the
right choice. She dipped her head and kissed the spotbetween Lauren's breasts,
prompting Lauren to drop her head back in sweet surrender.Carly kissed up her chest
to her neck and the spot beneath her jaw, all thewhile working the button on Lauren’s
pants like a damn professional. They weredown around her knees along with her
underwear before she could lift her headagain. Carly would know how ready she was
soon. Her bra quickly followed, andshe watched Carly feast on that little reveal.
“Findly,” Carly breathed. Shecaught a nipple in her mouth and swirled her tongue,
sending pinpricks of pleasure shooting through Lauren’s midsection and immediately
lower. God, itwas thelowerthat nearly did her in. Carly palmed the other breast,
clearly not at all shyin the bedroom. “Y ou’re everything | imagined and more, you
know that?’ Carly continuedto bathe her breasts, sending Lauren’s longing beyond
anywhere she' d ever beenbefore.

“1 want to see you,” Lauren whispered, running her nails up anddown Carly’ s back.



“Mm-hmm. Soon.” It was a torturous word. Carly slipped her handbetween Lauren’s
legs and touched her softly for the first time. Lauren closedher eyes, melting, then
jerking at the sensations that engulfed her.

“Carly,” Lauren managed. She pushed against Carly’ s hand, askingfor more.

“Yes, Lauren?’ Carly said back, and smiled against Lauren’s neck.Y et Lauren had no
further words. Carly stroked her softly. Slowly. God, soslowly. Lauren moved in
rhythm against Carly’s fingers in pursuit of relief.She didn’t get it. Carly withdrew
her hand and instead eased Lauren onto thebed. From where she lay on her back, she
watched as Carly put on the very bestshow, unhooking her bra and dropping it to the
floor. Sweet heaven above, shehad gorgeous breasts. Of course she did. She was
Carly Daniel, and she wastopless in Lauren's bedroom. Lauren thought of all the
ways she planned to get toknow them. Once Carly straddled her stomach, Lauren
reached up and started asoft exploration with her fingertips that ended with the gentle
twisting of Carly’ s nipples.

“l had a feeling I’'d come undone when you touched me. Good God.” Carly dropped
her head back which meant Lauren was on the right track.



Page 53

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 12:42 pm

Lauren sat up with Carly still in her lap, lifted one breast toher mouth, and dipped her
head to taste. Heaven. She licked Carly’s breast, hernipple, making a circle with her
tongue. Carly murmured appreciatively,threading her fingers through Lauren’s hair as
she worked. She held her inplace, which Lauren didn’t mind at all. Touching Carly
only made her own needescalate. Her own discomfort grew in the sexiest way
possible.

Lauren reached between Carly’s legs and grazed her through thefabric, making Carly
moan, low and throaty. That did it. On a mission, sheshifted forward and laid Carly
down on the bed. She took her bikinis off in theblink of an eye, raked her gaze over
all that was on glorious display to hernow, and settled on top. Carly pulled Lauren’s
face down and kissed her, hungryand powerful. The sensation of skin on skin for the
first time might have beenone of the more satisfying moments of Lauren’slife. She'd
waited patiently forthis moment, fantasized about this, and now it was all theirs. As
they kissed,she settled her hips between Carly’s legs and rocked. Carly gasped.
Laurenrocked some more, firm and slow.

“God, yes,” Carly said, arching into her, searching for more.Lauren pushed up onto
her forearms as she worked her hips, watching as Carly’ sbreasts lifted and fell with
each thrust. Fiery desire flickered through her.She wanted Carly to come, and she
wanted it soon.

Lauren crawled down the bed, parted Carly’s legs, and kissed herbetween them
sensuously, matching Carly’ s rhythm with her tongue. Slow, thenfast, and slow again.
She dlid her fingers inside and listened to Carly gasp.“Lauren.” Carly panted and
made the best little whimpering sounds as Laurenpushed into her and out. She was a
little drunk on those sounds, this wholeexperience more than she ever could have



imagined. Her tongue circled anddipped, until the sounds only increased. With afinal
swipe, Carly went still andcried out, shaking all over as Lauren held her in place,
protectively. Shekissed up her body, treasuring it, memorizing each expanse of skin.

Carly took Lauren’sface in her hands and kissed her, good andlong. She flipped them
easily, ready to take what she wanted. With fire in hereyes, she took Lauren’s nipple
into her mouth and sucked. She ailmost came. WhenCarly bit down, gentle yet firm,
Lauren felt the sensation gathering fromsomewhere deep within. She couldn’t stop it
if she tried. Her hips pressedinward, and she tightened her stomach muscles,
preparing for the tidal wave onthe horizon. It built steadily every second that Carly
touched her. “Almost,” Lauren said, desperate. Taking the cue, Carly pushed her
fingers inside. Laurengasped and balled the sheets with her fists, as Carly moved her
thumb back andforth, making amazing things happen to Lauren. Her body felt like
hers, but itdidn’'t. This was new. This was urgent. It was unhinged. The orgasm hit
wild andhard in the best payoff of her life. Pleasure rocked her body and she
buckednearly off the bed, calling out. With her back arched and Carly stillintimately
joined to her, she rode out the waves that crashed one after theother. She’'d been
turned on for days—it was no wonder her body responded sopowerfully.

Limp and happy, she pulled Carly to her and smiled. There were noavailable words
left, but Carly nodded at the smile. “Right?’ she said,settling a thigh between

Lauren’s, making her twitch with how sensitive sheremained.

“Off the charts,” Lauren finally murmured and ran her hand up theback of Carly’s
neck into her hair.

“That sounds like a chalenge,” Carly said with a twinkle in hereye. “We could see
how far off we could go.”

“Don’t even think about it. Y ou practically killed me just now.”



Carly propped her head up on her hand and lay to the side, hergaze sweeping across
Lauren’s body. She touched her breast lightly, circlingit. “Oh, I'll give it a few
minutes. Don’t worry.”

Lauren laughed, happy, sated, and feeling wonderfully like awanton harlot.

She could get used to this.

Carly didn’t have to open her eyes to know that she'd woken up inLauren’s arms,
God, she loved the way Lauren smelled, like fresh cotton andsoap and sunshine, if
that was even possible. She didn’t want to move from thisspot. Ever. Her limbs felt
heavy and comfortable. Her body felt the most restedit had for a long while. Lauren
had seen to that expertly. Ofcourseshe’d be amazingin bed. She'd probably
meticulously crafted her technique with careful thought,the way she approached
every other aspect of her life.

Carly found herself lying in the wonderful crook of space betweenL auren’s shoulder
and her collarbone, which gave her perfect access to place asoft good morning kiss on
Lauren’s neck, causing her to stir. “Are you awake?’ Carly asked in her best stage
whisper. When she got no answer, she smiled toherself and spent afew more minutes
reminiscing about the night prior. Thedetails were etched into her being for all time.
It had been the single hottestsexual exchange of Carly’s life, and in LA in her
twenties, she' d experienced alot. That was the thing, though. It wasn’t alwayswhatshe
and Lauren did, buthow. Their connection,their pacing, their ability to predict the
other, their yin-and-yang vibe. Allof it.

She absently traced the curve of Lauren’s breast, loving the quietof the morning with
Lauren in her arms. Lauren stirred and shifted closer,pushing lightly against Carly’s
hand. Carly smiled at the signal and made hercircles smaller, getting closer and closer



to her nipple. Lauren, she’' d learnedjust hours before, had very sensitive breasts.

“What in the world have | woken up to?’ Lauren asked. She sighedcontentedly.
“Good morning.”

“It really seems to be.” Carly’s forefinger, at last, landed onthe nipple itself and
teased it lightly. She pinched it and relished Lauren’ squiet gasp. She ran her fingers
between Lauren’s breasts, down Lauren’ sstomach, and tickled the tops of her thighs,
listening as Lauren’s breathingpattern quickened and hitched. Things were starting to
work, and fast. With herknee, she nudged one of Lauren's legs to the side and
continued to lightlytickle her skin in a back and forth motion. When her fingertips
reached theinsides of her thighs, Lauren’'s cheek pushed against the pillow, and
shesqueezed her eyes shut. Carly continued to tickle closer and closer to theexact spot
she knew would take Lauren deliciously over the edge, and when shesettled there,
softly moving her fingers back and forth slowly, it only tookseconds for Lauren to
tense, arch her back, and cry out quietly with pleasure.That's how Lauren did most
things. Quietly and to perfection.

Unable to help herself, Carly slid on top so she could feel herskin pressed to Lauren’s

as she recovered. “Good morning, beautiful.” She ranher hand through Lauren’s
luminous brown hair.

“That might have been my sexiest wake-up.” Lauren shook her head.“Nope. | know it

was.

“Y ou came fast. Record time.”

Lauren blinked. “I think we've established that | respond verywell to you.” Pink
invaded Lauren’s cheeks.

“Areyou blushing? Do | make you blush?’



“No,” Lauren said adamantly, touching one of her cheeks to coverit.

“But your cheeks are rosy and adorable. Just look at them.”

“They are not. | checked. | love that you're naked in my bed in myhome. | have no
idea how this happened from six months ago, before | knew you,to here, but | really,

really like you naked.”

Carly straddled Lauren’s thigh and rocked dlightly, the wholeprocess having turned
her on in abig way. “We are in agreement about beingnaked together.”

Lauren grinned and pulled Carly in tighter by her ass. “I had noidea you were this
sexy minded in the morning. | mean, | definitely shouldhave, because it’ s you.”

“Do you know what I'm also afan of, besides you naked?’

“What' s that?’
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“Lazy mornings. When there’ s no rushing, no agenda, no alarm.”

Lauren rolled them onto their sides, which revealed a more perfectview of Lauren’s
body. Still not quite used to this intimacy, and loving everysecond of it, Carly let her
gaze linger on the perfectly shaped, full breasts.“You are so sexy and alluring.
Worthy of a painting. Y ou need to know that.”

Lauren pulled the sheet down farther, and Carly swore quietly.
“Do you know what else we agree on?’ Lauren asked.
“What' s that?’

“Our devotion to taking advantage of the lazy mornings you justdescribed.” Lauren
dlid on top and cupped Carly firmly, intimately. And theywere off.

Lazy morning, indeed.

Lauren made coffee to the sound of the shower. With her blue silkrobe fastened
loosely around her, she practically glided through the kitchen,pouring the grounds
with flourish, adding the water to the rhythm of theimaginary song in her head,
pressing start on the coffee maker, and gliding herway to Rocky’s bowl for his
breakfast. She felt like a sexed-up Snow White,bonding with all the animals and
objects around her. Rocky quirked his pudgylittle face at her as if to ask why she was

so happy.



“Because | had an amazing night.” He quirked his head to the otherside, mystified. “It
was so good, Rocky. | can't tell you the details becauseyou’ re an innocent. Just know
it was memorable in the best way.” Her bodytingled at just the thought of touching
Carly, her own body still sensitive tothe attention it had just been paid.

She deposited Rocky’ s breakfast in front of him. While he went tochow town, Lauren
checked her phone to find only a million messages with smileyfaces and
congratulatory texts. There was also a series of links. Aha, thereviews. She took a
deep breath, preparing herself, and clicked immediately onthe one for Broadway
World, knowing it would be an important one.

“Not a Cloud in the Sky asStarryNightsShines Bright at The McAllister.” That
headline soundedpromising. Lauren continued to read.

Audiencescan rest assured thatStarry Nightsthe new play by Mariah White
premiering at The McAllister, will make you longfor a telescope and a fated love of
your own. Carly Daniel, taking her firstbow onstage, delivers a serviceable
performance as Ashley, but it's newcomerLauren Prescott’s Mandy that stole the
spotlight. Prescott turns in aperformance rich in charm, tenderness, and wit.

Oh, wow. Lauren could hardly believe what she was reading. Sherevisited the portion
about her performance over and over again. She wishedthey’ d said more about Carly,
though.Serviceablewas a polite way of sayingfinein the theater community, and Carly
deserved much more than that.She skimmed the rest of the article in which the
reviewer praised thedirection, the set, and the lighting design. Tacked on to the
bottom of thepiece was a link that opened a secondary article separate from the
reviewentitled “Spilled Tea and Starry Nights.” She skimmed the content with
afurrowed brow.

Insiders atThe McAllister say that Carly Daniel, in line with past rumors, was
difficultto work with behind the scenes of the new play, Starry Nights.Daniel, a



source said, becameknown in Minneapolis for holding up rehearsals, making
incredible demands ofcast and crew, and staging diva-worthy tantrums when she
didn’t get her way. Somespeculate it was Daniel’s behavior behind Evelyn Tate's
departure from theproject early last month. Tate, when contacted, declined comment.

Lauren closed her eyes and set her phone on the counter. Thatwasn't fair. Carly had
been a pain to work with in the beginning, and yes,she’d been late. However, she'd
never spoken arude word to anyone and had putso much hard work into the show. To
turn a spotlight away from that and shineit on lies and rumors just seemed out of
bounds. Her chest ached.

“What were you reading?’ Carly asked. Lauren turned to see Carlystanding across
the room with wet hair, soft looking jeans, and a pale yellowT-shirt. “ The reviews?’

Lauren nodded.

“I'm ready. Lay it on me.” Carly folded her arms and smiled. Yetit wasn't her
standard grin. There was a guarded, unsure quality, signalingthat she was nervous,
vulnerable.

“They liked the show.” It wasn't alie.

“They did?’ Carly let her hands drop. “That’s such a relief. Youhave no idea. What
about us? I’'m guessing if they liked the show then we faredokay, right?’

“Yes, they were complimentary.” She didn’t mention that thereviews seemed to favor
her. It didn’'t feel right to say so, and it felt evenwelirder that they’d written it. Carly
was amazing in the show and had come sucha long way in terms of her work ethic.

“You're not saying much. Guess | better take alook.” She squintedat Lauren, headed
back to the bedroom, and returned a moment later with herphone, already engrossed



in what she found there. She raised her gaze to Lauren,beaming. “They love you.
They absolutely do.”

Lauren smiled back. “It’s nice of them to say those things.”
“I’m so proud of you.” A pause. She held up her phone. “I don’tthink they liked me
as much.” She shrugged but seemed a little smaller as shestood there. “That’s okay.

I’m new at this theater thing, right?’

“They did like you. It's just that my late casting probably madefor an interesting spin
on the write-up.”

But Carly was continuing to click around on her phone now, andLauren watched as
her supportive smile dimmed. Damn it. She’d run into thegossip reports.

“They think | started fights.” She raised her gaze to Lauren’s,dumbfounded. “But |
didn’t. I wouldn’t. I like most everyone, and if I've beenspoiled and shallow in the

past, | haven't treated anyone poorly.”

“You haven't. You were late and had a bit of a culture shock, butyou were never hard
to work with.”

“Lauren,” she said, looking helpless. “I never threw fits.”
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“No. You don't haveto tell methat. | was there.”

Carly kept clicking. Lauren’s stomach turned over as she imaginedwhat she'd find as
she surfed from one link to another. Likely, much whatLauren had: other media
outlets had picked up the same nugget of gossip, makingit look widely reported that
Carly had been a problem child yet again. WhenCarly set her phone on the kitchen
counter and looked up with a crestfallenface, Lauren’s heart broke for her. “I can't

win.

“Don’'t look at it that way. Come here, please.” Lauren held openher arms, but Carly
hesitated and ultimately backed away from the gesture.

“I"m good. Not to worry.” Instead of the embrace Lauren offered,Carly wrapped her
arms around herself, resembling a vulnerable child protectingherself from other kids
on the playground. She gestured behind her. “1 shouldfinish getting ready. Get out of
your hair.”

“l don’'t want you out of my hair,” Lauren said to Carly’s back asshe retreated down
the hall. No answer. She closed her eyes and let heremotions settle into a neat pile.
Carly needed space to work through this atrociousrumor, which was the opposite of
what she’d been hoping for. Though it wasLauren’s natural inclination to try to fix
everything, there was very littleshe could do about the media and what they wrote.
She gave it some time, tidiedup the kitchen, and eventually picked up Rocky 1V and
carried him, infantstyle, into her bathroom where she found Carly putting the
finishing touches onher makeup.

“ Someone wanted to say good morning.”



Carly eyed her in the mirror. Her shoulders relaxed and the endsof her mouth tugged
when she saw Rocky. It was hard to resist the face of a pugcarried like a precious
newborn. Rocky dropped his face over the back ofLauren’s arm and regarded Carly
from his upside-down position, content to beadored and fussed over like the little
prince he was.

“Well, that’s certainly an unusual greeting.” Carly leaned downand let him swipe his
upside-down tongue across her face. She scratched hishead with both hands, and his
curlicue tail set to wiggling, which was so muchcuter than wagging. “I can't say I'd
ever turn away akiss from this fur ballof love.”

“Well, who would?” A pause. “You okay?’ Lauren asked quietly. “Y oufled the scene
earlier. | wasworried.”

Carly leaned against the bathroom counter and considered thequestion. Her hair was
shiny and her lips were perfectly adorned, but her soullikely hurt. “Yeah. I’'m sorry
about that. I’'m doing okay. | can admit that thosewere not the words | wanted to read
this morning, but do you know what | can’tstop thinking about, the part that has stuck
with me the most?’

Lauren set Rocky on the floor and watched as he darted back to theliving room for
more sun spot snoozing. “Tell me.” She braced herself forCarly’s disappointment,
knowing she'd fedl it as strongly as she would her own.

“What they said about you. I'm trying to be angry and feel sorryfor myself, but all |
can seem to do instead is smile about all the wonderful thingsthey’ ve said about you,
because they’re al true. And then | have to look inthe mirror, because who am I?I'm
supposed to be self-involved and throw aHollywood tantrum, but | feel more like a
woman who can’t stop thinking aboutyou.”

“Carly.” Lauren played those words back. They’d reached inside herchest and took



hold. She hadn’t expected them but now felt their warmth fromthe tips of her fingers
to the ends of her toes and back again. She smiled,stepped forward, and wrapped her
arms around Carly’s neck. “Do you mean that?0Of course you mean it, but do you?”’
That wreck of a sentence mirrored herscattered emotions.

Carly nodded and placed a kiss on the underside of Lauren’s jaw.“I’m trying my
hardest to be selfish, but | think you broke me. I’'m Team Laurennow. Do we have T-
shirts?’

“We definitely do not. Team Lauren is quiet and unassuming andtries not to steal
attention from the real stars.”

“I'm revamping Team Lauren,” Carly said with a laugh. “It’s okayto celebrate your
reviews, you know. Y ou’ ve earned every compliment.”

Lauren’s heart and soul clenched, relaxed, and soared. “Thank youfor saying that.
I’ ve never had a professional review before. Thisis newterritory, so I’m not sure how
to behave. I’ m excited, though.”

“And I'm excited for you.” Carly lips brushed Lauren’s. “I thinkwe need to celebrate
properly.”

“And how would we do that?’ Lauren asked.

“How about | take you to brunch and then bring you home and havemy way with a
celebrated actress? And | meanthoroughlyhave my way.”

Lauren’s entire body reacted in great favor of that statement.Today was turning
around nicely, and she had Carly to thank. “I can get behindthisidea.”

She and Carly finished getting ready, sharing the space andtouching each other here



and there as they passed. When Carly returned to theliving room shortly after Lauren,
she was wearing a sky-blue hoodie on top of awhite tank top with the
wordLaurenscrawled across the front in what looked to be a permanent marker.

“Did you steal that shirt from my closet?’ Lauren asked, laughing.

“1 have no idea what you're talking about,” Carly said and slidher purse onto her
shoulder. “But it’s mine now. Shall we?’

“You' re wearing that to brunch”Nooo.”

Carly turned to face her in proud challenge. “ Try and take it offme.”

Lauren blinked, and her stomach fluttered. She had a vision ofdoing just that.
“Incredibly temping, given what | know is underneath.”

Carly gasped and turned on her heel, as if hyperbolically shocked.”If you're going to
objectify me al through brunch, then we' re going to have ahell of agreat afternoon.”

Lauren laughed and watched Carly make her exit, hips swaying,blond hair flowing,
sass on display. Just the way Lauren liked her.

Chapter Twelve
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Carly had been off her game. The performance she was capable ofdelivering had
slipped through her fingers earlier that night, and she hatedherself for it. Asshelay in
bed at her theater-supplied apartment, sleepmocked her. Instead, her brain took over,
reliving each and every moment of hersecond live performance in gory and
embarrassing detail. She'd flubbed lines,bumped into furniture, and was late for an
exit because, like tonight, shecouldn’t stop thinking. She knew exactly what had gone
wrong. The reviews hadgotten into her head. She heard the wordserviceablebefore
each and every scene, and then, because she was truly masochistic, beganto insert
words of her own. Hack. Fraud. Nothing but a pretty face. All of thembelievable.
None of them helpful.

“Coming over?’ Lauren had asked after the show. She rested hercheek against the
frame of the door. Her eyes were bright. Too bright for theend of along day, but that
was Lauren, always put together, and ready to takeon the world. She envied her.

“1 think I’m going to take a rain check and get some of that sleepwe so desperately
have been skipping over.”

Lauren laughed quietly. “Oh yes, that old concept. | keepforgetting—sleep and | used
to be buddies.”

“But don’t think you're getting rid of me that easily. Don’t enterinto a torrid affair
with rest. I'd be so jealous.”

Lauren came farther into the dressing room and took Carly’s facein her hands.
“Never.” She kissed her sweetly. “Good night, Carly. I'll see youtomorrow when we
get to do thisall over again.”



“Remarkable how that happens.”

Lauren laughed. “Right?’

It turned out that rest had no interest in an affair with Carly.In fact, rest was an
elusive bitch. Sigh. Lauren would have been the perfectdistraction from Carly’s
scattered thoughts. She flipped herself over for theninth, maybe tenth, time. She'd
meant every word she'd said to Lauren the daybefore. She had been thrilled for
Lauren’s positive reviews. But when theexaggerated nighttime doubt crept in from
behind the walls, Carly began toquestion her own self-worth in a way she never had
before. Her career was inshambles, and as excited as she'd been forStarryNightsto
help pull her from the trenches, it was looking less andless like that might happen.
Fear arrived by her bedside next, and she huggedher fists against her heart asiit raced
out of control. What would she do withherself if her career ran out of gas entirely?
Guest spots on game shows? Sure,until those invitations washed up, too. Her line of
thinking felt irrationaland premature, yet she struggled for air all the same. Gasping,
she sat up andturned on the small lamp next to her bed, hoping to jar herself out of
herdownward spiral. She listened to the sound of her own ragged breaths. Finally,she
reached for the glass of water next to her bed just as her phone rang. Itwas three a.m.
Who in the world would be calling?

She checked the readout on her phone and quickly took the call.“Hey,” Lauren said
when she answered. “I’m sorry to call so late.”

Carly closed her eyes at the sound of Lauren’s voice. “It's okay.” She swallowed. It
was all she could manage.

“1 woke up and, | don’'t know, felt like | needed to call. | wasworried about you for
some weird reason. Isthat crazy?’

Carly looked up at the ceiling, her eyes filling. “No. It'sactually not weird at all. |



should have come over, | think. Rough night.”Maybe Lauren had detected something
earlier. Maybe she had some sort of sixthsense that pulled her from sleep. Maybe they
were developing an intenseconnection. Whatever it was, Carly was grateful for the
rescue call.

“How about Rocky and | drop by?’

“You don't haveto do that,” Carly said, but everything in herreached for that idea.

“1 think we want to, though. We just took a vote. We're comingover.”

Carly paused, releasing the remaining fist from its place againsther chest. “Okay. I’ll
leave the door unlocked.” She swallowed in enormousrelief.

Fifteen minutes later, she heard the door click open and closed,followed by the sound
of the lock. “Hey, you,” Lauren said, dropping a backpackat the bedroom door. She
did into bed behind Carly, wearing yoga pants and aT-shirt, having never looked
more snuggly.

“Hi, guys,” Carly said to Lauren and an exuberant Rocky, whopromptly licked her
face six times and then curled into a ball at the foot ofher bed. With Lauren’s arms
around her waist from behind, she felt everythingin her relax. For tonight, she felt
safe and solid. Thewhat-ifgame stillplayed in the back of her mind, but she refused to
giveit her attention.Lauren had her for now, and that was everything.

“Shall we sleep?’ Lauren asked.

“Yes, please,” Carly said. She switched off the light and leteverything float far, far
away.



“Ms. Prescott, this is Elissa Newman from Telsey Casting callingagain about setting
up a meeting regarding a project you might be right for.Call me at your earliest
convenience. Do you have representation | could get intouch with?”

As she sat at her dressing table before Saturday’ s matinee, Laurenshook her head in
response to the voicemail. No. She didn’t have representation.In fact, she'd never had
an agent.

“You good, Lala?’ Trip asked, popping his head into her dressingroom. “All set for a
wild two-show day?’

“I"'m all good, Trippy. You're doing a bang-up job.”

“You say that to all the first-time PSMs,” he said and tossed hishair dramatically in
departure.

Lauren scrolled to the next voicemail and hit play. “Hiya, Lauren.Dave Pell
fromPlaybill Online.Would love to ask you a few questions about your Cinderella
story working onStarry Nights. | thinkour readers would love to hear about it. Give
mearing.”

She jotted down Dave's number for later, still not believing thatPlaybillwas
callingher.

Next message. “Good afternoon, Ms. Prescott. Jm Lawson fromUnited Talent
Agency caling to chat. Hoping to hear from you. | think we coulddo some great
things if we worked together.” Well, there was that possiblerepresentation Elissa
Newman was asking about. UTA was atop agency. She tookhis number down, too.
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Lauren smiled at the warm lips on the back of her neck. “Antonio,we have to stop
sneaking around like this,” she whispered. The nibbling didn’tstop. “But | must say
your kissing has improved. Your lips, they’re amazing.” She turned, gasped, and
covered her mouth in mock surprise. “What? Famousactress Carly Daniel!”

Carly straightened. “Do | need to challenge this Antonio to aduel? I'll need to ask
Trip for asword.”

“1 think they use pistols for those things, but no way. | kickedAntonio to the curb the
moment | felt those amazing lips.” She fluttered her eyelashesdramatically.

Carly met Lauren’s gaze in the lighted mirror. “Fantastic. Nowtalk dirty to me. List
some office supplies.”

Lauren laughed and dropped her voice as Carly kissed across herexposed shoulder
blade. “ Stapler. File folder. Rubber band.”

“God, yes,” Carly murmured. “More.”
“ Sharpened pencil.”

Carly sucked in air. “I can’t fucking believe it’ s sharpened. Whatare you trying to do
to me?”’

Lauren chuckled and pulled Carly into her lap. “How are youfeeling today? Better?’

Carly’s smile dimmed. “I'm good.” She shrugged. “Talked to Alikaabout lining up



some meetings for when | get back to LA. Auditions, too. | haveno problem proving
myself all over again. If anything, this experience hastaught me about the value of
hard work.” She nodded. “I’'m ready to doit.”

“l know you are. Everyone else is going to know soon, too.” Thinking about Carly
going back to LA reminded Lauren that they were close tothe halfway mark on their
four-week run of the show. That put an uncomfortablelump right in the middle of her
throat. Lauren didn’t want this journey withthe show to end, or her time with Carly.
She also couldn’t fathom not workingwith Carly every day. The concept of her
returning to LA was one she hadn’tquite examined fully. Maybe that was naive of
her, but it felt more like aguarding of her own heart, which she’d al but surrendered
to Carly lately.

“Where did you go just now?’ Carly asked, angling a strand of hairbehind Lauren’s
ear. “You got that faraway look in your eye, and it’'s rare foryou to drift away.” She
tapped Lauren’ s temple. “Always so focused.”

“Thinking about when the show closes.” She felt the wistful lookcreep onto her face
right on cue. The future felt uncertain, and for someonewho thrived on planning, that
was a daunting prospect.

Carly sighed, mirroring Lauren’s emotions. “You know, when | thinkabout that
particular topic, it aways involves a side narrative where you comeback to LA with
me. Make a go of it out there. We fly through the streets withthe top down on my
convertible. We do some kissing, too. Maybe stop atStarbucks. Then, more kissing.”
“Of course you drive a convertible back home, too. What kind?’

“I drive a911 most of the time.”

Lauren blinked. “I have no idea what that is. Is it bigger than aMini Countryman?



Doesit have asiren?”

“No, and no. A 911 is a Porsche.”

“Well, yeah,” Lauren said, as if it was the most natura thing inall the land.
“Everyone knows the names of all the Porsche models. Soincredibly common.”
Lauren laughed in that hoity-toity way she imagined a richperson would.

“You're adorable.” Carly shook her head, staring at Lauren withpure affection. “I’'m
keeping you and taking you to LA. Discussion closed.”

Lauren opened her mouth and closed it. “I don't know.” The conceptwas terrifying.
She'd taken years to finally establish herself as a top-tierstage manager at The
McAllister, atheater she cherished. Y et the attention thisrole had earned her propped
open a door to along-forgotten dream. She neededto figure out what the next step in
her life would be. What did she want out ofher career? At the same time, there was
also Carly and their unexpectedconnection. “1 think it’s all terrifying.” She held up
her hand. “I’m evenchewing my nails. | never do that. Just look at them.”

“Tsk.Those are sad. Shall | schedule us a couples’ manicure?’

“Would you believe I’ ve never had one of those?’

Carly laughed. “Y es, because you're Lauren, and it’s not all thatpractical. Manicures
arealuxury. It'sone of the things | love about you.Y ou’ re not pretentious.”

They’d both heard it. The L-word. No, it wasn’t a proclamation oflove, but it was the
first time the concept had ever been entered into therecord of their relationship. She

watched Carly quickly gather herself, stand,and change the subject.

“1 should get ready. Close to our half hour.”



Aha, the word made her feel uncomfortable, daunted. Lauren feltthe pang of
disappointment, and a small part of herself screamed that Carlywould never go there
with her. Self-doubt truly sucked. Y et she lived with itdaily.

“See you out there?’ Lauren asked.

Carly leaned down, kissed her lips, and straightened. “Y es. Let’ stake these women on
another twirl around fate. See you on the other side?’

“I’ll be there. Break aleg.”
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Lauren watched Carly leave through the mirror. Since the reviewshit nearly ten days
ago, Carly had carried herself a tad heavier, amost as iftrying to escape a dark cloud
following her around. She had fun moments, andsexy moments, and, as always, killed
it onstage. Yet she'd get this farawaylook in her eye that Lauren had come to
understand originated from fear. Thattugged at Lauren, who wanted to gather Carly
up and keep her safe from theworld, which had proven itself to be less than
hospitable. Carly projected suchconfidence and bravado that it took a while to
understand that beneath it allexisted awell of vulnerability.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we're at half hour.”

She smiled at the sound of Trip’s ultra-professional voice. She'donly hear it for
another two weeks of performances. She tapped the smallnotebook in which she'd
taken down the phone numbers from the voicemailsearlier. She wasn't on the
schedule at The McAllister for the next show, asshe’'d been promised a true vacation
by Wilks. That time was hers, and shewouldn’t lose her job. Possibilities swirled.
Uncertainty loomed. Above all,her heart squeezed uncomfortably. “What in the world
am | supposed to do withmyself now?”’

The quiet of the room absorbed her question. She had a show to dofirst.

Carly, in her act 1 business suit for Ashley, regarded herself inthe mirror. She had ten
minutes until places and had her hair, costume, andmakeup ready in record time,
which left afew minutes to spare. While inLauren’s dressing room earlier, she'd seen
the names and numbers of several keyindustry players on her dressing table. That



meant Lauren’s phone was clearlygetting a workout, while her own remained
woefully silent. Not one to justaccept her fate, Carly pulled her phone out of her bag
and knew the only thingto do now. Call her agent. Again.

“AlikaMoore' s office. Thisis William.”

“William. It's Carly Dani€l. |s she available?”’

“I’ll put you right through.” Only a small pause before Alikaanswered.

“Alika, do you know that it's the middle of autumn and forty-twodegrees in
Minneapolis? Californiais weeping for me and my lost tan.”

Her agent chuckled. “Well, hello, Carly Daniel. How the hell areyou today?’

“About the same as when we chatted last week. Show’s going well.People seem to
loveit. We have huge crowds at the stage door and have sold outthe entire run.”

“That’s fantastic news. | knew you'd kill it if we sent you outthere. Right move all
the way.”

“You still think so?” A pause. Carly watched herself carefully inthe mirror, insecurity
creasing her features. She absently fiddled with theeyelash curler on her dressing
table. “Just haven't heard from you. Wonderingif you've had any bites since we last
spoke. I’m ready to get going, line somethings up.”

She heard Alika shuffle some papers on her desk, which she knewfrom experience
was always messy, stacked with file folders, and decorated withstray paper clips.
Alika operated on a system of organized chaos which woulddrive Lauren insane. She
smothered a smile just thinking about it.



“I wish | did, Carly. | had hoped that some good press would raiseyour demand a hit.
The rumors that were published haven’t been helpful.”

“But the rumors weren't true. | got along with everyone, exceptthe one actress who
hated me from the moment | walked in the door. It was stilla harmonious
environment, though. We had a positive rehearsal period.”

“Doesn’'t matter if you were Mother Teresa in that room if the oppositeis what makes
it to print. Y ou know this business. The reviews are good, but—"

“Not amazing. At least, not for me.” She placed a hand on herforehead, realizing her
uphill battle. It was like she couldn’t do anythingright, even when she did.

“True.” Alika sighed. “I could get you endorsement work, TV spots,but I’m worried
that’s the wrong move if we want to revive your film career.It’s all about what you
want your future to be.”

“Filmiswhere it’'s at, and it's where | want to be. Stage wouldbe good, too. Aslong
asit’shigh profile.”

Alika didn’t say anything. “The only thing might be, and don’tgrasp on to this yet,
but—"

“Tell me.” Carly stood up, needing something, anything to keephope alive.

“There’'s murmuring down the hall among our theatrical agents thatStarry
Nightsmightmake a Broadway transfer.”

Carly held her breath. Was it possible? The McAllister wasreputable, but Broadway
was legendary. If they transferred the show, hervisibility would soar. Not only that,
but she felt like a part of Starry Nights, and itwas part of her. She couldn’t imagine the



show making that leap without her andLauren in their rightful roles. “Alika, my
favorite agent ever"—she began towalk the length of her small dressing room,
invigorated—"if that happens, itcould be a game changer.”

“l hesitated to mention it, as it could all just be rumor. Don’tget your hopes up just
yet.”

Carly snapped her fingers. “Too late. How can we make thishappen?’

“Well, | could always put the word out that you' d be interested.See if that sparks any
momentum for the project.”

“Yes, do that. | am.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, five minutes, please. Five minutes toplaces.”
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“Gotta run,” Carly said, glancing up at the speaker. “But let'stalk soon. This is
amazing, Leek. I'm sending a basket of bourbon. All thebourbon. It’s yours.”

“Y ou might want to wait until the deal is done, but | will sipaway in your name.”
“You're making me misty. Showtime. Bye.”

Carly clicked off the call and dashed out of her dressing room enroute to the wings,
where she planned to deliver the performance of her lifeand get herself and Lauren
exactly where they needed to be. There was simplytoo much at stake.

Chapter Thirteen

Lauren stirred the big pot of homemade chili she’d made for herselfand Carly to
accompany the cold day, while the cornbread baked in the oven. Itwas after six and
the sun was nearly down, a reminder that winter was not faroff. Because it was

Monday, they had the night off and were using it to unwindtogether.

“My mom didn’t cook,” Carly said. “ She heated up at most. Chickenstrips and those
meal s with the sectioned-off side dishes.”

“TV dinners. Well, who would have imagined that Ms. Porsche 911grew up on
frozen foods?’

“What about you, Ms. Mini Cooper?”’

“Homemade all the way.” She tasted the chili. Perfectly spiced.“We would sit around



the table and tell the high and low point of our day.”

“S0 you essentially grew up onTheBrady Bunch.”

“Without the divorce part, but yes. Wholesome is a good word forit. Oatmeal cookies
inajar and al.”

“Well, that explainsit.” Lauren offered a wooden spoonful ofchili to Carly, who took
ataste. She blinked. “That’ s the most amazing chilianyone’'s ever made.”

“I have chili skills,” Lauren said and shimmied her shoulders.

Carly grinned at her. “Please always dance while you cook. | wouldhave to tell your
family, if they asked, that your dancing was the high pointof my day today. It's also
kind of sexy.”

Lauren bounced her eyebrows playfully, knowing full well she couldcapitalize on that
shimmy later. “Wait. Explains what?’ Lauren asked, returningto her stirring. “You
never finished the thought earlier, and you' re not offthe hook.”

Carly leaned her back against the counter. “Y our upbringingexplains why you're so
put together.”

“Does that get on your nerves?’ Lauren scrunched one eye closed.” The organizing
can be abit much. I'm aware.” She pointed at the cookbooks onher counter, arranged
in height order.

“No.” Carly shook her head. “There’'s something about it, al thelittie meticulous
details you manage and move around and need to have a certainway, that gets
me...hot. Even your calendar on the fridge with al the tinywriting.” She braced
against what appeared to be a shiver of pleasure.



Lauren chuckled. “Only you would feel that way.”

Carly dlid her arms around Lauren’ s waist from behind. “It’'s whywe' re drawn to each
other like sexy moths to a romantic flame.”

“1’ve aways thought of us as sexy moths.”

“Right?’ Carly moved Lauren’s hair to the side and placed a kisson the back of her
neck that sent a tingle. “Do you know what it is? Yourfamily is the catalog family.
The one advertising the matching pajamas thateven the dog is wearing.”

Lauren laughed. “We did have matching pajamas for Christmasmorning.”

“Oh my God, of course you did. | haven’t met your brother, but heseems to fit, too.”
“Oh, he does. He argues the hardest for which pair we should get.”

Carly’ s hands traveled up from where they rested at Lauren’s waistto her rib cage and
then lightly circled her breasts through her sweater. Laurenwas forced to close her

eyesin sweet surrender, loving being touched this wayby Carly.

“Have | mentioned how much | love your breasts?’ Carly asked, justbefore kissing
the side of her neck.

Oh, man. “I think...yes.”

“Well, it's so very true today. Let me tell you.”
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Lauren opened her eyes and tried to pay attention to her verymundane chili task but
was losing ground.Allyou have to do is stir, she told herself. Another open-mouthed
kisson her neck. Carly cupped her breasts more firmly, pressing them back
againstLauren’s chest in a slow massage. Lauren was supposed to survive this, how?
Whydid her breasts have to be so sensitive? As if reading her thoughts,
Carlyabandoned that practice and dipped her hands up the hem of Lauren's
sweater,and then found her way into Lauren’s bra, circling her nipples with
twofingers, then pinching lightly. It was as if someone had turned up the volumeon
her body, and it was al she could hear or concentrate on. She felt thatfamiliar tugging
between her legs, as everything woke the hell up for Carly theway it always did.

“Wanna take a break for just a minute or two?’ Carly whispered inher ear. “We don’t
even have to go very far.” To tip the scale even further,Carly ran her fingers along
Lauren’ s waistband, nearly causing her knees tobuckle. “What do you say?’

Lauren nodded, because her voice felt far away in her haze oflust. She didn’t
recognize her life lately, in the best way possible. It wasbarely dark on a Monday, and
she was about to have an amazing dinner and someaction with a woman she was
growing to truly care about. Okay, she could admitthat Carly was aso ridiculously
hot and fun and taking Lauren’s shirt off withskilled precision.

She alowed Carly to lead her a few feet away from the hot stove, herhands on the
exposed skin at the small of Lauren’s back. Carly turned heraround and kissed her,
flooding Lauren’s senses. She tasted strawberry fromCarly’s lip gloss. She felt the
soft tickling of Carly’s hair on her ownshoulders. She wanted Carly’s hands on her
soon, al the while inhaling thescent of the most wonderful pot of chili she'd ever
cooked.



She drew one breath before Carly lifted the cups of her bra up andover, exposing her
breasts. Lauren tried to control her breathing, but air wasscarce. Carly pulled a nipple
into her mouth as she unbuttoned Lauren’s jeanswith her other hand and did them
partway down. They didn’'t need or wantforeplay. That wasn’'t what this was. They’'d
developed a shorthand like nonel auren had ever known. It was fun to take their time,
and oh, they did often,but fast and good in a kitchen had its merits as well, Lauren
had learned.

Carly dlipped her hand down the inside of Lauren’s underwear andtouched her
intimately. Lauren hissed in a breath and pressed back. Once thesensations settled,
they began. She rode Carly’s hand slowly, holding eyecontact, losing herself in a sea
of soft blue. It didn’'t take long. She saidCarly’s name, closed her eyes, and rocked
her hips frantically. She came with ashuddering cry, rocketing to a wonderful
oblivion of pleasure. She sucked in asteadying breath. She’ d been innocently cooking
just five minutes ago.

“You are so beautiful when you come,” Carly said reverently, stilltouching her. With
her other hand, she cradled Lauren’s cheek and then kissedher softly. “Can there be
more of that later?’

Lauren struggled to regain sentence structure, still in recoverymode. She nodded,
however, imagining all the ways she’ d even the score. Thethings she wanted to do to
Carly entered her mind with gusto. It was shaping upto be awonderful night off.

* % %

Tiny details mattered. The early afternoon sunshine on Lauren’ sback patio caught the
tiny hints of red in Lauren’s brown hair. Carly wasn’'tsure she’d ever noticed them
before and took joy in learning more tiny thingsabout Lauren. She liked her coffee
warm, but not hot. She liked to take walksin her neighborhood but preferred to do so
at night after a show. She lovedhaving her back tickled as she fell aslegp and knew



way more about footballthan Carly would have guessed.

“So I’'m doing this?’ Lauren asked, with a nervous smile.

Carly held up her palms. “I’'m merely a supportive bystander.”

She watched Lauren take the pen and sign her name with a flourish,finishing with a
twist of her wrist. “There. Done.” She raised her gaze intriumph.

Carly grinned back. “It’s official. You have an agent. A redly,realy good one, too.
UTA istop-notch.” She shrugged extra-casually. “ So,you’ re going to give your acting
career a second shot.”

Lauren hesitated. “Yes and no. | think it just means I’ll dip mytoe in the water and
seeif it's warm. My plan is to go on an audition or twoand decide from there.” She
shook her head. “It’s strange because I’ m notunhappy stage managing.”

“1 could tell. You were in your element.” The wind hit and Carlysnuggled farther into
her oversized sweatshirt.

Lauren winced and stared at the contract with uncertainty. “Infact, | really like it. But
what if | like acting more?’

“1 think you owe it to yourself to find out. One thing | know?Y ou’re really good at
both.”

“First world problems.” Lauren shook her head, highlighting howtorn she felt.
Carly’s stomach tightened. They'd talked on and off about thepossibility of Lauren

coming back West with Carly, but she'd never quitecommitted fully. From Carly’s
perspective, she couldn’t imagine anything betterthan the two of them in LA, the



town she loved. Though she hadn’t yet wrappedher head around what it all meant,
she’d never had feelings as powerful asthose she was experiencing for Lauren. While
still mysterious, she knew theywere too important to just wave to Lauren in her
rearview mirror when she leftMinneapolisin ten days. In fact, she couldn’t.

“Pack abag and come with me.” There. She'd flat-out said it.Again. “Just think. You,
me, palm trees, and blue water.”

Lauren turned to her. Those sparkling green eyes carried hope andwhat 1ooked to be
interest. Jackpot. “I think that might be a nice idea. Ithink maybe that’s what I'd like

to do.” Carly stared. So conservative. Socautious.

“1 thinkmaybeyou should lose themaybe,” Carly said and leaned in. She paused just
centimeters from Lauren’s lips,savoring the anticipation. Her favorite damn part.

Lauren closed the gap and kissed her softly, lingering. “Done.It’ s gone.”

Carly’sjaw dropped. She'd said yes. “We're LA bound. Look out,City of Angels.”

Lauren took a deep breath and reached for her phone. “I guess Ishould look around
for somewhereto live for afew weeks.”

Carly shook her head. “Y ou’'re impossible. Do you have anyunderstanding of that?’

“Impossibly beautiful, sexy, and in charge, you mean?”’

“Definitely, hell yeah, and’—she tilted her head back andforth—“all things are
negotiable.”

Another kiss. A longer one. Kissing Lauren, she'd learned, was afantastic way to
warm up in the colder weather. “1 can live with those terms,” Lauren said, with that



sensual look she always got right after being kissed,almost as if it left her a little
dizzy. Carly could identify. “How aboutbefore | race off to LA with you, we have
lunch, then later meet in afakeairport and face destiny again?’
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“You'reon.” Carly grinned.
“1 could go for some fries.”

Carly wanted to give Lauren the moon and stars. Fries shouldn’t beso hard.

No, no, no. Lauren was late for the matinee and she hated it withevery fiber of her
being. Traffic had clearly been out to get her, and she’' djust barely make her call time,
which was unheard of. She preferred to be extraearly, and when she wasn’t, she was
automatically late, even though she was ontime. It was a whole thing that made sense
in her head, at least.

“Wilks, hi,” Lauren said as she signed in. It wasn't unusua torun into Wilks
backstage, as he liked to make himself visible, but it was rareon Saturday.

“There you are. Just the woman | was looking for,” he said andkissed her cheek. He'd
been her biggest cheerleader since she'd changed hatsand stepped onto the stage
instead of into the booth, attending threeperformances of StarryNightsthat she knew
about. “Just wanted to let you know that JanWendel attended last night’ s performance
and loved what she saw.”

Lauren sguinted. “Wendel?” The Wendel family were well knownBroadway
producers. She didn’t know any of their first names, but could one ofthem be Jan?

“Yes, that Wendel. She's a good friend of Ethan’s. Told me that ifyou ever make the



move to New York to let her know.”

“Wow. As an actress?’

“As an actress. | thought about not telling you because you' re thebest stage manager
I’ve ever worked with, but you should know how well yourperformance is being
received.” She understood that Wilks was also checking inwith her, trying to assess if
he was about to lose his favorite stage manager.The idea stressed her out, and she
wasn't sure what to say. She hadn’t made anyplans...yet. She glanced down the hall
that led to her dressing room. “Thanks fortelling me, Wilks.” She pulled him in for a
quick squeeze. “I'm a little behindschedule.” Which seemed like the lamest excuse
when she heard it out loud.” Better get going.”

“Just keep me updated,” he said, and she headed down the hall. Herstomach turned a
little at the idea of leaving her job, but it turned back atthe thought of not exploring
every opportunity. She ordered herself to take adeep breath and knew full well she
might fall flat on her face as an actressonce she stepped outside of this role. If s0?
She'd be no worse off. Thathelped alittle.

“Hey, you,” Carly said. She smiled warmly, leaning against thewall in the hallway.
She’d done her makeup but had yet to get into costume.“What's going on? You
signed in but weren’'t in your dressing room.”

“Just a quick check-in with Wilks for amoment. No big deal.Logistical stuff.”

“Oh,” Carly sad knowingly. “Is he trying to convince you tostay?’

“1 get the impression he'sworried.”

“Good. Because if he's going to try and persuade you, | cancertainly redouble my
efforts.” She tossed her hair playfully, but even Carly’ssilly side trandated to



aluring. If only she knew how little she had to workto be persuasive.

Lauren ran her hand down the back of Carly’s hair affectionately.“ Trust me. You're
way ahead.” She gestured down the hall toward her owndressing room, her stomach
flip-flopping with uncertainty all over again. “Ibetter kick it into gear. I’ ve never been
thislate, and it’s stressing meout.”

Carly glanced behind her at the clock. “Yet you're not close tolate at all. You still
have time. What's it like to be you?’

“You don’'t want to know.” She placed a quick kiss on Carly’s lipsand headed down
the hall, never feeling more unsure of her future, andterrified of what that all meant.

Chapter Fourteen

“Los Angeles has terrible traffic. Y ou need to be prepared forthat. Always allow extra
time no matter where you're going.” Lauren’s motherlooked at her quite seriously the
way she aways did when she was nervous. “Oh,and wear a seat belt, which | know
you know, but | haveto say it. I’'m amom.”

Lauren returned to her bedroom from the bathroom, carrying hertoiletries bag. “1 will.
Asfor traffic, I’'m not taking my car, so Uber will bemy friend. Plus, Carly apparently
has a second one she doesn’'t drive too oftenthat she says | can use.” She tossed

another shirt into her suitcase.

“Well, that’s helpful of her.” Her mother paused. “I like her,Lauren. She's...kind.
Warm.”

“| feel the sameway.”

Her mother sat on the edge of her bed and continued to help herpack. Lauren had a



flight out West the next morning, and her mom had insistedon driving in to see her
off and help get everything in order. No, she wasn’'tgoing forever. At least, not yet.
But a few weeks away was a pretty big deal.Carly had already flown home, and
though they’d only been apart a day and ahalf, Lauren already missed her like crazy.
The distance made all the difference.

“The photos from curtain call looked so emotional,” her mothersaid. “Was it as
memorable as it looked? | just wish we could have been therefor the last one. We
almost bought tickets from a scal per.”

Lauren laughed. “Y ou were there for opening. That was enough. Asfor your question,
the closing show was like saying good-bye to the mostunexpected best friend.” She
met her mother’s eyes. “You know, | still can’tbelieve the whole thing was real. That
any of thisis.”

She thought back on just a few nights prior, standing downstage,her hand firmly in
Carly’s as they took their final bows and said farewell tocharacters who they not only
loved, but who had been instrumental in their ownrelationship.StarryNightswas what
brought Carly to her and made Lauren step out of hercomfort zone in a million
different other capacities as well. The wholeexperience had been a dream come true,
and Lauren was a different human for it.

“We'll see you back in a few weeks?” Wilks asked, as she performedthe bittersweet
task of cleaning out her dressing room the next day. Luckily,the stage management
office was just down the hall, and she wouldn’t have totravel far.
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She smiled at him. “| have no reason to say no at this point.”
“Until you do.” His face held affection and understanding.

She shrugged. “This business, Wilks...I'm not sure I'll ever have atrue handle on
how it works, and I’ ve been at it for years.”

“That's because it's always changing, presenting one surpriseafter another. One of
the reasons we love it.” He opened his arms for a hug,and she moved easily into
them. Since she'd started work at The McAllister,Wilks had been not only a solid
boss, but a kind mentor. He' d shared his wisdomwith her, and she trusted him.

“Thank you for everything,” she said. “I mean that.” This wasn't necessarilygood-
bye, but it felt likeit.

He released her. “1 feel | should be saying those words to you.You're a class act,
Lauren Prescott.” He shook his finger at her as he wakedaway. “And for selfish
reasons, I'm going to pray you walk through those doorsin a few weeks. | have a
theater to run, you know.”

“Good-bye, Wilks. I'll miss you.” He kept walking. He was a sweetman, but
sentimentality made him alittle itchy.

Saying good-bye to Carly had been a different story. They’d beapart for under a
week, but after the intensity of the last month and a half,she’'d feel empty without
Carly by her side. They’ d become an inseparable team,both at work and after.



“Do you have something to put on in case you get cold?’ Lauren hadasked, as they
stood outside of her place, waiting for the private car thatwould take Carly to the
airport.

Carly gestured to her Chanel bag. “| have a cardigan tucked away ,just in case.”

“Good. What about snacks for the plane?’

“I"'m flying first class, but if you want me to carry a sack lunch,l can. We can write
my name in my clothes, too.” She grinned.

“Cheeky,” Lauren said. She was nervous, and when she was nervous,she
overprepared. That apparently now extended to Carly, too. “I’m taking careof you.
It'swhat | do.”

Carly had held on to the sides of Lauren’s unzipped hoodie. “Y outook very good care
of me this morning,” Carly said, aluding to theirleisurely morning in bed. With
Carly’ s housing running out when the showclosed, she'd spent the last couple of days
at Lauren’s place, which had beenthe perfect way to decompress from the run of the
show. Not that they’d done aot of resting. “When does your flight arrive on Friday?’
“A little after four.”

“Perfect.” Carly got her ideaface on. “We can go somewherefantastic for dinner.”

“I’ll leave that planning up to you.”

Carly took a dramatic step back. “Who are you? The Lauren | knowplans everything.
Get off her lawn.”

Lauren laughed. “1’ll miss you until then. Even your overlydramatic proclamations.”



“1 don't know. After afew drama-free days, you may decide life iseasier without this
girl. Who's going to lament loudly when you’ re out of milk?’

“No one as loud about it as you are. That's for sure.” They heardthe sound of a car
pulling into Lauren’s street. She glanced sadly in thatdirection and back. “Kiss me.”

Carly hadn’t hesitated. In fact, she’d wrapped her arms all theway around Lauren,
making her feel cherished. Her eyes had misted, which wasridiculous. It was a few
days, for God' s sake.

Still, her heart ached.

“Do you have snacks for the plane?’ Lauren’s mother asked, pullingher back into the
fold of the present conversation.

She laughed. “We' re more alike than even | realized.”

“Why do you say that?’

She squeezed her mom’ s hand. “Not important. Can | ask yousomething?’

“Is this about how to make your chili spices richer? I’'m a bigproponent of a longer
marinating period.”

Lauren laughed, fully aware that her mother was joking. “It shouldbe about the
spices, but no.” She sat down on the bed, abandoning her packingfor a moment.
“When did you know Dad had your heart? As in, for good. Donedeal. This was the

guy.”

“When he knew every fault and weakness in my arsenal and stillcraved me just as
much.”
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“Craved,” Lauren repeated. She could identify entirely with theconcept.
Her mother held up afinger. “I’m not done.”
Lauren bowed her head in apology. “What else?’

“The second part that told me was when | couldn’t imagine my daywithout him. |
didn’t want to.” She lifted her shoulders. “I love being herewith you, my sweet girl,
but | also miss him and can’'t help but wonder if hewas able to heat up the chicken |
left him for tonight without burning hisfingers. Now, that’s love.”

Lauren closed her eyes, because that’s exactly how she felt. SinceCarly left, her days
felt strange and empty. She spent more time counting thehours until she would be
reunited with Carly than she did actually living. Theimbalance was alot to behold.

“1 think I’'m going to call him,” her mother said, glancing aroundfor her phone. She
paused. “Thisisabout Carly, isn'tit? 1 don't think I’ drealized it had gotten so serious.
She's a celebrity, Lauren. That comes with awhole other set of obstacles.”

Lauren smiled. “1 know that. Sometimes | forget, admittedly.”

“Does that...worry you at all?’

“Yes. It does.” But leaving Lauren’s world, and entering Carly’s?It felt like a much

larger issue now than ever before. Lauren wasn't sure whatto expect. “I don’t really
know what her lifeislike.”



“WEell, kiddo, | think you're about to find out.” She coveredLauren’s hand with hers.
“Do me afavor. You take care of yourself out there.No matter what kind of wheeling
or dealing you run into with the new agent oryour auditions, you remember who you
are: Lauren May Prescott, the best human Ihappen to know.”

She sent her mother a watery smile, as a mixture of excitement andtrepidation took
over. “That’s my plan.”

“And you're going to call me once aday for every state that nowwill separate us.”

Lauren frowned. “I'll try.” Lauren immediately winced at her errorand prepared
herself for the inevitable. “Don’'t do the Y oda voice.”

“Me to excuse Lauren Prescott?” her mother said in an alwaysstartlingly accurate
Yoda voice, which was prompted anytime Lauren used thewordtryinstead of
something more affirmative.

“You have to stop doing Yoda,” Lauren said, with alaugh.

“Hmmmm?’her Y odaMom said.

Lauren closed her eyes and grinned. “I promiseto call.”

That seemed to appease Y oda. At least for today.

Carly clutched the autumn-themed bouquet of flowers too tightly,making the stems
all mingle too closely. She couldn’t seem to relax. This wasit. Lauren would walk
through those doors in a matter of moments, and she'd getto show her around her
home city. She rolled her shoulders and swallowed the smilethat kept bursting onto



her face without warning. She'd never been the mostpatient of individuals,
admittedly, but waiting on Lauren’s flight to arrivehad her stomach muscles fully
employed and her skin all atingle.

To her right, a photographer snapped a couple photos of her, noteven attempting to be
discreet. There were three other paparazzi not far away.Having been out of LA for a
few months, she'd not had to deal with those guysand had forgotten how awful it
could be to feel like afish in a bowl, alwayson display. She ignored the clicks of his
camera. Yes, she could have allowedL auren to take a car to her place, but she wanted
to personally welcome her toCalifornia, whether it meant the whole thing would be
documented or not.

“Who are you waiting for, Carly?’ another paparazzo asked. She' dseen him before,
always with a video camera, much like the one he had trainedon her now. He was a
piece of work. She didn’'t answer. It was none of his damnbusiness. “Y ou glad to be
back in LA?" he asked. She watched the door instead,realizing sadly that he was only
gearing up. She concentrated on the happyoccasion and decided to pretend the paps
weren't there.

A flight had clearly just landed as a new group emerged from theglass doors. She
shifted her weight and watched the faces for Lauren, havingmissed her incredibly
since they’ d said good-bye earlier in the week.

“Sucks that no one wants to hire you anymore, doesn’t it?’ the manasked snidely.
The others clicked afew photos of her response. Nope. She wouldhold steady and not
let his words affect her. She was here because someone veryimportant to her was
arriving. This was a happy occasion. “Guess you're notpretty enough anymore to
cover up the whole can’t-act thing. Y our last film sucked,by the way.” More clicks of
alens. The video camera continued to roll. Sheclosed her eyes momentarily until she
found the strength she needed to maintaincomplete composure. She didn’t know this
man personally, so why did his wordsresonate? But she knew. They were the very



words she heard in the back of hermind on adaily basis.

When she opened her eyes again, there was Lauren, moving towardher with the most
beautiful smile she’d ever seen. She wore black pants, agreen ribbed turtleneck, and a
black and white plaid scarf. Her chestnut hairwas down, and she looked absolutely
amazing. Happiness hit instantaneously.Carly opened her arms, still clutching the
flowers, and Lauren walked straightinto her embrace, burying her face in Carly’s
hair. All was right with theworld again. More clicks.

“Hi,” Carly said quietly. “Hi.” She said that second one with althe feeling bubbling
inside of her. It was the most heartfelthiof her entireexistence. She squeezed Lauren
again, inhaling her scent.

“Twohisfor me? I'll take it,” Lauren said, still not letting go. “Hi back. Twice.
God,it's good to see you. Don't go anywhere.” Lauren let go and took a step
back.They stared at each other happily, makingasight for sore eyesthe most relevant
phrase on the planet.

“l can't believe you're here.” Carly practically bounced withexcitement. “For you.”

Lauren accepted the flowers and took a deep inhale. “I’ ve neverbeen given flowers on
landing before. These are gorgeous.”

“Times have changed.” Carly wanted to kiss Lauren, greet herproperly, but the
sounds of cameras clicking not ten feet away stole hercourage. Lauren looked over at
the motley group. “Wanna grab your bag and getout of here?’ Carly asked, trying to
divert her focus.
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“Yes, please. Show me your city. | would also kill for some food.”

“Coming right up. All of it. | hope you like steak and lobster. Iknow a place.”
Lauren melted. “Y ou have said all the right words and in areallygreat order.”
Carly held up avictoriousfist in front of her chest. “Nailedit.”

Asthey walked, Lauren stole glances at the paps who trailed them.”Is this normal for
you?' she whispered. “All the cameras. | remember yousaying they were around, but
so close?’

“Usually not this bad, but they camp out at the airport. Anyone travelinghas to come
through here, so it's a good bet they’ |l spot someone noteworthy toharass on a daily
basis. Today, they found me.” She shrugged.

“I'm sorry.” Lauren squeezed her hand just as video guy jumped infront of them,
walking backward as he filmed. “Is she your girlfriend, Carly?’Carly tossed
adon’tworryglance to Lauren, who seemed understandably uncomfortable, butsaid
nothing to the paparazzo. “Does she know you’ re washed up in this town?Maybe she
wants to jJump back on that plane.”

Carly held tighter to Lauren’s hand. “Could you give us somespace, please? | know
you're just trying to make a living, but we'd like to getmy friend’s bag and get out of

here.

“Your friend, huh? Looked like more than that, a minute ago. Hey,I’'m making a



better living than you are these days, though, right? What do yousay to a new line of
work? I'll talk to the boss for you. But you don’t looklike you're smart enough to
work a camera.”

“Why would you say that?’ Lauren asked, puzzled.

“Cause your girlfriend here isn't doing so well. A washed uphas-been who no one
cares about.”

Carly gave Lauren’s arm a gentle tug to rein her in. The worstthing you could do was
engage with these guys when their cameras were rolling.It was exactly what they
were hoping for. Then you were raking in the views onthe TMZ homepage having a
meltdown, and no one ever saw what came just beforeto provoke you.

“What do you know about anything?’ Lauren asked, refusing to backdown. To her
credit, she spoke with an impressive cam. “You're a slug with avideo camera
videotaping strangersin an airport.” He didn’t say anything,probably hoping she’'d go
on. Lauren sent Carly an apologetic look and wentquiet.

“Oh, | get it. You're into washed-up women?’ the same guy said.“ Sad.”

“Just stop,” Lauren told him.

He didn’t. “Cause | know a few folks who could show you what areal good time is.”
He grabbed himself provocatively with his free hand andlaughed. “Wanna have steak
and lobster with me instead? I’ ll make it worth yourwhile.”

That did it. Carly saw red. “You sad little asshole. Get the fuckout of our way, you

sexually repressed piece of human waste. Do you hear me?’They stopped at the
baggage carousel, and thank God, Lauren’s bag was alreadycircul ating.



“No. Can you say it louder? Or are you scared now. | think | seeyou trembling.” He
walked in a circle around Carly, al the while filming.People looked on, clearly
disapproving of his actions, but no one stepped in.Typical.

Lauren grabbed her suitcase, and Carly took the handle, pulling itbehind them as they
made their way out of the airport. The pap stepped intoCarly’s space, filming her
from the side as they walked. “Y ou’re upset thatyour girlfriend knows you’' re a dumb
loser, huh, Carly?’ He stepped in evencloser—and now hisjibes felt threatening.

She let go of Lauren’s hand, grabbed the lens of the camera, andgave it a shove.
“Stay away from me.” She wasn't happy with herself, but he’ dgotten the best of her.

“Thanks, Carly,” he said with a smug grin and took off. She’d justbankrolled the
lowlife.

She sighed as self-recrimination swarmed. She knew full wellthey’d edit her words to
go with that shove, making it look like a volatile,unprovoked outburst.

“I"'m so sorry, Carly. You okay?’ Lauren asked, once they’d made itto the parking
garage alone.

Carly shook her head. “1 wish | hadn’t done that. It's going to beonline the second he
selsit.”

Lauren looked back at the building. “I’ve never seen anything likethat. That guy, he
was so mean.”

“They’re like a pack of vultures. The second they sense a diverof vulnerahbility, they
attack. And | know better, dammit.” Carly shook herhead. “Guess I'm just out of
practice.”



Lauren kissed her cheek as they arrived at the car. “It was myfault. | engaged first.”

“No. You've never experienced them before, and actually, you kepta very cool head.
Color me impressed, as always.” Carly popped the trunk andloaded them up.

“Wait.” Lauren stared.

Carly turned. “Y ou okay? What’ s wrong?’
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Lauren took a giant step back. She pointed at the car. “Thisisit. Thisisthe 911. The

luxury vehicle you call when you have one hotemergency.”

Carly laughed, which took her mind off the airport incident. “Liveand in person. Did
you just call me hot or the car?”’

“You are the hottest person I’ ve ever seen in my life, but thiscar is something else.”
Carly touched her heart. “Don’'t leave me for a car. How would lexplain that?’

“Between you and the car, you win,” Lauren said, getting closer toCarly’s lips with
each word, and ending with the kind of hello kiss they shouldhave been afforded
twenty minutes ago. “ God, | missed these lips,” Laurenmurmured. “Gimme more.”

“You are such agood kisser,” Carly said. She pulled away briefly.“l will never tire of
the way you kiss. Do they teach kissing in stagemanagement school 7’

“Yes,” Lauren said simply, going back in with adreamy sigh.

* % *

Sunshine for days. That’s the best way Lauren could describe LosAngeles that early
November. You wouldn’'t actually know it was fall unlesssomeone pointed it out to
you. The trees ill stood tall, vibrant, and green.The blue skies seemed to
scream,Spendthe day outdoors, you fool. There was a chill in the air, butnothing near
as harsh as Minnesota this time of year.



Lauren had traveled briefly to California when deciding where topursue her career
after college, ultimately deciding on New York City for awhile. But this trip felt
different. Low stress. Breezy. It was her second dayin LA, and she planned to take it
al in.

She woke just past eight, placed a kiss on a sleeping Carly’ scheek, and snuck out of
bed. She looked back because she loved the way Carlysept, with a fist tucked just
below her chin. Lauren shook her head at theserenity of the image and marveled at
how it made her chest squeeze happily.She wanted to bottle and store this moment.
Instead, she took a mental snapshotand resisted the urge to climb back into bed with
the beautiful naked womanbefore her. There would be plenty of time for that ahead.

Carly’s house in the Hollywood Hills was modern, open, andexpansive. It swam in
natural light, which made the morning feel like a cheerfulone. She made herself at
home and started a pot of coffee, even though it tookher fifteen minutes to figure out
how to use the very foreign looking silvercoffee machine. Much like she had in
Minneapolis, Carly, and the hurricane shecould sometimes be, kept a surprisingly
neat house. Mail in a stack on thecounter. Spices in a line on the rack. Only her
refrigerator looked like theCarly she knew, as, for the most part, it sat empty.

“Areyou stalking my groceries?’

Lauren turned at the sound of Carly’s morning voice. She stoodacross the white
marble countertop wearing a navy T-shirt with the image of apink lip print across the
top. She couldn’t see the bottom half of her, butLauren would wager that T-shirt was
all she was wearing.

“Y ou might need afew more. It’' strue. Good morning.”

“l don't know what you're talking about. Grape jelly and picklesmake for a great
meal.” She came around the counter and wrapped her handsaround Lauren’s waist.



“Good morning. You'rein my house.”

Lauren glanced around. “ Surreal.”

“lsn’t it? | suppose it’s only fair. I've been to yours, land offull fridges and mighty
pugs.” She kissed Lauren sweetly and released her,heading over to grab a coffee cup
from the cute little rack they hung on.“How’ s he doing?’

Lauren smiled. She missed Rocky 1V, but he was bunking happilywith his buddy,
Trip, and she would see him soon enough. “Trip said he snoredall night but woke up

ready to play.”

“1 can identify,” Carly said with araised eyebrow as she doctoredher coffee. “But you
were out of bed before | could capitalize.”

Lauren was now regretting that decision, especially as she caughtsight of Carly’s ass
peeking out from the hem of that T-shirt. She squeezed hershoulders together at what

it did to her.

“You have your meeting today?’ Carly asked. She turned around,leaned against the
counter, and took a sip of her coffee. Carly had amazinglegs. And thighs, and—

“I"'m sorry, what?’

Carly grinned. “Y our meeting.”

“Yes. | have ameeting with my agent at one, and an audition justafter that.”

“ An audition on your second day? That’s amazing. What'sit for?’

“A rental car commercia. Apparently, | look like someone whomight be capable of



selling atemporary vehicle.” She did her bestThe Price Is Rightimpersonation. “Who
knew?’

“Me. You could sell me anything.”

“Filing away. What do you have going today?’ She watched asCarly’s features
shifted to blank.

“Just going to catch my breath, | think. Play hostess to myout-of-town guest. Fluff
her pillow.”
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Lauren smiled, but understood she' d struck a sore spot. Carly wasstill struggling to be
seen for the caliber of roles she was used to. “It’ sgoing to take time, you know, to get
them to think of you as a viable choiceagain. But they will.”

Carly offered aless than convincing smile. “Yeah. I’'m sure you'reright.” A pause. “I
hope you are.” She set her coffee cup on the counter.“While the executives figure that
out, I’'m going to hop in the shower.” Toillustrate the claim, she freed herself of the
T-shirt as she walked. Laurenblinked at her perfect, stark-naked body as she walked
through the sunbathedkitchen. Carly turned back casually. “Wanna watch?’

Lauren decided then and there that shereally, really liked LosAngeles.
Chapter Fifteen

The Fig and Olive on Melrose was hopping when Carly met Alika forlunch later that
week. Luckily, her name was still good for a last-minutereservation. She’d worn her
black suit, the sleek one with the pinstripes,paired with a starched white blouse and
heels. She' d been told she lookedkiller in the outfit, and that’s how she wanted to be
seen, as a seriouscommodity. At The Fig and Olive, you never knew what studio
movers and shakersyou might run into. In fact, she recognized a couple of executives
just afewtables down. They’ d nodded to her politely as she'd passed.

“Well, it's certainly great to see you,” Alika said. Her hair wasshorter than the last
time they’ d met. It suited her and brought out her beautifulbrown eyes.

“It' s great to seeyou aswell. | hope David and the kids are alright.”



“No one's killed anyone this week, so we have that working in ourfavor, and that
says a lot with Dynamite Davey in the mix. He's four and readyto throw down.” It
was truly nice to see Alika, and she enjoyed catching up.She also remembered the
reason for their meeting, and it was business, butthey’d get there. She’ d waited while
they ordered. She'd participated in smalltalk. She'd even taken time to admire the
newly made-over restaurant decor. Thelive trees in the middle of the space were
certainly breathtaking.

“S0, here sthe state of things.” Alika moved them into thebusiness lane and put Carly
out of her misery.

“I’'mready.” She folded her hands on the table. “In more ways thanone.”

“1 know that. Trust me, and I’ ve been working hard for you,Carly,” Alika said, just as
she was presented with her quail salad. “I have alittle something you might be right
for, and though the role isn’t as meaty asyou’ re used to, it’s not a bad opportunity.”

“Great,” Carly said. Everything in her relaxed. “That sounds promising,right? Tell
me. What are we talking about?’

“Seven days work on a Richard Hennessy film. A legal drama. It'sa midbudget
outing, but studio backed, so it should have al the bells andwhistles marketing-wise.
Y ou obviously wouldn’'t have top billing, but it's therole of a key witness in the case,
so memorable.”

“Memorable sounds amazing.” She looked around and lowered hervoice. “My star
has fallen. | get it. | have to pay my dues before I'm on theposter again. This thing
sounds perfect for me. When does it shoot?’

“In a couple of weeks. This character is the final role they needto cast, and then they
move into production mode. How’ s that risotto?’



Carly stared at her plate absently. She'd taken a few bites buthad no idea what it
tasted like. She was that hyperfocused on the conversation.” Oh, um, fantastic. Here.”
She handed Alika a spoonful and watched her melt.“What else?’

“There is nothing else, unless you want a dog food commercial.That | could probably
arrange.”

“God, | hope we're not there yet.” Carly set down her fork.“What’s the latest on
theStarryNightstransfer? We still have that to work for, right? | realythink 1’d be a
good choice for them.”

“1 didn’t want to have to tell you this, but it'sano go.”
“No? How isthat possible?” Shewouldn't at least try to setsomething up? That didn’t
make sense. Aha. Maybe the show wouldn’'t betransferring to Broadway after all.

“The project fell through, didn’t it?’

Alika shook her head and winced. “It opens in the spring onBroadway. They cast
Jenna McGovern as Ashley.”

Carly closed her eyes. Of course they had. Jenna was fantastic andeveryone knew it.
WEell, wasn't that just par for the course. “Who else?’

“ Someone unknown. A ballet background, | think?’

“Dammit.” Her heart sank. She ran her thumb across her napkinseveral times as the
disappointment settled. She was glad she’d downplayed thewhole thing to Lauren
now that the door had been sammed in their faces“That's more than a little

heartbreaking.”

Alika shook her head. “Nah, that’s just show business, and youknow it well.”



“l guess I've just never been on the awful end of it for so long.” She raised her
eyebrows and dropped them in defeat.

“Don’'t even wallow. What | need you to do,” Alika said, gesturingwith her fork like a
woman in charge, “is to concentrate on booking thisHennessy film. Think terrified
witness. Breathe it. Y ou have an audition onThursday.”

That was two days away. “Now that | can do.”

“Good. Now pass me some of that risotto if you' re just gonna moveit around on your
plate like a nine-year-old at an adult dinner party. Foodhere is too good to be wasted
onyou.”

Carly laughed and handed Alika the entire portion. Hell, she’'dsign over her soul to
Alikaif it meant she’d book this job. She needed it thatbadly. Her stomach churned,
and her heart raced with thoughts of the uncertainhorizon. She stared out the window,
nervous, sad, and restless.
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Carly took another hit from her wineglass and hit play on herphone to watch the
whole god-awful thing again. She yelled at the paparazzo,fury evident in her eyes,
and then in a quick edit appeared to grab the cameraand shove it. The extra added
sound effects made it seem like someone hadfallen over and had possibly been hurt.
Of course, that had been their goal.The more hellacious her behavior seemed, the
more clicks they’d get. Withoutthe actual conversation intact, she looked out of
control, a person with angermanagement issues. Another fabulous image booster.

When the video hadn’t surfaced in the first forty-eight hours,she' d been naive enough
to think she was in the clear. Seeing it together likethis, it looked even worse than
she'd feared.

She took another gulp of wine, half abottle in. She hit playagain because why the hell
not? There was the crazy woman snarling. Oh, wait.That was her. She hit stop. Play
again. Her own voice echoed throughout herbackyard from the speaker on her phone.
“Getthe fuck out of our way, you sexually repressed piece of human waste. Do
youhear me?’ She winced through the shove.

“Hey. What are you doing out here? Why aren’t you wearing a coat?’

Lauren. She'd had a full day in Hollywood with three auditions anda lunch meeting
with United Talent about her prospects and trgectory, asthey’d put it. Carly had
expected her home sooner, so that likely meant thingshad gone well. She turned
around to see Lauren in her sweater and boots,hugging herself against the evening
cold. It was dark out. Carly must have beenout here for at least a couple of hours. Not



like she had anywhere else to be.

“Just watching my new favorite TV show.”

Lauren peered over her shoulder as Carly hit play. “Oh, God,” shesaid as the video
concluded. “That’s not how it happened at all.”

“Doesn't matter.” Carly sipped. She set the glass on the tablenext to her. “My
phone’'s been blowing up ever since it posted. Alika, Fallon,even my mom. She's
horrified.”

“You're not okay. | cantell.”

“Just part of the game.” Carly shrugged. “A game | can’t seem towin anymore.”
Lauren looked around the yard helplessly. “What can | do?’

“Absolutely nothing. It's a nice night, and | don't want to thinkabout any of that
anymore. Not when you're here.” She held out her hand toLauren. “Come here. We
can keep each other warm.”

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Lauren said, allowing Carly totug her until she sat
in her lap, Lauren’s back against her shoulder. “I’mhappy to be right here.” Lauren

turned Carly’ s face up to hers and kissed hersoftly. “What a crazy day.”

“Tell me about it. | want to live vicariously.” Carly wrapped anarm around Lauren’s
midsection and snuggled in, taking a deep inhale.

Lauren laughed. “Please, I’'m the one in your world.”

Carly blew out ajaded breath. “Not from where I'm sitting. Y ou’ rethe one getting all



the action.”

“For bit parts maybe.” Lauren’s arm was draped around Carly’ sshoulder. She began
to play with Carly’s hair as they sat there, lifting it andletting it fall, which felt so
amazing that Carly aimost let go of the emotionsthat seemed to be taking their turns
with her. Anger, desolation, and feardanced in a conga line of attack. The night
seemed larger than she was,daunting in a new and unfamiliar sense.

“Ajobisajob.” Carly forced asmile. “How did the auditionsgo?’

Lauren scrunched her shoulders in that cute and hopeful way shesometimes did. “I
think they went well. For this guest starring role onThe Subdivision, theywanted to
talk the scene out with me and try different motivations and tacticsin the room. I’'ve
never had that before. Back in my auditioning days, theywould just say thank you
fifteen secondsin, and that’d be it.” She snagged asip of Carly’swine.

“You have clout now. A quality credit from The McAllister and,even more
importantly to them, UTA sent you. Everyone loves UTA.”

Lauren shook her head, mystified, staring out into the night. “Whoknew a stamp of
approval from a reputable agency would pull such a differentresponse to the very
same person?’

Carly pointed at herself and sipped her wine. “The second | wassigned with Alika, the
landscape of my career tilted dramatically in a positivedirection. People paid more

attention.”

“1 can’t imagine anyone not paying you attention. We walk into arestaurant and heads
swivel.”

“That’ s not about me. | wish it was. That’'s about the idea of me.The allure of fame.”



Lauren turned in her lap to see Carly better. “Y ou’ re depressedtonight. Do me a favor
and look at me.”

Carly did. It was the best Band-Aid in the world. Lauren’s greeneyes sparkled
beneath the moonlight, and she suddenly had this urge to see heron Christmas
morning, smiling as she unwrapped gifts. “I happen to know youpretty well after all
this time we spent together, and I’'m going to let you inon a secret. It’s about my first
few days knowing you.”

Carly grinned and gave Lauren a squeeze. “ This should beinteresting. A peek behind
the proverbial curtain and into the mind of onelauren Prescott.”

Lauren looked skyward as she assembled her thoughts. Distantly,Carly heard a
coyote howling. “I was prepared not to like you. Convinced Iwouldn’t.”

“Oh, thisis off to atroubling start.” Carly stuck out her bottomlip.
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“Stay tuned,” Lauren said and bopped it. “ The rumors were awful.Then you showed
up late. You didn’'t seem to care.”

“Yeah, I’'mreally sorry about all of that. | feel like I’ velearned alot since then.”
“Not at al the point of my story. Do you want to listen or apologizesome more?’

God, Carly loved it when Lauren took charge and teased her. It gother all tingly and a
little turned on. I want to listen to you some more.Please go on. Regale me.”

Lauren smiled, and Carly’s heart warmed. “But what happened, despitemy
preconceived ideas, isthat | couldn’t stop stealing glances at you. Iwatched you work.
| took note of how kind you were to everyone you spoke with.Y our beauty took my
breath away.” Carly’slips parted, and she sifted throughthis new information. Lauren
had noticed her that early on?

“You're not making thisup?’

Lauren shook her head. “The point of this story is that thoseheads turning have
nothing to do with the fact that you're famous. I'm sure itdoesn’t hurt, but you need
to take my word for this.” Carly blinked, realizingshe was holding Lauren so tightly
that she had to have noticed. “Y ou come withalife force, Carly, a presence that draws
people to you. You're special inthat way, and just being here with you tonight, | feel
incredibly lucky.Getting to know you and seeing that what’'s on the inside is just as
beautifulas what' s on the outside has been the most amazing journey.”

Carly couldn’t find words, and she was a person who aways hadthem. Hell, she



rarely shut up. After spending the day feeling inconsequentialand small, Lauren, in
under five minutes, had managed to make her feel like shemattered again. More than
that, she feltimportant. What a gift Lauren had just given her. “Thank you for that.
You didn’t have to,especially when I'm acting like a pathetic jerk and knee-deep in
wine.”

Lauren gave Carly’s chin a little shake. “It's al gonna turnaround. Just you wait.
What did Alika say?’

The corners of Carly’s mouth tugged. “She said | have an auditionfor a film on
Thursday.”

“What?" Lauren practically yelled, leaping off Carly’s lap andfacing her. “And
you're just now saying so? Talk about burying the lede.”

Carly laughed and held up a hand. “I’m not going to get excitedabout it yet, but the
director knows my work, and if he's asking me to come in,it's a good sign. He's
aware of what he's getting, right? And still asking.”

“In my experience in the room with directors, yes, that’s beenexactly the case. | think
this bodes really well for you.” Lauren held out herhand, and Carly accepted it,
standing.

“Where are we going?’

“We are going to your amazingly large kitchen where I’'m going tocook us up some
chicken carbonara while we sip wine and talk about our days.”

“1 have no groceries.”

“Good thing | stopped at the store on my way home.”



Carly shook her head. “God, you' re good.”

“We're not going to watch that video on your phone anymore becauseit’s stupid and
not you. And if things go well in the kitchen, we might evenfool around later. Who
knows?’

Carly blinked. “That sounds like exactly the kind of night Ineed.”

Lauren kissed her hand. “| was hoping you’ d think so.”

As Lauren tugged her into the house, Carly raised an eyebrow. “Youreally think my
kitchen isbig?’

“Do leshians rent U-Hauls on Saturdays?’

“That big, huh?”

Lauren shifted in bed as the early morning sunlight tiptoed in.She blinked against it,
slowly waking up. Her body felt heavy and wonderful andwarm. God, what was
happening to her? She grinned. Carly was happening to her.Carly softly tickled
Lauren’s stomach, waiting patiently for permission. Laurenhad discovered early on
that Carly loved morning sex, and it hadn’t taken muchto make her a believer, too.
She turned her head and found Carly’s baby blues.She still had those wonderfully
swollen lips, a sign that Lauren had spent thenight kissing them. Her blond hair fell
across the pillow, and her hand circledLauren’s belly button. Carly raised an
eyebrow. Lauren shook her head with achuckle, knowing exactly the plans Carly had.
Except Lauren had plans of herown.

“You're sexy in the morning,” Carly said. Lauren pulled the sheetdown from Carly’s



chest for a more fulfilling view of her body. Carly followedher gaze down to her
breasts and then back up again with awell, welllook.Carly’s skin caressed by sunlight
appeared so soft. Lauren wanted her.

“I"'m not the only one who's sexy,” Lauren said. With the stirringbetween her legs
propelling her, she eased Carly onto her side and pressedherself against Carly’s back.
With her arm wrapped around Carly midsection, shehad excellent access to the
breasts she enjoyed so much. She cupped onekneading it, pressing it, al the while
listening to Carly’s quiet gasps. Shepinched the nipple. Carly hissed in a breath. She
did her arm between Carlyand the mattress, which allowed her to pay the same
attention to the otherbreast. There was a bird outside, singing to them in the middle of
November,Lauren realized distantly. The perfect soundtrack for the morning. She
partedCarly’s legs with her knee and eased her hand between them from behind.
Sheclosed her eyes a how ready Carly aready was. She pushed against
Lauren’shand, but teasing her was so much more fun. She kept her touches
light,fleeting, until she had Carly making the most adorable whimpering
noises.Finally, she circled the spot she knew would take her over the edge and
watchedas her body flexed and clenched, her hips rolling in the most sensual
abandon.

“You're shaking,” Lauren said, gathering Carly into her arms, onceshe’' d gone slack.

Carly smiled. “It was that good.”
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Lauren kissed her temple. “1 think | like you.”
“More. | think you have a crush on me,” Carly said, turning aroundin her arms and
touching Lauren intimately. “Oh.” Lauren’s eyes flutteredclosed. “I think...” Heat
rushed downward. Her senses overloaded, and out ofnowhere, the most powerful
orgasm ripped through her just like that. Her bodyshook, the intense pleasure washing
over, fast and hard. She arched her backwhile Carly’ s hand continued to intensify her
experience. The sounds she heardwere from her, and she didn’'t hold back. She could

let go with Carly. She wassafe. Finally, her muscles relaxed, and she lay satisfied
against the bed.” That’s some kind of crush,” she murmured.

Chapter Sixteen

“l don't know what you want from me. | answered your questions asbest | could.”
Carly blinked, then looked around the room, terrified.

“Did you consult with the defendant before testifying here today?”

Carly widened her eyes. “What? No. God, no. | haven't spoken toVictor since that
day in July. The day we lost Amy.”

“You didn't like the defendant’ s wife, Amy, much, did you?’
“Idid.”Her lip quivered.

“Do you aways pull guns on your friends?’



“Not always.”

“Perfect.” Rick Hennessy stood from his chair across the room and approachedher.
The casting director hit pause on the video camera as Carly gathered hercomposure
from the scene. This was the third reading she’ d done for them thatday She'd worked
on the sides for hours to be sure she’d nail the audition, andwhile she wouldn't say it
was her best ever, she was dtill quite satisfied withher work. “You brought so much
more to the character than even | saw,” he saidand placed a hand on her shoulder.
“Amazing work today. | know you're notsomeone who auditions anymore, and |
want to thank you for doing this for me.This has been just fantastic. My brain is
firing.”

“I"'m glad. It felt good,” she said. “I love everything about thescript.”

“It's a smaller role than you're used to, but meaty as fuck, and Iwant to really
highlight the character’s contribution to the main’s arc. Plus;there’ s the whole shock
factor of this scene that is going to have peopletalking once the reveal happens. You
don’t see her admission coming.”

“l didn’t, when | read the script.”

He ran a hand over his stubble. “I can see you redlly killingthis. It's exciting. This has
been good.” He looked to his casting director,still seated at the table, and nodded.

Carly felt relief rise up in her chest, and she couldn’t stopsmiling. She placed a hand
on her chest. “I feel the same way. Honestly, forme, it’s not about the size of the role,
it's about the character.”

“Totally.” He held out his arms for a hug, which she reciprocated.” Thanks for this,
Carly. You were amazing, as you aways are. Big fan. We'll bein touch.”



“1 look forward to it. Thanks, Rick.” She waved to the group atthe table and grabbed
her bag. When she emerged onto the studio lot, she raisedher shoulders to her ears
and took a deep breath. For the first time in weeks,Carly felt like things just might be
okay. She popped her sunglasses onto herface and headed home. Maybe she'd pick
up a couple of iced coffees to surpriseLauren. After that, maybe they’ d get dressed up
and go some place fancy,romantic, and picturesque. She had something to celebrate.

The restaurant Carly had picked out for them was breathtaking. TheOrchard Inn
Restaurant was just what it sounded like, a little restaurantnestled inside an inn
located on an actual apple orchard. Lauren had no ideasuch a combination existed and
had never seen anything like it. It felt likethey were having dinner in the most
romantic of storybooks. She'd even worn thepretty red dress and her favorite silver
bracelet to make her feel fancy.

“I loveyouinred,” Carly said. “Not that | don’t like you inevery color.”

“1 accept the compliment.” Lauren lifted her glass of Bordeaux inthe soft candlelight.
It had to be the most expensive wine she'd ever tasted,and it showed. She touched her
glass lightly to Carly’s. “I missed you today.I’ m glad we' re doing this.”

Carly’s blue eyes sparkled, and matched the dress she’' d selectedfor dinner perfectly.
“|1 feel the same way. We were on opposite schedules allday, so | wanted to spend
some time together.” She looked around. “I haven't beenhere in years. It's a little
known LA secret.”

Their set menu for the evening, which Lauren was told by theserver changed nightly,
was New York strip with pepper cognac sauce, creamedspinach, and poblano
macaroni and cheese. For dessert, they’ d have bananasFoster butter cake with a petite
chocolate milkshake. It realy was afairytale.



It felt wonderful to be somewhere so quaint, so charming. Lauren’sday had gotten
away from her. When she'd stepped into her callback for a bitpart on an action
movie, the casting director had taken a good hard look ather. After her reading, which
she honestly felt she’ d bombed, the woman met herin the hallway. “Do you have time
for one more? | can’'t help but wonder if youmight be right for a hard-to-cast project.
Something very different from thisone.”

“Um, sure. Of course.” She checked her watch and realized it wasnow late in the
afternoon. How had that happened?

The woman scribbled some directions on the back of her businesscard. “You're
looking for an office building three down from this one. I’vemessaged ahead and
they’re expecting you. But hurry, because they’ re wrappingup for the day and have
agreed to squeeze you in.”

“Okay. Great. | appreciateit.”

Lauren quickly read atext from Carly about iced coffees as shescurried across the lot,
halfway wanting to ditch the additional audition andjoin Carly at home instead for
that iced latte poolside. Yet she remindedherself that she'd come to LA for an
exploratory mission, and she needed to useher time to do just that. Carly would be
waiting after.

“And how was your day today?’ Carly asked, swirling her wine fromacross the table.
Lauren noticed a nearby table smile in their direction. Theyraised a glass to Carly,
and Carly raised hers back. She'd been recognized butdidn’t miss a beat in their
conversation.
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“You first. Tell me al about the audition,” Lauren said, restingher chin in her hand.

Carly lit up. “It went as well as | had hoped. We ran the scene acouple of different
ways. They put me on video, which is customary, and by theend, | think the director
was really happy.” She leaned in. “Hennessy is astraightforward guy, and | don't
think he would have gushed as much as he hadif the offer wasn't coming, you
know?’

“Of course.” Lauren sent a silent thank-you to the stars, which,on their way in, had
glistened extra bright. Carly needed this pick-me-up in abig way. “I knew you’'d nail
it. Have you worked with this director before?’

“Never, but werun in alot of the same circles. | like his style.”

“1 liked the director from my audition today, too. | wound up withan extra one, which
iIswhy | was late. A casting director thought | might be &fit for another film her office
was handling. So | ran over with it being soclose and got to read for the part. Let me
tell you, it felt like a much biggerdeal than the low budget indie | read for first.” She
hugged her shoulderstogether. I felt Hollywood fancy. It was fun.”

Carly laughed and sipped the wine. “Sometimes you find the verybest possible
projects that way. What' s the film about?’

“I’'m not sure. | didn’t even get the title of the film because itwas such a whirlwind
getting there, but the sides were from a scene in acourtroom and | read for a witness.
We did some workshopping, and then they hadme read with another actor who's
aready been cast.”



“Oh.” Carly inclined her head to the side. “That sounds like theyreally liked you.”
She paused and set down her wine, as if mulling somethingover. “You said it was a
court scene you read today. That sounds like myaudition for the Hennessy film,
strangely.”

Lauren froze. “I don’t think so. The director’s name was Rick.”

Carly nodded, her smile now tight. “Rick Hennessy.”

“Oh, wow.” Lauren didn't know where to go. Had she known this wasCarly’s
audition, the one she'd been so excited about, she never in a millionyears would have

goneinfor it.

Carly shook her head ruefully. “We read for the same directortoday. Can you believe
that? Crazy.”

Lauren blinked. “I honestly didn’'t realize. I’ m so sorry.”

Carly appeared unfazed, but amost as if she was trying for that.“Y ou have nothing to
apologize for. Thistown is pretty small at the end of theday.”

Lauren sat back in her chair just as two amazing plates of foodwere set in front of
them. She laughed. “1 don’t even know what to say now.”

Thiswas certainly awkward.
Carly took a deep breath. She stared at her plate as if she’'d losther appetite. Lauren
hated that. This was their celebratory dinner. “I don’tthink we have to say anything. It

iswhat it is.”

“Listen, I'm nobody and you’ re Carly Daniel. There's nocompetition here. Trust me.”



Carly shook her head. “Don’'t say that.” She seemed genuinelybothered by that
sentence. “You're Lauren Prescott, and you' re definitelysomebody important, and the
only person to call me on my own bullshit in averylong time.”

Lauren smiled. “I think | was the only person crazy enough to.”

“So true. How isthis so amazing? We need to invite the chef overand keep him.”
Lauren laughed. “ See? That would never occur to me, acommoner.”

They ate in silence, but a weight had settled over the evening. They made small talk,
smiled at each other, and marveled again and again overthe amazing food. There was
too much marveling, in fact.

“Arethingsweird now?’ Lauren asked, finally, over dessert.

Carly shook her head. “No. Not at all.” A pause. She softened.”Maybe a little.” She
offered a genuine smile. “I don’t want them to be.”

“Me neither.”

“Okay.” Carly reached for Lauren’s hand and kissed it. “ Then let’ snot allow it.”
“Deal ”

But when they went to bed that night, Lauren felt the distancemanifest into the
physical. Carly wasn't herself. She kissed Lauren good nightbut remained on her side

of the bed.

“You okay over there?’ Lauren asked into the dark.



Page 71

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 12:42 pm

“Yes, just exhausted. Crazy day.”
“It was.”

Lauren lay awake, staring across the spacious bedroom, adornedwith all of Carly’s
personal touches: lace curtains, sage walls, soft pinkpillows, and the Van Gogh print
from Lauren hanging on the wall across from thebed. In her head, the questions
swirled, her concerns mounting. She felt alonefor the first time since she arrived in
LA and was nervous about the path theywere heading down. There had been a time
not too long ago when she wasconfident what she and Carly had was a romance that
would run no more than the lengthof their show’s run. What if she was someone
Carly just had to put up with nowthat they werein LA? Carly’s life was her own, and
Lauren was arun-of-the-mill stage manager with a boring apartment and a pug who
liked to befed at the same time every night. Now, in addition to all of that, it
seemedlike Carly was growing more and more uncomfortable with Lauren playing in
hersandbox. How long would it be before Carly was done with her altogether?
Sherecognized that her own insecurities were bubbling up, but in the quiet of
thenight, the unnerving thoughts were hard to swallow back. She looked to herleft, to
the blond hair she could make out in the pale moonlight, and hertrepidatious heart
pulled. Since when did Carly sleep on her own? Things werechanging between them,
and Lauren felt her armor go up.

It was going to be along night.

* % *

The night before had ended on a weird note, and Carly hated thatshe'd let that



happen. She woke the next morning with a bright new outlook,ready to make it up to
Lauren and push the uncomfortable tension to the curb.She showered, slipped into
jeans and a snuggly hoodie, and made coffee for bothof them to drink poolside,
flipping on the outdoor heaters as she passed. Thanksgiving was not far off, and she,
for one, was abig fan of the holiday.

“Thisiswhat I’'m thinking,” Carly said, with a read-the-headlinesgesture.

“I'm ready.” Lauren grinned from behind her mug. She wore leggingsand an
oversized red sweatshirt. She was quieter than norma this morning, butstill
affectionate and warm. Carly woke up to find her organizing the junkdrawer in the
kitchen.

“1 see your organizational skills are starving for exercise.”

Lauren had nodded. “ They are. These scissors need their own homebase. I’ m thinking
top left, though bottom right might make them quicker forgrabbing in an emergency.”

“Oh yeah.” Carly nodded solemnly. “I’'m glad you thought of that. Ihave way too
many scissor emergencies around here to be reaching to the topleft.”

“Right?’ Lauren said emphatically, and the darling thing was thatshe truly meant it.
“Bottomiitis.”

The organizing, Carly had come to learn, happened when Lauren wasin her head,
processing details, either emotional or logistical. Now, as theysat poolside, she hoped
she could alleviate some of the perceived stress.

“1 thought it might be fun to do a big Thanksgiving dinner here. Iknow | pushed for
us to go out to arestaurant, but | get the feeling that itwasn’t your ideal way to spend
the day.”



Lauren nodded. “I guess I'm allittle old-fashioned that way, but Ilike sitting around a
table with people you care about and sharing ameal.” Shetucked one leg under her as
her passion grew. “There were times when | couldn’tmake it back home to have
dinner with my family because | had a show to calether that afternoon or the
following, and we'd put something together forjust those of us in town, whoever
happened to be working the show and wouldn’ tsee their family or friends.”

Carly nodded. “I love that idea. | think we should do just that.Y ou can meet some of
my friends, and of course, you' re welcome to invite anyoneyou'd like, though it
might be alonger drive.”

Lauren thought on it. “Trip might come if we asked him.”

Carly looked back at the house. “Yes, he can stay here. And | knowthe perfect
company with the absolute best catering.”

“No way,” Lauren said, aghast. “The point of Thanksgiving dinneris the meal prep,
and | desperately want to watch you race around the kitchenwith me in a cute little
apron.” She looked skyward asif imagining a highlyenjoyable daydream.

“Can the apron at least be designer?’

“I"m willing to compromise on this one detail for the sake ofharmony.”

“Then consider it adone deal.”

The sound of a vibrating phone stole Carly’s attention. Lauren’sdanced on the
outdoor glass end table. “Y ours.”

Lauren checked the readout and picked up the phone. “My agent,” she said, with a
curious look to Carly. “Hi, Jim.” Carly looked on, impressedwith how busy they’'d



managed to keep Lauren while she was in town. She imaginedthat they’ d lined up yet
another group of auditions. “Oh, just sitting by thepool, drinking a cup of joe.” A
pause. “Yeah, | thought it went well. I’'m gladthey agreed.” Another pause. “Are you
sure?’ Carly sipped and listened,intrigued by whatever had pulled Lauren up short.
“No. I'm just surprised...Okay,sure. We can talk about it later. Thanks for calling,
Jm.” A pause. “Yes, dlof that. I'll wait to hear from you.”

Lauren clicked off the call but kept her gaze on the screen.

“What was that about?’ Carly asked. “Y ou seem confused.”

Lauren finally raised her eyes to Carly again, and her expressioncould only be
described as regretful .

“What?" Carly said. Concern flared, as a chill off the poolsmacked her flat in the
face. She snuggled into her hoodie and waited forLauren to say something.

“The Hennessy film. They offered it to me.”
“Oh.” She paused, taking that in. “They did? Wow.” The informationhovered. She

wasn't quite able to absorb the parameters of what it all meant.“ That's fantastic,
Lauren.”
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Lauren shook her head. “No. It's not. | just feel like it has tobe some kind of
mistake.”

Carly sat up straight, forcing herself to rise to this damnoccasion and handle it with as
much grace as she possibly could. Sure, it feltlike the one thing she'd pinned al her
hopes on in desperation had justcollapsed all around her in grand fashion like one of
those buildings theyimplode on purpose. Step one, however, was to be happy for
Lauren.

“It absolutely was not. You're good at this whole acting thing,and people are taking
notice. Celebrate that.”

Lauren had gone white. “But this was supposed to be yours.” Shestood as if needing
to take some kind of action, yet not sure what. “I’ll tellthem | don’t want it. | think
that’s what needs to happen. | don’'t need any ofthis, Carly. In fact, I'm not even sure
that it sme.”

Carly balked and stood with Lauren, taking her hands. “That wouldbe insane. Y ou get
that, right? Of course you want it. The film could opendoors for you.”

“Do | even want doors open? I’'m happy as| am. | like my life.”
“1 think you owe it to yourself.”
At the same time, Carly was aware of what this meant for herself.They were outside

in the open, yet it still felt like the world was closing inon her. Her sense of self
drifted farther away by the minute, and grapple asshe might, she couldn’t quite get



her stomach under control. It pitched androiled.

“Carly,” Lauren said, as Carly dropped her hands. “| don’t knowwhat to say here.”

“Don’'t say anything,” Carly said and kissed her cheek. She waswildly aware of the
ticking clock, and the fact that she didn’t have a lot oftime before this holding-it-
together thing was going to expire. Anuncomfortable lump had already formed in her
throat, and she needed to get thehell out of there. She retrieved her coffee and
inclined her head toward herhome. “I’'m gonna go do some reading. | think the
newVarietycame yesterday. Congratulations,Lauren.” She turned her back and
headed toward the back door. She didn’t getmore than ten feet before the tears pooled
in her eyes.

As long as Carly had known her, Lauren had been sensitive when itcame to other
people' s emotions, and to her credit, shelet Carly go.

Carly let herself into her office, her favorite place to sit andlearn her lines. Well, back
when she had lines to learn. In place of the workshe wished she was doing, she spent
the next hour watching the trees rustleback and forth. She felt unimportant and
embarrassed.

“You okay in here?’ Lauren asked from the doorway sometime later.She’d changed
into pants, a black pullover, and short boots with alow heel.She looked fantastic, like
she was ready to take on the world, which likelymeant she was meeting with
someone or had papers to sign on the Hennessy deal.God. Was this Carly’s life now?
She’'d watch Lauren head out into the world,landing one new job after another, while
she sat home and remembered when thatused to be her? Her soul ached, and she took
amoment to answer.

“I’m okay. Really. Y ou look nice.”



“You don't look it, Carly. Will you talk to me?’

How in the world was she supposed to explain that she wasdevastated but felt like a
complete ass for it? That she wished Lauren the bestbut not if it came at a price like
this one? That wasn't okay. As selfish asCarly had been in the past, even she knew
that much. “I’'m happy for you, | am.But | think the timing of all your success up
against my complete and utterfailure is not the most ideal, you know?’

Lauren nodded solemnly. “I get it. | hate it.” She looked around,surely feeling
helpless and guilty about what should have only been fantasticnews. What a pair they
were. “Do you want me to go? Leave you aone?’

Carly looked up at Lauren, feeling vulnerable as hell. Why did ithave to play out this
way? Lauren felt a million miles away, and Carly had nofucking clue how to fix that.
She needed to be big and mature and an adultabout this, but as hard as she tried, she
couldn’t muster the ingredients.“Don’t you have somewhere to be?’ She blinked at
Lauren, and inclined her headtoward the new outfit.

“Oh. Um, Rick has requested a meeting to talk through somecharacter stuff. |1 can’t
imagine it will go too long.”

Carly nodded. She knew production would start soon, and Rick waslikely dotting his
I's and crossing his t's. “Go. Enjoy yourself. I'm being anidiot, and you definitely
don’t deserveto sitinonit.”

“Maybe | want to.”

“Well, you can’'t haveeverythingyou want, Lauren.” She hated the sentence the
second it left her lips. Thiswasn’'t who Carly wanted to be, and yet, it was who she
was becoming. “I’msorry. See? You should go before it gets worse. None of thisis
your fault.”



Lauren nodded silently, clearly feeling unsteady. Carly didn’twatch her walk away,
but the click of her heels down the hallway told thestory. Alone now in the cold,
stupid house she couldn’t afford, she let thetears have their way with her. The sobs
came from the back of her throat, lacedwith fear and disappointment in herself.

Chapter Seventeen

The day had hit Lauren hard and fast. Pleasant, exciting,uncertain, and devastating,
had all been stops on her emotion-packed day. Hergood-bye conversation with Carly
had been the absolute low point that now hadher blinking back tears and wondering
how she'd gotten so far out of herleague.

For her appointment, however, she forced herself to suck it up.

Rick Hennessy had his own office on the Warner Brothers lot. Hecame with that
much clout. Lauren took a moment to google him in her car andwas surprised to see
that he had directed several films she' d seen and enjoyed.That discovery left her more
nervous than ever, feeling again like a secondgrader who'd wandered into the high
school lunchroom by mistake. Surely,everyone saw she was a second grader, right?

She shook off the feeling and gave her name to the guard in thelittle booth at Warner
Brothers, who then directed her where to park. She foundthe office Hennessy rented
in what looked to be a small apartment complex onthe studio grounds. How odd.

“Hey, Lauren. Come in. Come in.” He greeted her as if he hadn’tjust shoved the
meeting into his already packed workday and sat with her atwhat looked to be a
cafeteria table across from his desk.

“1’m happy we're doing this,” he said and ran his hand over hisbeard. “1 was floored
we found you, like it was meant to be. Y ou know, the wayit all played out? Cosmic.”
He pointed his finger at her a few times while hespoke, reminding her of all those



really intense hipsters from college.
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“1 was every bit as surprised as you were,” she said.

“l read about your casting at The McAllister after you left theaudition. | love the
story.”

“Oh.” She grinned. “Me, too. One of those things you never couldhave predicted in
life.”

“Right?’ Rick sat back in his chair and opened his laptop. “So,let’s talk about the
character of Astrid.” They spent the next thirty minutesdiscussing the script and his
personal vision for her character’s short arc.They had a decent give-and-take, and by
the end of the session, she'd decidedshe really liked Rick. He knew what he was
doing, even if she had no clue aboutwhat she was.

“Can | ask aquestion?’ Lauren had to know.
“Shoot.”

“What made you cast me? Cinderella story aside. I'm an unknown.You had big
names you could choose from, I’'m sure.”

He scratched above his lip as he considered the answer. “Wedefinitely did, and it was
atough call. I'll be honest. Lots of back-and-forthwith the studio. In the end, | think

there were two things that factored in.”

“Okay.” Lauren listened patiently.



“Your audition made it clear that you typed perfectly for therole. Physicaly, you're
exactly what | pictured, and you brought the rightenergy. Next, the fact that you're a
little green only helped. The character isafish out of water on that witness stand. It all
read so authentic. Now, wejust have to bottle that.”

She nodded. “Makes sense. Thank you for explaining.” She shrugged,feeling every
bit the fish out of water even right now. “And thank you forhaving me. All the things
a person should say when leaving a meeting likethis.” She laughed.

He did, too. “See? Y ou’ re perfect.”

So that had been it. She ruminated on the whole thing as sheheaded back to her car.
The temperatures were dropping as a cold front movedthrough LA. Carly had been
too comfortable at the audition, too at home in herown skin. Lauren knew Carly had a
dozen offers out there waiting for her. Shejust had to find them. In fact, maybe it was
time she stepped up and playedcheerleader for Carly, because nothing hurt more than
seeing avivacious,fun-loving, and kind woman behaving like a shell of herself.

Carly blinked at the chip commercial on her TV screen, featuringtwo rival surfers.
What in hell? Even surfers could land acting jobs, itseemed. That meant literaly
everyone but her. She'd spent her afternoon deepinto daytime television, alternating
with a few viewings of her TMZ video withthe pap at the airport. She enjoyed the
diversity of her viewing habits.Outside, the wind whipped, and the full-on cold had
finally arrived inCalifornia a few days earlier, reminding her a little bit more of
Minneapolis,a time in her life she desperately missed. She thought back on it now,
and thesense of pride she’'d had in her work. It felt like she might never have
thatagain.

Two hours later, she picked up her phone on a whim.What about a guest spot on that



$10kPyramid show?she texted Alika Thinkthey’[I have me?

The reply camein fairly quickly.Are you serious? Because it’ s not an awful idea.

Carly stared blankly at the screen.

That one hurt. It would be an admission of defeat to pander forany available screen
time, but if Alikathought it was a viable plan, thenthings were now past the point that
Carly ever imagined they’d be. She'd gonefrom headlining blockbuster films to
striking out on even small roles. Shewasn't ready for celebrity-on-a-game-show
status just yet. If ever.

No, thanks.Was actually ajoke.

Alika sent back a heart emoji. Carly tossed the phone next to heron the couch, feeling
worse for the conversation.

She heard a garage door open, signaling Lauren's return from daythree on the
Hennessy shoot. Apparently, she’d been having a fantasticexperience on set and had
even received an offer for that guest spot gig onthat TV show, TheSubdivision, which
had been killing it in the ratings lately. Carlyknew because she readV arietyreligiously
on her iPad these days with all the spare time she had. Lauren cameto LA three weeks
ago and had already booked two major jobs with interestmounting in more. Her agent
called with new auditions daily. This wasn't afluke. Lauren had a full-fledged career
waiting for her if she wanted it. Carlywas beginning to wonder if she did. Her
excitement had waned noticeably, whichCarly took some responsibility for.

Carly sighed and headed into the kitchen to say hello, and forceherself to smile. All
the while, she braced for the way the daily update wouldmake her fed!.

Lauren beamed as she entered. “Hey, gorgeous person. How was yourday?’ Lauren



stripped off her blue peacoat. Her cheeks were pink from theweather. She seemed
like someone who'd come home fulfilled, and accomplished.” Nippy out there. Who
knew California could nip so effectively?’

Carly shrugged. “Day was fine. | did amazingly well atWheel of Fortune, and
|checked the mail. It was a huge day for me, redlly.”

Lauren laughed and placed a soft kiss on her lips. “I suck atWheel of Fortune. laspire
to your heights.”

“Oh, | wouldn't advise that.” She rolled her eyes. “Looks like youhad a fantastic
day.”

“I did and | didn’'t. | feel more comfortable on set now. | knowwhere al the food is
and have gotten used to where to sit. | just wish | feltmore like myself.”

“You'll get there.”

“Not sure about how I’'m doing in the acting department, though.Everyone seems
happy enough, but | wonder.”
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“If they seem happy, then you're al good.” Carly pushed off thecounter and
wandered back to the living room. She should have talked it outwith Lauren further,
told her all about her own insecurities when she' d startedout. Offered a few tips. She
honestly wanted to participate in Lauren’ gourney. She just also couldn’t seem to
make herself engage.

“Do you want to talk about it?" Lauren followed her with afurrowed brow. She'd
been shooting Carly those concerned looks ever since she dwon the film role. It was
becoming almost painful to be on the receiving end ofthem.

“No. There's nothing to say, right? I’'m not going to cry to youabout poor little me
just as you're arriving home from a full day on set. I’ mhappy for you, Lauren. You

are the most deserving person | could imagine. I’ mjust...not myself.”

“lI know.” Lauren sighed. She rolled her lips in, thoughtful. “Ifeel like you resent

me.
“l know.” Carly didn’t offer a further explanation, which was ashitty thing to do.
After a long moment, Lauren nodded and headed up the windingstaircase, deflated.
Carly didn’'t hear anything from her for a couple of hours.Finally, she headed up.
What she found surprised her: Lauren had packed herbelongings.

“Wait. What are you doing?’

“1’m gonna get out of your hair.” She faced Carly with awaterysmile.



“What? No. That’s not necessary. Y ou’ re welcome to stay here.”

“Welcome?’ She laughed through her sadness. “That’s veryhospitable of you, Carly,
but | think I'd want to be more than just welcome.More than tolerated. | want you to
want me here, and that’ s not happeninganymore.”

A long pause. “I do want you here.” It sounded unconvincing evento her own ears.
The thing was that underneath all the stuff clogging herbrain, she did want Lauren by
her side. Why couldn’t she fight for them?

Lauren nodded. “I can tell.” She placed a hand on her hip andappeared to be sorting
through her words. “I think you're going through a hardtime, and I'm making it
worse. I’'m going to grab a hotel near the studio, andwe can regroup later. How does
that sound?’

“Lauren,” Carly said softly. She hated everything about the ideabut, at the same time,
didn’t have the emotional fortitude to wage an effectiveargument.

“Hey,” Lauren said, coming around the bed and taking Carly’s hand.”“It’s probably
for the best. Y ou get a chance to catch your breath from all ofthis without me on top
of you.”

“1 like you on top of me,” Carly said, attempting to make a joke,but not fully nailing
it.

Lauren squeezed her hand, understanding the underlying meaning.“Let’s get back to
that soon, okay?’ Carly nodded in response. Lauren tried tosmile. “That's what |
want, anyway.”

She watched Lauren’s normally self-assured demeanor fade, showingcracks in her
confidence in their possible future together. That was Carly’ sfault. Maybe Lauren



was right. Maybe if she got some space, she could pullherself out of this self-imposed
isolation and work on being a confidentperson. Honestly, she’ d settle for recognizing
herself in the mirror again.

“You sure about this?’ Carly asked, dliding her hands into theback pockets of her
jeans. “Because I’m not.”

“We're co-existing. Then snarking at each other. Apologizing. Andrepeating the
whole process. | miss you so much it hurts all over, so | have todo something to fix
it.”

“I missyou, too.” Carly dropped her head. “It has been a bit of apressure cooker. My
doing.”

Lauren walked around the bed and closed her suitcase. “Call mewhen you've had
some time, okay?’

Carly nodded and accepted the kiss Lauren placed on her forehead.She sat on her bed
and watched Lauren roll her suitcase out of the bedroom.Tears pooled in her eyes.

She thought she heard sniffling from down the hall.Her heart clenched. Yet she had
no idea how to stop any of it.

“Picture’ s up. Roll camera. Roll sound. And...action.”

Lauren took her cue and slowly raised her gaze to the actorplaying the prosecutor.
“That’ s exactly why I’'m here.”

“Now we're getting somewhere. Y ou'’ re here to make sure that Victorgoesto jail.”



“Yes.” She glared at the defendant, lacing her gaze with menace asshe trembled. She
blinked back tears, keeping them at bay momentarily, thenlosing the battle. This was
their ninth take and Lauren’ s close-up shot. Thatmeant she had to bring it.

“And you want him to go to jail because he killed your child,” theprosecutor boomed.

“Yes,” she said, eyes still trained on Victor. She blinked out ofit and looked to the
prosecutor. “No. | mean no.”

“But you said yes. Is it true that you hate Victor for gettingaway with killing your
child, and you’ ve now framed him for the murder of AmyTrinidad, his own wife.”
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She opened her mouth and closed it again, looking around thecourtroom in emotional
unravel. “Killed my child,” she mumbled.

“What did you say?’

“Victor killed my child and he's not getting away with it.” Laurenlet the angry tears
fall.

“And...cut.” Rick moved toward her and leaned over the witnessstand. “1 think that
one was it. Let me check the picture and we'll seeifwe' ve got it.”

“Sounds great,” Lauren said, accepting atissue from a productionassi stant and hoping
her makeup wasn't a screaming mess, which, of courseproduction might have
preferred. “ Thank you.” She dabbed her eyes and stood,waiting on word.

“And we're good,” Rick said. “That was our martini shot. Thanks,everyone. That's a
wrap for Lauren Prescott.” The cast and crew on set immediatelybroke into applause
for the work she’d done.

She high-fived Ben, the sound guy she' d nicknamed Benjamin Buttonbecause he was
forty-four but looked thirty. Once she was clear of the set, shelocated her phone and
anxiously checked her messages, looking for one name inparticular. She'd texted
Carly the night before to see how she was doing. Ithad taken everything in her not to
text earlier, but she wanted the ball to bein Carly’s court. Unfortunately, the ball
remained there, as she'd heard nothingfrom her in the three days since she' d checked
into the hotel, which left hersurprised and hurt. Lauren wasn’'t sleeping or eating very
much, and the filmshoot had been alot of tedious waiting around, which was hard on



someone whothrived on action.

“You okay?’ Ca Parks, who played the prosecutor, asked as hepassed. “You look
like someone just stole your puppy.”

She forced herself to brighten. “Nothing that awful. Just hangingon to my character a
bit too tightly.” He laughed and headed out. Alone, herspirits plummeted. She missed
her dog. She missed Trip. Above all, she missedCarly more than words could ever do
justice. None of this Hollywood stuffmattered under the personal circumstances of
her life. How dissatisfying it wasto be given so much, only to realize that the one
thing you wanted was the onething you couldn’t have. Life didn't mess around in its
masterful delivery ofmixed messages, elevating her professional life while trashing
her personalone.

Her time on the film had originally been scheduled for five days,which had turned
into seven, scattered over a two-week period due to theschedules of other actors.
When the job ended, she’'d planned to stick around,pick up Rocky IV, and see where
the Los Angeles journey took her. The events ofthe last week weighed heavy on her
plans.

She fired off another text to Carly.Hey, you. If you' re dodging my messages, just say
so.I’'mabig girl, Carly. Just talk to me one way or another.

That night as she sat cross-legged in her hotel room watchingThe Subdivisionfor abit
of research on the part she’d committed to, she kept one eye on her phone.She knew
Carly was in a rough spot, so she cut her a certain amount of slack.lt had been too
long, though. Deciding to be the bigger person, she placed a call ,waiting patiently as
it rang and rang. When Carly’s recorded voice came on theline, Lauren closed her
eyes, absorbing the familiar sound. “Okay, so | guessyou’ re too busy to pick up. Or if
I’m being realistic, you’ re choosing not to,which speaks volumes. Have a nice night.”
A pause. “I missyou.”



Carly could barely hear the message above the loud music. “I missyou.” She lowered
the phone, her heart tugging. She missed Lauren, too.

It was just before midnight, and Carly only paused her dancing fora quick drink. It
felt good to get out of the house, which had been eating heralive. She needed an
escape, a reset button, a lifeline. Dancing her ass off,while keeping her alcohol level
to aminimum so as not to get too crazy, wasdoing the trick.

“From the guy down the bar,” the blond bartender with the spikyhair said and pointed
at a gentleman who nodded in her direction.

“Thank you, but no,” she mouthed and dlid the shot back. She hadzero plans to get
sloppy drunk and show up on TMZ all over again.The Hollywood Reporterarticlethat
afternoon had been enough.

You're gonnawant to see this, the text from Fallon had said earlier that day.But
remember, it’ll be in peopl € strash folders by tomorrow so don’t get hung up.

When she opened the short article and read the headline, “ Danielbested for Hennessy
role by McAllister co-star,” her first reaction was an eyeroll. After all, it had only
been a matter of time before Lauren showed up ontheir radar, and her connection to
Carly only sweetened the appeal. The mediadid their research and seemed to have
sources everywhere these days. She justwasn’t expecting it to be so soon. “Really?’
she asked her empty kitchen. “Haveyou not put us through enough?’ And she did
include Lauren in that becauseshe’'d been unfairly punished in all this. Carly was
working on putting thingsright, but she hadn’t yet found the words that would absolve
and explain herunattractive behavior. She certainly wasn’t proud of it and was doing
what shecould to learn about her own weaknesses, and how they manifested and
affectedothers. She owed Lauren a sit-down conversation, and they would get



themsealvesback on track.

The article had saddened her, though, and she'd decided enough wasenough. It was
time. She needed to take control of her own life before she losteverything, including
Lauren. She refused to consider the possibility that shealready had. She would face
that problem tomorrow. It was a new day and wouldbe a new leaf. For now, letting
loose felt like a cool glass of water on a hotday. The music infiltrated her system,
fueling her. The dim lighting and theconstantly moving strobes offered a much
needed feeling of anonymity thatallowed Carly to escape. The aerobic exercise
released her endorphins. Sheheaded back to the dance floor where she danced with
anyone and everyone.

She could not, would not be stopped.

* % %

Lauren squinted at the clock in the darkness of her hotel room.The angry green
numbers told her it was after two and she'd yet to fall asleep.She fell back against the
pillow with a petulant sigh. Her brain wouldn’t stoprunning through all the possible
options. She touched the lonely pillow next tohers. She’d met success in Hollywood,
yes, but she hadn’'t found happiness.She'd been infinitely happier back home, and
never so happy as when she’ d hadCarly with her.

Just the thought of her made Lauren’s heart hurt. Understandingthat sleep was outside
of her grasp, she sat up in bed and took out her phone.Because she was apparently a
glutton for punishment, she googled Carly’s name,partially because she wanted to see
her face, and also because she wondered ifthere’ d been any casting news.

When she saw an article onTheHollywood Reporter’s website about her taking the
Hennessy job fromCarly, she went still. Scanning the short piece left her hands
shaking and herstomach nauseous. It was bad enough that Carly didn’t get the role



she'd sobadly hoped for—it was worse that she'd lost it to Lauren, and
exponentiallyunfair to have her nose shoved in it by the press. She wanted nothing
more thanto talk to Carly, but she'd been shut out. She shook her head and
scrolled,pausing on a photo of Carly posted by a fan to Instagram. Lauren squinted
andclicked on the photo, blowing it up larger, only to see Carly dancing that
verynight at a club in West Hollywood.

She fell back against the pillow, trying to understand.

That's when she got it. The resentment, the unreturned messages,the late night
excursion. It was what she' d feared all along.

Carly was more important to her than she was to Carly.

She'd simply refused to accept it until now.

Lauren stared into the quiet of her hotel room and focused on thelights of LA just
outside her window. What was she doing here? Chasing an olddream from when she

was too young to know any better? Whatever gratificationshe got from her recent
successes wouldn't last and shattered in the face ofwhat she'd lost in Carly.
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She didn’t want it under these circumstances. Any of it.

Without giving it another moment of consideration, she flipped onthe light, retrieved
her suitcase, and set to packing for the third time in twomonths. She found a
reasonable fare home on the internet, if she didn’t mindtraveling early. She definitely
didn’t. She needed to get the hell home.

Chapter Eighteen

Carly rolled her shoulders as she walked through the lobby of theHilton. She smiled
at a few of the tourists who'd turned immediately in herdirection the second she
walked by. She posed for a selfie with ateenagerwaiting alongside her at the elevator
bay. As she rode to the fourteenth floor,her nerves fired. She had what she wanted to
say prepared in her head. She' dspent the morning at her kitchen table getting her
thoughts in order, eventaking notes on one of Lauren’s Post-it pads.

At Carly's request, Alika had booked her on bothCelebrity Game
NightandPyramid,for which she would begin practicing soon. She decided to shed her
stupid egoand now looked at them as a truly fun opportunity. Why not enjoy herself
aittle? Maybe reminding the world that she was out there would jump-start hercareer.
Maybe not. That part mattered |ess.

She knocked on the door to room 1422—L auren’s room. Lauren hadtexted her the
room number the night she’ d checked in. She waited, realizingshe should have called
first, given that Lauren clearly wasn’t in. Behind her,a housekeeper arrived with a
cart. He was an older gentleman and smiled at herlike they were best friends.



“At first | thought,Iknow you, but nah, you're amovie star.”

“Yes, hi. I'm Carly. Nice to meet you.”

“I"'m Henry. Pleased to make your acquaintance, as well.” He smiledsome more as he
turned and opened the door to Lauren's room. He gestured towardit. “You were

knocking on this one?’

She nodded. “But my friend is out, so I'll give her a call andcome back later. Thank
you.” Sheturned to go.

“She checked out.” He headed inside, but the cart propped open thedoor.

Carly frowned and peeked her head around the door into the hotelroom. “Checked
out? Areyou sure?’

“Yep.” He pointed at his clipboard sitting on top of the cart.“ This morning.”

“Do you know where she went?’ It was a dumb question.

“Sorry. | just get alist of vacated rooms to turn around.”

“Thank you,” Carly called over her shoulder and left in confusion.Maybe Lauren had
returned to her place, which would be ideal, because it waswhat she wanted anyway.
As Carly waited for the valet to return with her car,she turned to the doorman on a

whim.

“Did you see this woman leave earlier?” She turned her phonearound and showed
him a photo.

He pointed at the screen. “Ah, yep. She had trouble getting herUber driver to pick her



up in the right spot. Had me talk to him fordirections.”

She crouched in excitement. A lead. “ Any idea where he was takingher?’

“Yep. The airport. That was afew hours ago.”

13 NO.”

He winced apologetically, sensing it was not the answer shewanted. “Yes.”

Carly’s spirits fell from her chest to the pavement. How was thatpossible? She took
out her phone and called Lauren, something she now felt likean idiot for not doing
over the last few days. No answer, which made sense. Shewas likely on a flight. She
looked to the doorman again, whose name tag readMike. “ So what am Isupposed to
do now?’” She had no idea why she thought Mike would know.

“1 always find a nice breakfast cheers me up. I’'m a flapjacksguy.”

That's the sentence her brain decided to play for her over andover as she returned
home, directionless.I’ma flapjacks guy. I'm a flapjacks guy.It was not at all helpful,
butmaybe what she deserved, to be haunted by one of the lowest moments in herlife,
reminded of it over and over. She poured a cup of coffee she didn’t havethe stomach
to drink.l” ma flapjacks guy.

She sat outside next to her pool without a coat because she neededto et the cold pelt
her in punishment. The empty hotel room had been a wake-upcall. She saw the
parallel now between her behavior over the last few years andher behavior toward
Lauren. She seemed to think everyone would wait for her.Lauren most certainly had
not, and why should she have? She’' d never let Carlyget away with her bullshit. It was
one of the many things that was so great abouther.



Carly called again. Nothing. She walked through each room in herhome, alone with
her thoughts that she sorted through one at a time. She neededa sounding board, and
she knew the one person who would give it to herstraight.

“How’ s your day looking?’ she asked, when Fallon picked up hercall.

“Pretty slow around here. | was thinking of knocking off early.”

“Want to go out for a cocktail and knock me around alittle? I’ veearned it.”
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“Hmm,” Fallon said. “A cocktail and beatdown could make for a niceafternoon.
Where should we gather?’

“Somewhere low key where people won't take our photo.”
“So the Chateau Marmont, then?’

“Very funny. What about that place The Varnish? Reminds me of aspeakeasy, and
that dim lighting might be what | need to blend.”

“Done. See you in an hour?’

“Prepare yourself for sad and guilty.”

“Good Lord.”

“I know.”

Ninety minutes later, and Carly had a whiskey sour and Fallonsipped a candy-apple
martini that came with a chili rim. “So what are we goingto do about it?" Fallon

asked.

“Do about which of the many issues?” She had laid out everythingthat had gone
wrong as soon as they’ d arrived, sparing no detail.

“Well, | think you have alot of things going on. Some old. Somenew.”



“lI can agree.” She claimed the cherry from her drink and watchedthe bartender
restock the sugar. “ This morning was definitely rock bottom forme. | can admit that.”

“Career first. So you haveFamilyFeudcoming up this week?’

“No, it’sthe pyramid one.”

“Right. So your financial prospects aren’t dead. They’re just notwhat they once were.
No one pays you millions to offer cluesto paralegals.”

“Not even close.”

“Well then, let’ s figure out your priorities, shall we?’

“Please.”

Fallon took out a pen and grabbed a spare cocktail napkin fordiagramming. “We need
to figure out what you can and cannot live without. Let’ sstart with your house.” She

wrote it down.

Carly considered the question. “I love where | live, but | couldbe happy with a much
smaller, more modest space. In fact, that’ s probably themost practical choice.”

“All right, so the materials can go.” She crossed it off andcontinued to take notes.
“The luxury cars?’

“Just abonus. | don’t need them. | can drive a Nissan.”
Fallon nodded and adjusted the list. “Carly in a Nissan. This isgoing unexpectedly

well. What about your celebrity? How important is it thatpeople see you as a high-
status star in Hollywood?”



“I’ve loved that part of my life, but if you ripped it away, I’ dstill be standing.”

Fallon nodded some more. “What about acting?’

That one was harder. Things weren’t going so well in thatdepartment these days. She
loved her job and would sorely miss it if she had totake up another career. “That one
would be a big loss. I'd rather not give upacting, but | understand it may not happen
at the same pay grade I’m used to.”

“Would you be happy doing a smaller project, like a TV show oranother regional
play somewhere?’

Carly had never been happier than during the run of Starry Nights, whichwas maybe
why her current existence seemed like such a steep fall. “That'sactually not such a
bad idea.”

“Got it. Acting is a keeper, but it could happen in avariety offorms. Now, what about
Lauren? If things don’t work out there, will you beokay?’

“l don't want to think like that.” She couldn’t, in fact. The ideaof going back to her
life before Lauren felt hollow, cold, and unimaginable.“No.”
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Fallon held up a finger. “Okay, see, that's interesting. | thinkwe've made an
important discovery here.”

“That | want Lauren? That’s not news.”

Fallon shook her head. “That’s the first time you’' ve immediatel ypushed back against
anything I've said. And hard. Lauren was the only dealbreaker you had on the entire
list. You aren’t willing to budge.” She turnedthe napkin around, and Lauren’s name
in big, bold letters was the only wordleft standing with a giant circle around it.

“True. There's no compromise there for me.” Fallon was right. There it was, crystal
clear as day. Her response had been instinctual andinstantaneous with very little
consideration required.

“Yet think about it, Car. You've allowed losing your status,something that’s not
important to you in the grander scheme, separate you fromthe one thing on this list
you don’t want to live without. Why?' Fallon shookher head as if thiswas just basic
math and took a sip from that candy-applemartini that Carly should have ordered.

She closed her eyes and shaded her face with one hand. “Right. I'man idiot.”
“Interesting strategy there, champ. So fix it.”
Carly took another sip. “I’'m gonnatry. I'm not entirely sure how yet.But I’m gonna.”

A pause. “How about | order us another round of those,” shesaid, gesturing to
Fallon’s martini, “and we come up with afirm plan.”



Fallon clapped with her fingertips. “ Plans are my favorite.”

Minneapolis weather did not mess around. If Carly thought theplace was cold in
October, she wasn't prepared for late November. Her minimallylined leather jacket
wasn't cutting it against the whipping winter winds. She’ dhonestly known better, but
larger details stole the space in her mind thesedays. She flipped the collar up and
cursed herself for not pulling a scarf outof her bag.

It had been three days since Lauren left Los Angeles. Carly knewshe'd flown home
because she'd posted a photo of herself reunited with Rocky toher social media
accounts. They’d looked adorably snuggly, and Carly amostforgot she didn't
currently have the right to take joy in that. Instead, shebooked her own ticket for the
following day, packed her bag, and set off forMinnesota.

On her way to the airport, a text from Lauren hit her phone(finally answering the
string Carly had sent.

I’m sorry tohave dashed away on you. Not really thinking LA is for me. I'm sorry
thingsdidn’t happen differently. | think we want different things.

Of course, it looked that way. She'd let it. More motivated thanever, Carly knew that
there was no way she was having this conversation fromacross the country. She
needed to look into those green eyes and tell Laurenwhat a self-involved jackass
she’ d been and get them back on the same page.

In her rental, she drove by Lauren’s house, but her car wasn’tthere. She made the
quick jaunt to the theater, and there it was. The spunkysky blue Mini Cooper. How
was it possible that even the car was a sight forsore eyes? Carly gave herself a mental
pep talk as she walked up the ten stairsthat led to the building’'s entrance, past the



picturesgque stone columns, andinto the lobby, which she knew would be unlocked
during the day because the boxoffice sold advance tickets. Once inside, all she
needed was for someone toopen a door to the house in the normal course of their
workday, and she'd bein. Luckily, she only had to wait five minutes for that to

happen.

“Carly?”

She sighed. It was that Tinsley woman. She had paint all over herarms and a red
bandana around her head to keep her hair back. The new set mustbe going in
forFal settos,the production that would open next.

“Hey, there.” She followed Tingley through the theater like shebelonged there.

“I didn't realize you were doing any more work here” Tindeysaid. “Forget
something?’

“Just some business to take care of.”

“Mm-hmm.”

Tinsey smiled but eyed her with suspicion. Carly didn’t care. Shewasn't here to be
friends with Tindey, who'd never readly shown her muchwarmth anyway. She
proceeded to the stage management office just down the hallfrom the stage itself. Her
heart thudded, her palms were sweaty, and she had aserious case of butterflies
dancing a conga line through her midsection, butshe was going to fall on this damn
sword because it was abundantly clear to herwhat mattered most.

Carly paused in the doorway because, God, there she was. Laurenworked quietly at
the desk, laptop open, soft music playing from the radio onthe table behind her. She
was a vision of beauty, focused as always as sheworked. She chewed subtly on the



inside of her cheek, a common occurrence whenshe was concentrating. Carly had
always loved watching her in thought.

Finally, Lauren glanced up and went still. For a moment, she saidnothing. Then her
shoulders dropped dlightly asif she’d been wounded. “Hi.”

Carly offered a nervous smile. “Hi.”

“1 don’t understand.” She shook her head and peered behind Carlyas if to see where
she came from. “What are you doing here?’

“We want the same things.” It wasn’t the most eloquent of ways toplead her case, but
it was al she could think to say, her speech having flownout the window the second
she laid eyes on Lauren.

“What?" Lauren was trying to wrap her mind around Carly’ s surpriseappearance, and
it seemed like her brain hadn’t quite caught up.

“I’'m here for you. To tell you | disagree with what you said. Weboth want the same
things.” Lauren stared at her, clearly unsure what to say ordo. “I don't know why
you' re back in Minneapolis, but come home with me.”
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“Home?’ Lauren stood, gestured for Carly to come inside, andclosed the door behind
them. “Thisis my home, and it’ s the best place for me.”

Carly squinted. “You were killing it in LA. What happened to thegob onThe
Subdivision?’

“1 politely asked if | could back out. They were understanding.”
“Oh.” Another pause. “You're really serious about thisback-in-Minneapolis thing.”

Lauren nodded apologetically, and Carly felt nauseous. “Wilksapparently aready had
me on the schedule with plansto replace meif | wasn'tback. So | just dlid back in.”

“You're an amazing stage manager.” She shrugged. “I guess | awaysassumed that if
the people working on the production had the opportunity to bethe actors, they’'d

leap.

Lauren smiled. “Not everybody is destined for the limelight. lonce thought it was al |
wanted in the world.” She mirrored Carly’s shrug.”But as we grow and change and
get to know ourselves, our goals change withus.” She looked around the office. “I
really love my job.”

“You'reamazing at it.”

“l try to be.”

Carly blew out a steadying breath. There was more to say. “Irealize that | got caught



up in my own world, my own journey, and you paid theprice.” She held out her
hands. “ All done with that now.”

“I’m happy to hear that. Y ou were truly struggling. | hatedwatching it play out.” She
shook her head. “I felt so helpless and my heart...” The words died on her lips.

“Lauren. | want to give us our shot. For real.” She tried tosmile. She lost the battle in
the face of such a daunting conversation thatwasn’t going well.

Lauren closed her eyes. “The thing is, Carly, that it was for realthe whole time. Life
isn't a do-over.” She sighed and studied the floor as ifassembling the words she
wanted. “When things weren't going your way, | becamean enemy to you. An
obstacle on the path to what you truly wanted. That’s notwho | want to be to anyone,
and | would fully expect it to happen again.” Sheraised her arm and let it drop. “The
acting thing was alot of fun for awhile.But maybe it'stime | get back to my real life,
so | can feel like Laurenagain.”

There was a knock on the door behind them, and not a second later, Tinsley appeared
without waiting for an answer. “Everything okay, Lauren?’

Carly stared, confused. “Why would it not be okay?’

“We're fine, Tins. Thanks,” Lauren said. “I’ll bring you abreakdown of the move-in
schedulein just alittle bit.”

Carly raised ahand. “Why would it not be fine?’
Tindey took a confident step farther into the room. “Oh, | don’tknow, because she

gave up her life to follow you out to LA, and you treated herlike crap once she got
there? Ruined her legitimate chance at her dream bygetting in her head?’



“Tinsley. No.” Lauren shook her head and closed her eyes.

Carly turned back to Lauren. “I know. She'sright. All of it.”

“Damnright | am.”

“Do you mind giving us a minute?” Lauren asked Tinsley, who didn’tmove.
“Please?’

Tinsley nodded and with a glance to Carly that saidl’ve got my eye on you,she left
the office.

“I"'m a big girl. It was my decision to head to LA. We had plans,and things were
feeling really good between us. | thought they’ d stay thatway.”

“1 know.”

“Yes, | was paranoid as hell that you were out of my league andthat you'd cast me
off.” She shook her head ruefully. “1 guess| just didn’ tsee the method in which you'd
doit.”

“I'man idiot.”

“YeS_”

A pause as the truth rained down. Carly accepted theresponsibility and prayed she
could find a way to undo the damage. Carly tookan imploring step forward. “But it

was. ltwasworking out for you.”

“Parts were. But people change—their priorities do.” Lauren rolledher lips in and
leaned sideways against the desk with one arm. “1 aways longedto be an actress, but



maybe that’ s not me anymore. | wasn’t happy. It's easierhere. Simpler.”
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“Lauren. Just listen, |—"

“l don’'t blame you, Carly, okay? Does that help? You can leavehere feeling better
and go back to your world with a clear conscience thatlittle Lauren is just fine.” Her
eyes were watery when she said it. There wasalso a resolve present, and that hurt
more. “You were just living your life. Iwas in the way.”

“You were never that. | was dealing with issues of my own.”

Carly wasn't able to process all of this at once. It was too much.What had she done?
Turned into a petty, self-involved starlet who wasn'tgetting the kind of jobs she
thought worthy of herself. Never before had such astartling mirror been held up to her
face. It nearly brought her to her knees.She hated herself and every action she' d taken
since leaving Minneapolis. “Y oudeserve so much better than all of this.”

Lauren offered a sincere smile. “I think everything happens for areason, you know?
We were ateam on that show. Maybe that’s what we were meantfor. Now we go our
Separate ways.”

“We're till ateam.”
“Sometimes things don’'t work out the way we expect them to, andthat’s okay.”
Lauren looked like she was trying to convince herself of thatjust as strongly as she

was Carly.

“That’s not what this is. Look at me.” Lauren did and the minutethey connected,
Carly knew she was right. “You and | are supposed to betogether,” Carly said, her



chest tight. “If we aren’t, why would | feel thisway?’

“I"'m not sure | agree.” She watched as the guard Lauren had inplace seemed to fall
away. “Do you think | don't miss you?’' Her voice wasstrangled with emotion. She
placed a shaky hand over her heart. “Of course Ido. Every day. But I’ ve been missing
you for awhile now, and it’s become clearthat maybe I’ m not the best person for you.
Maybe you' re not the best for me.”

“Areyou positive of that?’

A long pause struck. “No.”

“Good. Then hear me out. I’'m here because you mean more to me thanany job. | lost
myself somewhere in a swarm of persona disappointment anddidn’t see what was
right in front of me—the true source of my happiness was anuptight stage manager
turned talented actress, and the best scene partner I’ veever had in my life.” Shetook a
moment with the next part. “Give me a secondchance. | promise to learn from my
mistakes.”

Lauren hadn’t moved a muscle. “I don’'t think we're ready for that.l don’t think you

are.
“What does that mean?’

“1 think you need some time for yourself, to sort out your world.” Lauren was being
too nice, but Carly trandated. She was telling Carly to workonherself. Itwasn’t the
answer she wanted, but it also wasn't a firmly closed door. Shecould work with a

crack. She had to. It was all she had |eft.

“And while | do that? Will you come back to LA?”



“Not while the next show is in production. | talked to my agent aboutstepping back.
Maybe I'll pick up arole here or there along the way in thefuture. Make myself a bit
of ahybrid. Others have doneit.”

Carly nodded, trying to get past the painful lump in her throat.“l can’'t convince you,
huh? What if | picked up and moved here?1’d doit.”

Lauren shook her head, her conviction apparent. “I don’t want usto go down the same
path al over again. You need to gather your world. Maybethen, give me a call. We
can catch up.”

Carly nodded, dejected. “I'll do the work, okay? Because thisright here”’—she
gestured between them—*“was supposed to be a two-month fling,and instead it's
changed me forever.”

Lauren’s eyes glistened with tears. “| can safely say the same.”

Carly dlid her hands into her back pockets. “I can’'t believe I’'mgoing home without
you. | don’t want to do this. Please don’t make me.” Her owneyes filled.

“I’'m sorry.” Lauren touched her chest. “I have to look out for menow, okay?’

Carly nodded. This wasn't at all what she wanted, but Lauren had avalid argument.
Carly had to find happiness with her new place in the world.She had to stand on her
own two feet if she wanted to walk in confidence nextto Lauren. “But know that I'm
not giving up.”

Lauren nodded and opened her arms. Carley moved into them wordlessly.The tears
fell hot and free down her face as they held each other. When Laurentook a
shuddering breath and released her, Carly took a step back and wiped herwet face
with alaugh. “What a pair we are.”



Lauren nodded. “We ve come avery long way together.”

“And there' s so much more ahead.”

Lauren didn't seem as convinced, but that just meant it was up toCarly to hope
enough for the both of them. She was up to the challenge.

“Take care of yourself and Rocky and this amazing theater, okay?’ She ran a dejected
hand through her hair because there wasn’'t much else to door say.

Lauren nodded through her tears. “Y ou got it.”
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Watching Carly walk out of her office had been one of the mostdifficult moments of
Lauren’s entire life. Though she knew it was for the best,she wanted nothing more
than to accept Carly’s offer and forgive and forget.She longed for Carly, wanted her,
and almost abandoned her wits just to haveher back.

“Am | dumb? | could have just gone with her, Trip. Maybe | shouldhave.” She sat on
a stool in Trip’s impeccably decorated kitchen. She shouldhave hired him to do her
place.

He deposited a freshly assembled cheese board between them. “Ithink you have to
trust your instincts more, and they told you it wouldn’t havebeen a good idea. At |east
not right now.”

“You're right. Maybe there's atime for us. But it’s not thisone.” Lauren nodded and
took a sip of her second glass of wine. She'd been backin Minneapolis for a week
now and had spent each and every evening at Trip’ splace, catching up and talking
through all she had in her head. “I’'m sorry ifl’m talking your ear off—I think 1I’'m just
shaken up. | didn't expect her towalk through the door looking and sounding and
smelling so wonderfullylike...her. God.”

Trip dlid the bottle closer to Lauren, but she held her hand up todecline. “I’'m sorry
you were blindsided. Anything good come from theconversation?’

She lifted her shoulders and let them drop. “We agreed to takesome time. | think
Carly wasn't in a place where she could give of herself, andwhile it’s nice that she



said all the right things today, | just don’t know.” She shook her head. “ Something in
me couldn’t seem to tell her what | actuallybelieve.”

Trip came around the island and put his arm around Lauren. “ And whatis that?’

“That I’m desperately in love with awoman who | can never trulyhave.”

Chapter Nineteen

The upbeat game show music played, and Carly applauded, all thewhile smiling at
herPyramidpartner—Jennifer from Dayton, Ohio, who taught second grade. Jennifer
hadalready won the first round with Carly and the second with Aspen Wakefield
fromthe TV showThicker ThanWater, who—Iet’ s be honest—was not as quick on the
draw. Carly wasnot about to drop Jennifer’s chance to take it al in the Winner's
Circle. Noway. Jennifer from Dayton was going home with all the money if Carly
hadanything to say about it.

She cleared her mind of everything as Jennifer with the shiny redhair and jean jacket
received their category, We're Grilled to Have You Here,and prepared to give clues.
The clock started.

“Meat.”

“Hamburger,” Carly answered.

Jennifer tried again. “Expensive. Filet. Ribeye.”

“Steak.”

The bell chimed, signaling Carly had been correct. Everythingwithin her celebrated,
but she held it together. They moved on to the next fiveclues, al pertaining to a



backyard barbecue. She and Jennifer sailed throughthem like pros. Finaly, they
moved to the last clue with only eight seconds onthe clock.

“To flip something over.”

“Toss.”

“You turn aburger, aflapjack with a...”

“Spatula.”

“Yes!” Jennifer shouted and leapt from her chair, now anotherhundred thousand
dollarsricher. Carly threw her arms around her victoriouspartner, and they did alittle
dance that pulled alaugh from the audience andhost.

When the game show wrapped filming, Carly found herself on anadrenaline high.
She’ d shot two back-to-back episodes that day, and it washonestly the most fun she'd
had in a long time. She’d made a point of goinginto the situation with a light heart
and a plan to have fun. Both haddefinitely helped her release some of the
expectations she had for herself.

“Ms. Daniel?” She turned and smiled at the man in a suit movingtoward her. “Y ou
were fantastic today. Any chance you'd be interested in takinga turn as one of our
celebrity competitors onToTell the Truth? You have such sparkle that | think you'd
bewonderful. More opportunity to show off your personality.”

“I"d love to. Give my agent acal, but I'min.”

“Will do. Thanks again for appearing.”

“I had the best time.” She didn’t even have to bolster herenthusiasm. It was real.



When she gathered her belongings and returned to hercar, she had a message waiting
from her Realtor.

“We have a full-ask offer on the house. Call me.” She blinked atthe horizon as fear
crept in. Yes, she needed to let go of the home that wasway too big for one person,
and also a burden to her bank account. Without thathuge mortgage and upkeep costs
looming over her each month, she'd breathe somuch easier, decreasing the pressure
on her to make the kind of money she usedto. Still, the unknown was a little scary.
She and Fallon had a date to gohouse hunting in a less expensive part of Hollywood.
She’'d always been a fan ofthe shops and restaurants in Franklin Village and planned
to check out whatthey had on the market.

She called her real estate agent and listened to the details ofthe all-cash offer. “They
want afast close. Two weeks. What do you think?’

She closed her eyes, saying good-bye to her infinity pool, knowingthere were many
things, and more specifically people, that made her happier.” Take the deal .”
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“You're asmart woman,” her agent said.

“Trying to be.”

She clicked off the call. As she drove home, she felt...lighter. Sheflipped on the radio
and sang along, with a smile. When she got home, she firedoff a text to Lauren, who
she'd left alone for the past two weeks while she didas Lauren had asked: worked on

herself. Today felt like a step toward beinghappy again, and she wanted to share that.

Today was agood day, she typed.Thinkingabout you. You don’t have to answer me,
just wanted to share.

She didn’t receive an answer and that was okay. It hadn’t been thereason for the text.
She went to sleep that night knowing this wouldn’t be herbedroom for long.

The next morning, Alika called. “Y ou're not going to believe this,but the game show
people think you’ re the damn bee' s knees and want you for anotherone.”

She laughed. “1 had ablast. Tell them yes. My calendar seems tobe open.”

“They’re shooting in a week and will send over some backgroundinformation about
what they’re looking for.”

“Good thing | love games.”

“Isthisthe wildest ideawe' ve ever had?’ Alika asked. She wassmiling, though. Carly
could hear it.



She sighed. “I’ ve stopped trying to run the Hollywood race. Ithink, Alika, it’s time to
be a good person and enjoy what life brings my way.That seems to be game shows,
and I’m thrilled.”

“Then who are we to argue?’

Carly shook her head. Who, indeed?

Lauren’s neck ached from rehearsal. Blocking days aways did anumber on her upper
body because she concentrated and recorded the details ofthe direction for hours on
end. She'd say one thing for certain, however. Shesaw the whole process through a
different lens after having starred in aprofessional production herself. She rubbed the
back of her neck as she flippedover the breast of chicken she was frying up for her
dinner. Rocky IV whinedquietly.

“You need to learn to be more patient, Rocky. | plan to give yousome of this chicken
on top of your kibble, but it's not ready yet.” Hesnuffled and turned in a circle, his

curlicue tail set on vibrate. It wasn’tthe only thing vibrating. Her phone buzzed in her
back pocket. Trip.

“Hey, Trippy.”

“Turn on channel six. Do not pass go. Do not delay.”

She turned around and faced the TV. An old rerun of Seinfeldplayedquietly. “What's
on six?’

“Oh, you' re gonna want to see for yourself.”



She turned off the chicken and let it sit, located her remote, andchanged the channel.
She sat on the arm of her couch, curious as the screenfilled with Aspen Wakefield
giving cluesto a portly gentleman with a badcomb-over.

“Are you obsessing about Aspen Wakefield again?’ she asked Trip.“| know she's
beautiful, but I’m glad you chose a different Halloween costume.”

“Wait for it, Lala” She did. She watched as a portly guy gaveamazing clues and
Aspen Wakefield spaced for half of them. Poor guy.

The shot cut away to the other duo, and when it did, Lauren dlidoff the arm onto the
couch cushion in surprise. It was Carly, grinning andjoking with the host. Lauren
covered her mouth as she watched, her heart full,her eyes brimming with tears. It felt
so good to see Carly that Lauren almostcouldn’t contain the emotion that bubbled
straight to the surface.

“Lauren? Y ou there?’

She'd forgotten all about Trip. “Yes. Sorry. I'm watching. I’'llcall you after.” She
dropped the phone and leaned closer to the TV. Carly wasactually really good at the
game, and she looked like a million bucks wearing amaroon sweater dress and
lipstick that matched perfectly. God, she |ookedsophisticated and beautiful.

As she watched, Lauren placed a hand over her heart, feeling itthud away. Adrenaline
coursed as she rooted for Carly and her partner,Jennifer. When they won in the
Winner's Circle, Lauren leapt from her spot onthe couch. “They did it,” she told
Rocky, who turned in a circle next to her,never one to be left out of a good
celebration. She picked him up, hugged him,and placed akiss on top of his head.

Lauren was hit with so many emotions that she wasn't sure what todo with them.
She’'d avoided alowing herself to look up Carly on social media,and she certainly



wasn't permitted to watch any of Carly’s movies. This was thefirst time she'd laid
eyes on Carly since that day in her office just afewweeks back.

“She looks happy,” Lauren said to Rocky, who'd moved back to hismission of
garnering some of that chicken for himself. He stood beneath thestove, snuffling. As
for Lauren, seeing Carly’ s face brought up a myriad ofemotions she wasn’t quite sure
how to process. She felt joyful seeing her faceheartsick knowing where they stood
with each other, and sad because she missedCarly alot.

Lauren dished out the chicken for herself, and alittle for Rocky,as she ruminated on
the state of her life. She'd fled LA for one mainreason—she was flat-out terrified.
The jobs that she’'d booked had to all bemistakes, and it was only a matter of time
before the world understood that.Carly was clearly unhappy and resenting the hell out
of Lauren and the clockwas ticking on how long it would be before she realized she
could do better forherself.
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Lauren had taken off before either of those things could happen.

For the first time since she’d been home, she admitted one thingto herself. Carly
wasn't the only one with issues to work through. Lauren hadcome to the table with
her own basket of neuroses, which surely hadn’t helped things.

Maybe I’'mnot as innocent as | thought in all of this, she typed to Trip.

Later that night, she allowed herself to watch the episode of Pyramidone more timeon
her laptop before bed. She gently touched Carly’s smiling face on thescreen,
remembering their time together onstage and off, and wondering if therewas a chance
for more memories ahead.

What if...?

It was a powerful sentiment.

“3S0, here' sthe thing,” Alikasaid.

Carly held the phone to her ear and grinned from her window seatat a quaint little
café just off Franklin. She had a chicken avocado salad thatwas knocking her socks
off and awindow seat that let her watch the world goby. Her new neighborhood was
shaping up to be atrue gem. “I’m listening.”

“Y ou’ re now the game show queen.”



Carly laughed and paused with a forkful of chicken. “That’'s me.Still awaiting that
crown, but the title will do for now. How many isit now?’

“You' ve had seven appearances air, with three more coming up.”

She shook her head, still not quite believing the trgjectory ofthings lately, but truly
enjoying theride. “I’m feeling myself, Alika. Isthatcrazy?’

“Y ou want to know thereallycrazy part?’

“Tell me.”

“The feedback has been way more than | ever expected. People thinkyou' re funny,
relatable, and kind. The ratings for your episodes have beenstellar. Not only do the
game shows want you, but the phone is starting to ringagain on other projects.”
“Really? And what do the people on these calls say?’

“Do you have aminute? | have alist.”

Carly set down her fork in mystification. “ Shockingly, | do.”

She heard the sound of shuffling paper. “I have an indie filmscript that they’ re ready
to ssimply sign you up for. It's an offer, and adecent sized role, too. A couple of TV
guest-starring gigs, an endorsement dealfor an orange soda company, an Off-
Broadway play is showing maor interest, andthe new Jackson Mullens film is
moving into casting. They’ve reached out aboutyour status. | left that one for last

because | knew you'd flip out.”

Carly didn’'t hesitate. “Tell me about the play.”



“What? The play is not high profile. Jackson Mullensis.”

“Tell me about the play,” Carly said calmly, a second time.

“You’re stubborn, you know that?’

Carly laughed. “I'm charting a new course. | have new priorities.” She liked her
world, of late, and had learned that what made her happy was moreimportant than
what would further her career. Status, as Fallon not so long agopointed out, was not
high on her list of priorities. Since she’ d acknowledgedthat, the pressure had been off.
She enjoyed her days, treated people withkindness, and daydreamed about a time
she’d maybe get a second shot with thewoman she loved. Yes,loved.She’d known it
for awhile now, but this was the first moment she'd actuallyallowed herself to accept
what this was. She was gaga in love with LaurenPrescott and would follow her
anywhere if she'd let her.

“Okay, let's see here,” Alika said. She heard some clickingsounds, which meant
Alika was bringing up the email. “They’re describing it asa contemporary piece by a
new playwright, Heather Kim. A family drama aboutadult children coming to terms
with secrets from their past.”

“I’ve heard of Heather Kim.” Several of her castmates fromStarry Nightshadgushed
about her work, and recommended Carly read her stuff. She was al ears."What are
they asking for?’

A pause. “A meeting in New York.”

“Set it up for me?’ Carly asked.

“Isthisreally what you want? More stage?’
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Carly didn't hesitate. “I might have the bug.” She smiled.”Honestly, Alika, nothing
was more satisfying than the run ofStarry Nights. | feellike I’'m a better actor for it
and want to do more.”

“Fair enough, Little Miss Stubborn. I'm on it.”
“Thank you.”

Carly turned back to her salad, her afternoon, and her newunderstanding of the things
that made her happy. Green eyes were never far fromher mind.

Chapter Twenty

The elevator ride to the twelfth floor wasn't a glamorous one. Thenarrow office
building on Fourteenth Street between a deli and adry cleaner’ swas home to the team
of producers mounting Heather Kim’s two-hour production ofHome Fires,in which a
daughterdiscovers that she and her siblings were kidnapped as young children by
theparents they grew up loving. The script came with a surprising amount
oflighthearted humor, given the heavy premise. Carly enjoyed everything about
thedialogue and narrative when she read it and hoped the meeting would prove to bea
valuable one.

She exited the stale smelling elevator and made her way down anondescript hallway,
which all served as a reminder that she was not in Hollywoodanymore. The frills
were gone, which, honestly, she didn't mind. The play wasnot a big budget outing
and would instead play a ten-week limited run in athree hundred seat theater about a
mile south of Broadway, which to Carlysounded perfect in every way.



An hour and a half later, and she, the producers, the director,and Heather Kim herself
were seated around a table, discussing the piece ingreat collaboration.

“1 think the scene that resonates with me most would have to bethe moment Reagan
brings her findings to the siblings,” Carly said.

“It’s definitely the scene that took me the longest to write.There are so many layers
there that | wanted to be sure came through.”

Carly nodded. “The brother’ s reaction, especialy, is chilling.” She' d read the script in
its entirety four times now, but she'd read that scenemore than ten. She loved
everything about the play and thought Heather Kimdeserved the Pulitzer.

The lively discussion went on like that for another forty-fiveminutes, until Kevin
Jacobs, the lead producer, turned to her. “Listen, are youinterested? Because | can
safely say we are.” Everyone around the table nodded.

Carly didn’t hesitate. She raised her shoulders. “When do westart?’

Jeanine, the director, clapped her hands. “Quickly. We have twomore roles to cast,
and fast.”

“Can | ask which two?’

Jeanine listed them on her fingers. “The detective at the policedepartment, which as
you know is fairly significant in this journey, and willtake the right actress, and a
young actor to play Reagan’s son.”

Carly smiled at her. “Y ou said you saw me inStarry Nights?’

“I did. It swhy | wanted to work with you.”



“Can | make a suggestion on who you might ook into for thatdetective role? There's
just someone | couldn’t get out of my head when | readthat character.”

Jeanine leaned in with a smile. “I think | know where you’ re goingwith this, and I'll
be honest, it had occurred to me.”

Carly grinned. “Just a thought. Totally up to you.”

Later that night, alone her hotel room in the theater district,Carly sent Lauren one of
her routine texts. She rarely heard back but thatwasn’t the point of them.It’sme, game
show queen, saying hello.

Thistime, she got aresponse.Hey,there, GSQ. How are you?

She fell back against the pillow in delight. Every part of herwent warm. She sat up
again, invigorated. Lay back again and sat back up, readyto type.Good. | feellike | hit
areset button on some big itemsin my life. | moved.Shehit send, feeling nervous and
energetic about the fact that she was conversingwith Lauren, who she missed so very
much. To her amazement, the phone in herhand buzzed, signaling not just a text, but
an incoming call from Lauren.

Shedidn’t hesitate and slid onto the call. “Hi.”

“Hey, you.” God, that voice. “ Tell me about these changes.”

Carly did. Shetold Lauren about the new home, the unexpected funshe was having on
the celebrity game show circuit, and how she saw a new pathfor herself that
surprisingly made her much happier than the old one. “I wouldnever have guessed
that 1I'd be happier once | focused less on status, but | am.I’m choosing things for
myself that make me smile.”



“What' s one of them?’

God, it felt good to talk about daily life things with Laurenagain, like the most
cleansing of breaths. “There’s an adorable café near mynew house that I'd love to
take you to one day. | eat lunch there twice a weekand either take a book or a play to
read, or just people watch.”

Lauren was quiet for a minute. “That makes me really happy. All ofit. You have no
idea.” There was awistful quality in the way she said it thathad Carly unnerved.
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“What about you?’

“The play is over and I'm taking a little time for myself.Sleeping in. Taking Rocky
for long walks.”

“Enjoying it?’
Lauren hesitated. “It’ s been an interesting time. My crossroads, |guess.”

“lI miss you.” The words were so automatic. That's how Carly knewhow deeply she
meant them.

Lauren’s voice was quiet. “I miss you, too.”

“Good night, Lauren.”

“Sweet dreams, Carly.”

They hadn’t spoken about their romance or a possible future, butCarly knew without

a doubt that their connection remained very much intact. Shesmiled and slid beneath
her sheets. She just had to stay the course. Patiencewas a virtue, right?

New York City in winter was something to behold. Lauren exited thecrowded
subway station and found herself in Times Square. It was getting darkout, even
though it was only four p.m., but the streets were illuminated byomnipresent neon.



She gave herself a small hug as she walked, inhaling thesweet scent of roasted nuts
from a street vendor on the corner. In just a fewhours, audiences would take to the
streets, heading out in their nice clothesfor the theater, a concept that always left
Lauren feeling invigorated.

The trip was entirely unexpected. She’'d surprised even herselfwhen she'd agreed to
the audition her agent sent her way. She wasn't entirelysure about the future of her
career, but there was no way she was passing up ashot at a new Heather Kim play.
She’'d be happy to get coffee for people on thatproduction. In good news, she’'d felt
great about the audition. She was happywith her reading and seemed in sync with the
director.

They’'d invited her back for a chemistry read the next day, in anattempt to match
actors up with others who might complement them in the worldof the play. They’'d
scheduled her for two such readings.

After snagging a sandwich and a giant chocolate chip cookie fromSchmackary’s,
Lauren took in a performance of CleanSlate, one of her all-time favorite musicals that
had been runningon Broadway for years, and headed back to the hotel for a good
night’s rest.

The next afternoon, she met with the creatives for her secondaudition.

“What | loved about your reading yesterday was the way you infusedcompassion into
what also had to be a high-pressure case for her to solve,” thedirector, Jeanine, told
her before they got started. “Y ou took time to check inon a very human level, rather
than sticking to the business of the job.”

“Oh, okay, great. | can stay in that mode.” She tried to remaincalm, knowing Heather
Kim herself sat in the corner of the room, taking notes.



“We're gonnafirst test you with the character of Jimmy,” Jeaninesaid. She introduced
Lauren to Freddy Hale, the young boy they’ d cast in theshow.

He seemed precocious and excited. “ Cool to meet you.”

“Back atcha,” Lauren said, as they exchanged a high five. They dida short reading
from a scene, listened to some notes, and tried it again.

“Perfect,” Jeanine said, jumping to her feet. “Freddy, | thinkthat's all we need from
you.” He offered Lauren a final high five, saidgood-bye to the team, and joined his

mom, who held his coat by the door.

“S0, your background is in stage management,” Jeanine said, withan amused grin.
“That’s great. | used to stage manage myself. There' s nothinglikeit.”

“You've got that right. | just wrapped a show at The McAllister.”

“Which is the theater where | first encountered you.Starry Nightswas apoignant one. |
might have teared up.”

Lauren was honored. “I didn’t know you'd seen it.”

“Oh yeah. Fantastic piece. Carly’s the one who thought you mightbe good for this.
She wasn’'t wrong.”

“Carly Danidl?’

“She’s our Reagan.”

Lauren was shocked.



“Hey,” avoice said from the door. “ Sorry I'm two minutes late. They wouldn’t let me
cross the street until a crane had been safely lowered. Iwill not be late again. You
have my word.”
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Lauren turned and her gaze landed on Carly’s. It was surreal to bein the same room
with her, even more so when she hadn’t prepared for it. Sheswallowed, rebounding.
“Two minutes, huh?’ She smiled as butterflies hit herstomach. Carly was standing
right in front of her. “ Still an improvement.”

Carly smiled nervoudly, still as beautiful as ever. Laurencouldn’t stop looking at her.
“1 didn’t know who 1" d be reading with. | hoped.But | wasn’t sure.”

Lauren shifted. “ Jeanine here tells me | have you to thank for therecommendation.”
“1 just gave them your name. Therest was all them.”

Jeanine stood off to the side, watching them in mystification.“It’s great to see you
two in the same room. Would you be willing to read thescene in the park?’

“Of course,” Lauren said.

Carly dlid her leather bag off her shoulder and retrieved herscript. Once Jeanine
settled back in with the others behind the table, Laurenkicked them off.

“You're in a unique position, Reagan. No one faults you forwanting to protect your
parents.”

“Youdo.”

Lauren shook her head. “That’s the thing. Not even me. | just wantthe information
required to put this case to rest. There's awoman out therewho lost her kids.”



Carly nodded. “You don’'t think | know that? You don’t think it’ skept me up every
night since | first found that paperwork?’ She shoved a strandof hair behind her ear
and met Lauren’s gaze, firein her eyes. “I can’'t thinkabout her right now.”

Lauren stepped forward. “ She's thinking aboutyou. She' s beenthinking about you for
nearly thirty years now.”

“Well, | can’'t. | can't just turn my back on the people | lovebecause they did
something awful once.”

“Thisis about righting awrong. | know it hurts. | know you feellike your life's been
ripped from you.”

“Everything has.”

The scene played on, and the further they got into it, the moreLauren found her
rhythm. It was so easy with Carly. They had such powerfulgive-and-take.

Finally, Jeanine raised a hand. “Let’s stop there.”

Lauren lowered her script. She smiled at the room, returning toherself.

“That was great,” Carly said to her quietly, as the tableconversed. Heather Kim
pointed to something Jeanine had written on her pad andnodded emphatically, then
wrote something back.

“Thanks. I’'m nervous,” Lauren whispered. Carly, after everythingthey’d been
through, still had an uncanny ability to center Lauren. It helpedthat the read had been

with her.

“Lauren, | can’'t thank you enough for coming back today. We'll bein touch, okay?



Can | get you awater or coffee for the road?’

Lauren held up ahand. “No, I’'m good. Thank you for inviting me. Ihad a nice time.”

“Jeanine, do you need me anymore?’ Carly asked.

Jeanine looked to the table. “No. | think we're all set. lappreciate you coming in, and
we'll see you soon.”

“Great. I'll walk out with Lauren.”

Lauren lifted a hand in farewell and headed out of the room.

“This was unexpected,” she said to Carly in the elevator.

“1 should have given you a heads-up, but what if they hadn’tdecided to call, you
know? You look great, by the way. So pretty,” Carly said.She blinked and stared at
the floor, probably feeling off-kilter.

“Thank you.”

They rode the rest of the way in silence. When they hit thestreet, the noisy sounds of

traffic and people hit. They stood on the sidewak,dodging the quick flow of
pedestrians heading to business meetings, work,lunch, auditions, or who knew where.
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“l don’t think | got it,” Lauren said, shrugging. “ That’'s okay,though. I'm thrilled to
have met Heather Kim. It was worth the trip.”

“Don’'t say that. Y ou never know. | thought the audition wentreally well.”

Lauren passed Carly a skeptical 1ook. “They seemed unsure.” Shestepped out of the
way So avery serious looking man could get past.

Carly mirrored her actions, stepping to the side. “ There’s no wayto know that. They
were ssimply figuring things out. They'll call.”

Lauren nodded. She gestured behind her. “I guess| better...”
“Yeah. Mg, too.”

She saw the sadnessin Carly’ s eyes as they said good-bye. Regretbubbled up. Y et she
didn’t know what to say. Carly was still a very scaryprospect for her, but being in her
presence felt like coming home. She didn'twant to leave. “Don’'t be a stranger,
okay?’

“Not a problem.” Carly flashed her always beautiful smile. Laurenfelt its effects all
over.

She offered a final wave and headed uptown to the subway station.She didn’t have to
think of this as good-bye. In fact, if the job did comethrough, she' d be working with
Carly again, seeing her every day, working onscenes together. The very concept had
her heart and mind singing. So was shegoing to wait for that call to come from her



agent, and then hope that shefinally managed the courage to leap back in to
something she wanted so verybadly already?

Hell no.

She turned around, hurrying back down the sidewalk, dodgingpedestrian traffic,
scooting through tight spaces, and making each crossingsign before it changed. She
passed the production office and kept going,craning her neck to see if she could spot
Carly walking farther down Ninth.After scurrying another block—yesl—she caught
sight of the back of her blondhair, and it was only a matter of moments before she
caught up. Lauren touchedCarly’s shoulder and she turned. She blinked at Lauren
curiously.

“Hey. What’ s going—"

Lauren took Carly by the face and kissed her right there on NinthAvenue in the
freaking Meatpacking District of New York City. The best part ofall? Carly melted
and kissed her back.

“Lauren,” she whispered, coming up for air. She smiled. “Y ou’ reback.”

“Are we?’

“God, yes,” Carly said, her eyes glistening. “That’'s al | want.That's everything to

me.

Lauren smiled against Carly’ s mouth and kissed her again. Andagain. And again. The
people rushed past. The traffic lights changed. The cabsbeeped their way through the
city, but in that one spot beneath the sun andmoon and stars and planets, two people
meant for each other found their wayback home.



“Ms. Danidl, the wine.” The sommelier at Becco presented thecelebratory bottle of
Sangiovese he'd recommended. Carly nodded at the label.“ Who would like to try the
wine?’

Carly gestured to her most beautiful date. “Why don’t you goahead?’

He poured ataste for Lauren, who swirled it and sampled. “Wow.That’ s fantastic.”

“Very good,” he said, pouring them each afull glass.

They’'d parted ways on the sidewalk earlier that day with plans tomeet for dinner.
Lauren arrived in along-sleeved gray dress and thin pinkscarf. Carly wore her forest-
green turtleneck and swept her hair back. Sittingthere with Lauren, she couldn’t stop
smiling.

“1"m happy you' re here with me,” Carly said.

Lauren reached across the table and squeezed Carly’s hand. “Itjust came to the point
where | had to be honest with myself. | want us, Carly.Y ou were in abad place. | was
in my own head, caught up in my owninsecurities, and we let those things obscure the
big picture.” She shook herhead. “1 don’t want us to do that anymore.”

“So let's make a plan, because things won't always be as easy asthey were in
Minneapolis.”

Lauren nodded and set down her glass. “I think we start withpromising not to shut the
other person out. | never confessed to you that Ifelt it was only a matter of time
before you decided | was boring and mundane.”



Now it was Carly’s turn to set her glass down. “You're the leastboring person I've
ever spent time with.”

Lauren pointed at her head. “ Sometimes we get in our own way andtell ourselves the
opposite. From now on, | refuse to swallow those feelings.”

“God, | wouldn’'t want you to,” Carly said, sitting back. “The nexttime | spiral, and
yes, there could be a next time, | will take your hand. Iwon’t shut you out.” She lifted
her arm and let it drop. “Honestly, the onlything | can imagine spiraling about is not
having you by my side.”
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“That was a really good answer.” Lauren picked up her glass. “Atoast. To getting it
right thistime.”

“Taketwo.”

“The more adult version.”

Carly touched her glassto Lauren’s and raised an eyebrow. “ Saucy.l likeit.”

Lauren blushed. “I didn’t mean like that.”

“Too late. It'sin the history books for all posterity.”

After that little exchange, they seemed to race through dinner. Itwas almost as if they
had something more important to get to. Carly commentedon how amazing the pasta
was. Lauren mooned over her brined double pork chop,and when they were finished,
Carly paid the check, posed for a photo with theserver, and they spilled out into the
night. Forty-Sixth Street was bustling,and they huddled together to keep warm. A
saxophonist along the sidewak playeda slow rendition of “It Had to Be You,”
making everything feel special,romantic.

“And now?’ Carly asked.

“Take meto your place?’

She chuckled. “Not yours?’



“1 know you, and you’ll have booked fancier digs. What happened tothe wooing?’

Carly balked. “I’m not amovie star, Lauren. | play gameson TVfor aliving.”

“Areyou staying in a penthouse tonight?”’

“Why, yes. Yes, | am.”

Lauren poked her in the ribs, and Carly grinned. “ Shall we getyour things first?’

Lauren considered the question. “Well, if you think I'll needclothes before
tomorrow.”

Carly tugged on Lauren’s arm with new purpose. “Definitely not.Let’s go.”

When they came together that night in the dim light of Carly’ shotel room, they
undressed each other slowly. They took their time with eachkiss, each caress, and
each lingering gaze. There seemed to be a newfoundappreciation of what they’'d
discovered in the other. For Carly, she'd found abest friend, the love of her life, a soul
mate. She would cherish Lauren andspend every day making sure she knew that she
was the most important aspect of Carly’ s entire life.

“l love you,” Lauren said, as she gazed down into Carly’s eyes.She grinned and
touched Lauren’slips. “So much.”

“Say it again,” Carly whispered, cherishing the words.

“I loveyou. I’'min love with you. | plan to always love you.”

“l love you, too,” Carly said, cupping Lauren’s cheek with onehand. “To the moon
and back.”



Epilogue

“What do you think about an entirely gray and white kitchen?’ Lauren asked, hands
on her hips. They’d been back in LA for a little over twomonths now.
WithHomeFireshaving been met with such critical success in New York,
theproducers were now mounting an LA run of the show and invited both Lauren
andCarly to reprise their roles. There was nothing like satisfying stage work, andwith
two shows under her belt now, she looked forward to more. There' d evenbeen a few
calls exchanged between producers and agents about her and Carlyreprising their
roles as replacements inStarryNightson Broadway. The water was definitely warm
these days.

“1 like gray,” Carly said, coming out of the bathroom. She had astreak of light blue
paint on her cheek, and her hair swept up in a pinkbandana.

Lauren laughed. “You look like Rosie the Riveter if she was awfulat painting a
bathroom.” She touched the streak on Carly’s cheek, but nope, itwas aready dry.
“We can hire someone to do that, you know, if you' restruggling.”

“Struggling?’ Carly sgueaked. “Have you seen how closely I'vestayed within the
painter’s tape? I’'m the Van Gogh of bathrooms.”

“Hmm,” Lauren said. “Maybe more like Picasso.”

“Still an artist,” Carly said gleefully.

The three-bedroom home Carly had purchased in Franklin Village waseverything
she’d once described it to be: adorable, full of sunlight, andperfectly situated. Now
that it was Lauren’s, too, they spent their availabledays off making it uniquely in their
joint style. Carly had the big ideas andLauren reined her in, much like other aspects
of their lives.
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Rocky padded into the room, bleary-eyed from his afternoon snooze,and blinked up
at them. Carly snatched him up and placed a kiss on his cheek.To pay her back, he
offered her atongue swipe. Then another.

“What time do you have to be on set tomorrow?’ Lauren asked,giving Rocky a good
scratch behind his ears.

“My cal timeisfive am. Can you set a backup alarm for threeforty-five?’

Lauren grimaced, not envying Carly in the dightest. The game showappearances,
followed by the great write-ups onHome Fires, had her star on the rise. Thestudio-
produced film offers had started rolling in once again, but to hercredit, Carly hadn’t
jumped immediately. She'd pored through scripts, selectingthe roles she'd find
challenging or fulfilling, even if that meant less screentime. She was relaxed, happy,
and fulfilled. It certainly showed.

As for Lauren, she enjoyed her life as a student of the theater.She'd even talked with
Jeanine about shadowing her in the future, a prospectJeanine was very much in favor
of. Stage managing was a great passion ofLauren’s, but maybe it was time she
graduated to director. She had alot ofideas of her own, and lots of storiesto tell.
“Three forty-five, itis.” Lauren shook her head. “ Ouch, by theway.”

“Right? Why do they hate me?’ Carly stuck out her bottom lip.

“No one hates you. You're too cute for hate.”



“Oh, | likethat ideaalot.” Carly cocked a playful hip. “Do youwant to help this cute
person finish our bathroom wall?’

“Hmm.” Lauren made a show out of considering the offer. “Only ifthere is fooling
around during and after. | can’t see you in short overalls andnot get handsy.”

Carly offered an overly innocent smile. “It’s the very reason linvited you. Follow

me.

Lauren eagerly trailed Carly into their master bathroom, full oftarps, and tape, and
paint, and brushes. Oh, my. She and Carly led a fairlyexciting and diverse life by
most people's standards, but the mundane momentslike these were the ones that
Lauren cherished most. She looked forward to lazyafternoons by the much smaller
pool in their backyard, gatherings with old andnew friends alike, and the quiet of the
night, when she could lie with Carly inher arms and know that she was right where
she was supposed to be.

“1 want spaghetti tonight,” Lauren said, as she painted. “| haveno idea why.”

Carly pointed at her with a paintbrush. “Then we shall seek outthis spaghetti and
make it ours.”

They painted some more with the gentle sounds of Norah Jonesplaying from the
small speaker Carly had set up in the bathroom. Lauren swayed herhips slightly to the
music.

“Hey, Car?’

13 Yes?’

“I redlly love you.”



“Good, because it’s not fun being hopelessly in love all byyourself.” They leaned in
and exchanged a kiss over a can of paint.

“One more thing,” Lauren said. She pointed just above Carly’shead. “Y ou missed a
spot.”

Carly glanced up and smirked. “Still the project manager. You wantto grab one of
your Post-its and mark its placement?’

Lauren nodded, her heart full. “Lord knows | have enough.”



